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PREFACE 

This volume brings together papers on topics relating to the 
transmission of the Hebrew Bible from Late Antiquity to the Early 
Modern period. We refer to this broadly in the title of the volume 
as the ‘Masoretic Tradition’. The term ‘Masoretic’ is sometimes 
used in a narrower sense to refer to the activities of circles of 
scholars known as Masoretes in the early Islamic period. The 
most prestigious circle of Masoretes were those of Tiberias, who 
produced some of the most authoritative medieval codices of the 
Hebrew Bible, such as the Aleppo Codex (generally referred to by 
the abbreviation A). The Tiberian Masoretes were associated with 
the so-called Palestinian Yeshiva, which was the main seat of au-
thority in Palestine from Late Antiquity to the Middle Ages. We 
have records of the activity of several generations of Tiberian 
Masoretes from the eighth to the tenth centuries CE. By the sec-
ond half of the tenth century, the school of Masoretes in Tiberias 
was discontinued for reasons that are not entirely clear.  

The objective of the Tiberian Masoretes was the careful 
preservation of the transmission of a stabilised form of the He-
brew Bible. They achieved this through the textualisation of the 
oral reading that was received from antiquity in the form of 
vowel and cantillation signs and the development of textual 
notes, known as Masoretic notes. The Masoretic notes related to 
differences in orthography, with statistical information about 
their distribution, dissonances between orthography and oral 
reading, and occasionally also differences in the interpretation of 
words of similar form.  

© 2022 Book Editors, CC BY-NC 4.0   https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0330.11
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The activities of stabilisation of the transmission of the He-
brew Bible, however, predate the formation of the Masoretic 
school in Tiberias. Already in the Second Temple Period, author-
itative forms of both the written transmission and oral reading 
tradition had begun to be fixed. Moreover, Masoretic activities 
and the production of authoritative Masoretic Bible codices con-
tinued after the discontinuation of the Tiberian Masoretic School 
in the tenth century. Indeed, the Codex Leningradensis (generally 
referred to by the abbreviation L), which is the basis of modern 
scholarly editions of the Hebrew Bible such as BHS and BHQ, was 
produced in the eleventh century in Egypt. These Masoretic ac-
tivities continued in various centres in the Middle East and Eu-
rope down to the Early Modern Period.  

Furthermore, despite the process of stabilisation, there has 
always been some degree of diversity in the transmission of the 
Hebrew Bible. This diversity can be seen in differences between 
the authoritative oral reading tradition and the authoritative 
written tradition, in differences in the systems of cantillation 
across various parts of the Bible, and also in differences between 
various written streams of transmission reflected by the extant 
manuscripts. In the Middle Ages and beyond the written trans-
mission was more fixed, but minor differences, mainly in orthog-
raphy, are found across manuscripts. There were differences in 
oral reading traditions and in systems of their textualisation. 
There were also differences in the form and content of Masoretic 
notes. Moreover, the engagement with the Masoretic tradition is 
found in many rabbinic exegetical and grammatical works. 



Preface xiii 

The papers in this volume are studies on a range of aspects 
of this Masoretic tradition of the Hebrew Bible in its broad sense, 
ranging from the Second Temple Period to the Early Modern Pe-
riod. They focus on traditions of vocalisation signs and accent 
signs, traditions of oral reading, traditions of Masoretic notes, as 
well as rabbinic and exegetical texts. 

We thank Estara Arrant and Vince Beiler, who helped 
choose the images for the cover of the volume. We would like to 
express our gratitude also to Open Book Publishers for all their 
efficient help in publishing the volume. Their open-access initia-
tive will allow this publication to be widely read throughout the 
world. 

The Editors, Cambridge, September 2022



 



 

ABSTRACTS 

Elvira Martín-Contreras, Using the Masora for 
Interpreting the Vocalisation and Accentuation of 
the Biblical Text 
The marginal annotations that appear with the biblical text in 
most medieval biblical manuscripts—called by the technical term 
Masora—are hardly taken into account when interpreting the 
biblical text. Their idiosyncratic characteristics (they are formu-
lated briefly, concisely, and, on many occasions, elliptically) 
make it nearly impossible to appreciate the content of the anno-
tation and its possible interpretive relevance on a first reading. 
All these difficulties can be resolved, however, by establishing 
implicit information and formulating a clear methodology as to 
how to analyse the Masoretic annotations. This allows us to study 
them and apply them to the interpretation of the biblical text. 
This article shows the benefits of using the Masora for the inter-
pretation of the biblical text through some selected examples, all 
of them related to vocalisation and stress. The content of these 
Masora annotations is explained and applied to textual interpre-
tation. 

Kim Phillips, The Masoretic Notes in RNL EVR II B 
80+: An Initial Report 
RNL EVR II B 80 is a Torah codex, quintessentially Tiberian in 
text and layout. Nonetheless, the masoretic notes reveal extensive 
and sustained influence from the Babylonian masoretic tradition. 
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This influence can be detected in the technical terms employed 
in the masoretic notes, the structure of the notes themselves, and 
the biblical text-form implied by the content of the notes. This 
article serves as a preliminary report demonstrating the nature 
and extent of the Babylonian masoretic material in the manu-
script and illustrates some of the ways in which this material can 
be used to consolidate and expand our existing knowledge of the 
Babylonian Masora. 

Vincent D. Beiler, The Marginal nun/zayin: Mean-
ing, Purpose, Localisation 
In some early masoretic Bible codices, a large letter resembling 
nun or zayin occurs in the margin, often in conjunction with the 
marking of qere/ketiv. Occurring in some codices, but not in oth-
ers, the letter represents a bit of a cipher. Drawing on a database 
of ca. 15,000 masora parva notes, taken from 81 different class-
marks, I propose that the letter, possibly a zayin, had (or ac-
quired) a practical purpose, viz. as a means of avoiding certain 
types of copyist mistakes when recording qere/ketiv notes. Be-
cause the sign occurs in certain script types more than others, I 
also show that the notation can function as something of a re-
gional identifier. 

Aaron D. Hornkohl, Tiberian ketiv-qere and the 
Combined Samaritan Written-Reading Tradition: 
Points of Contact and Contrast 
Both the Tiberian and Samaritan biblical traditions are composite 
in nature. In the Tiberian tradition this manifests most clearly in 
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the phenomenon of ketiv-qere. Against the backdrop of the nor-
mally harmonious relationship between the written (i.e., conso-
nantal, orthographic) and pronunciation (i.e., vocalisation, reci-
tation) components of the Tiberian biblical tradition, ketiv-qere 
instances are a clear indication of divergence between what is 
written and what is read—divergence which, it should be empha-
sised, exceeds acknowledged cases of ketiv-qere. A similar rela-
tionship obtains between the Samaritan written tradition and its 
oral recitation, with the latter regularly deviating from what was 
evidently intended by the former. Both the Tiberian and Samari-
tan reading traditions are commonly characterised as later than 
their respective written traditions. The present study examines a 
series of ketiv-qere cases in the Pentateuch, seeking to explain the 
various forms reflected by the Tiberian and Samaritan written 
and reading traditions and to assess the relative antiquity of each. 

Estara J Arrant, A Further Analysis of the ‘Byzan-
tine (Italian-Levantine) Triad’ of Features in  
Common Torah Codices 
This study analyses the distinctive features of a group of eleven 
Torah fragments from the Taylor-Schechter collection of Cairo 
Genizah manuscripts, which appear to come from related regions 
and use the signs dagesh and shewa in three related ways to rein-
force a standard of pronunciation of the biblical text. The three 
uses of these signs have, individually, been associated with Pal-
estino-Tiberian vocalisation, or labelled as ‘Extended Tiberian’. I 
contribute a fresh analysis by contextualising the signs with each 
other, showing how they work together to preserve a standard 
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form of pronunciation of the biblical text through reinforcing the 
syllabification when the text is read aloud. I also examine the 
codicological features of each of these fragments, which appear 
very similar to each other. I conclude that they constitute a 
group, and I infer what their physical and linguistic features re-
veal about their practical function in the reading and study of the 
Hebrew Bible in the medieval period. 

Geoffrey Khan, Hebrew Vocalisation Signs in 
Karaite Transcriptions of the Hebrew Bible into 
Arabic Script 
In the 10th and 11th centuries CE many Karaite scribes in the 
Middle East used Arabic script to write not only the Arabic lan-
guage, but also the Hebrew language. Such Hebrew texts in Ara-
bic transcription were predominantly Hebrew Bible texts. The 
transcriptions reflect the oral reading tradition of the biblical 
text. Most manuscripts reflect the Tiberian reading tradition. 
Some reflect an imperfect performance of the Tiberian reading 
tradition. This imperfect performance may be attributed to the 
impact of the phonological system of the vernacular language of 
the scribes. In this paper I discuss aspects of imperfect perfor-
mance discernible in the distribution of Hebrew vocalisation 
signs that are used in the manuscripts. The paper focuses in par-
ticular on (a) deviations in the distribution of vowel signs that 
reflect imperfect performance of Tiberian vowel qualities and (b) 
deviations in the distribution of shewa and ḥaṭef signs that reflect 
imperfect performance of Tiberian syllable structure. 
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Yochanan Breuer, Dissonance between Masoretic 
Vocalisation and Cantillation in Biblical Verse 
Division 
The Masoretic text is the final stage of a process during which the 
Masoretes had to decide between numerous various readings in 
order to produce a fixed and consistent text. Although the final 
production is a remarkable achievement, the Masoretic text still 
contains cases of inconsistencies. The prominent example is the 
discrepancy between the ketiv (the way the word should be writ-
ten) and the qere (the way the word should be pronounced), 
where we find two contradictory readings in the same word. In 
this article, a similar phenomenon is described regarding the vo-
calisation and the cantillation. Although the vocalisation and the 
cantillation usually reflect division of a verse according to the 
same interpretation, there are also cases where they reflect two 
opposing divisions based on different interpretations. Awareness 
of this may enrich our understanding of the complexity that was 
involved in the fixing of the Masoretic text. 

Daniel J. Crowther, Why Are There Two Systems 
of Tiberian Ṭeʿamim? 

Why might it be that a dedicated system of accentuation is used 
for ‘the Three’—the ‘poetic’ books of Job, Proverbs, and Psalms—
but not for the many other ‘poetic texts’ found scattered through-
out the ‘Twenty-One’ (the rest of the books of the Hebrew Bible)? 
The earliest commentators associate the two types of Tiberian 
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accentuation with differences in verse-length. More modern com-
mentators attribute it to the essence of poetry. Following these 
two ideas, two different methods of presenting poetry can be ob-
served in the Twenty-One. One is appropriate to poetic texts with 
short verses (of fewer than eight words per verse) and the other 
is appropriate to poetic texts with long verses (of more than ten 
words per verse). Within this double system, the practical chal-
lenges of presenting short-verse poetic texts under the accentua-
tion system of the Twenty-One can be observed in the one text 
that attempts this feat (2 Sam. 22). This observation suggests a 
rationale for a different system of accentuation that is more ap-
propriate to extended texts of exclusively short-verse poetry, as 
found in the books of Psalms, Proverbs, and Job, but not in the 
books of Chronicles, Lamentations and Song of Songs. 

Benjamin Williams, “Some Fanciful Midrash Ex-
planation”: Derash on the Ṭeʿamim in the Middle 
Ages and Early Modern Period 
This chapter examines the history of the idea that the shapes, 
names, and sounds of the ṭeʿamim convey information about bib-
lical narratives, including twists and turns in the plot, the 
thoughts and motivations of the characters, and the way direct 
speech was delivered. This exegetical technique is examined first 
by enquiring into its relationship with the midrashic method of 
deriving such information from the graphic features of the con-
sonantal text of the Hebrew Bible. Turning to the approach of 
Tobias ben Eliezer, Joseph ibn Caspi, and Baḥya ben Asher, at-
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tention is focused on interpretations of unusual and irregular can-
tillation marks, including the shalshelet, according to the princi-
ples of derash. Finally, examples from the commentaries of Moses 
Alsheikh of Safed are examined to show how sixteenth-century 
Sephardi interpreters treated the Masoretic system of accentua-
tion more broadly as a source of information concerning biblical 
narratives. 

Joseph Habib, Does Saadya Refer to the Accents in 
His Introduction to the Pentateuch? 
In the introduction to his long commentary on the Pentateuch, 
the Rabbanite scholar Saadya Gaon discusses the importance of 
word groupings. The possibility has been raised that here Saadya 
is referring to the biblical accents. The purpose of this article is 
to determine whether or not Saadya has the accents in mind. This 
is done through a close analysis of select key terms and the bib-
lical passages mentioned in the passage.



 



USING THE MASORA FOR 
INTERPRETING THE VOCALISATION 

AND ACCENTUATION OF THE BIBLICAL 
TEXT1 

Elvira Martín-Contreras 

Strictly speaking, the term Masoretic Text (MT)2 refers to any He-
brew biblical codex that is accompanied by a corpus of marginal 
annotations known as masora.3 Each codex has its own set of mar-
ginal annotations and there are no two masoras that are the same 

1 This article was completed under the auspices of a research project 
entitled ‘Legado de Sefarad II. La producción material e intelectual del 
judaísmo sefardí bajomedieval’, which is based at the ILC-CSIC in Ma-
drid and funded by the Plan Nacional de I+D+i (FFI2015-63700–P).  
2 For the use of the term, see Martín-Contreras (2016, esp. 420). 
3 In this paper the terms masora and Masorah are used according to the 
distinction made by Aron Dotan. He divided written Masorah into two 
categories: (1) the masoretic notes in the margins of the text and the 
longer lists which accompany the text or are appended to it—the masora 
in the narrow sense; (2) the graphemes which, by their nature, are of 
two types: (a) vocalisation signs; (b) accentuation signs. See Dotan 
(2007, 614). The term is written Masorah (with uppercase M and final 
h) when it is the generic name, and masora (with lower case m) when
it refers to the marginal masoretic annotations of a particular manu-
script.

© 2022 E. Martín-Contreras, CC BY-NC 4.0  https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0330.01
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(Orlinsky 1966, esp. xxxvi). The marginal annotations are found 
in the intercolumn, top and bottom margins of each folio, and 
also collected at the end of the biblical books, where they are 
arranged in lists.4 All of them contain varied information about 
the words of the biblical text with which they appear, such as: 
spelling, enumeration, vocalisation, accentuation, grammatical 
rules, meaning, etc. (see Martín-Contreras 2021, 178–81). How-
ever, all this information is rarely taken into account when the 
biblical text is interpreted.5 

The roots of ‘neglecting’ the interpretative value of these 
marginal annotations lie in (a) lack of knowledge about this 
source (additional specialised training is needed to decipher the 
annotations), (b) the way the annotations work, and (c) how the 
information is provided.  

 

These textual annotations are found in manuscripts vocalised in the 
three systems of Hebrew vocalisation. Consequently, it is possible to 
distinguish three kinds of Masoras: Tiberian, Palestinian, and Babylo-
nian. On Palestinian Masora see Kahle (1959); Weil (1963, 68–80); 
Yeivin (1963); Revell (1970; 1974; 1977); Chiesa (1978). For a general 
view of Babylonian Masora see Ofer (2001). An additional masora is 
attached to the text of Targum Onkelos; see Klein (2000). 
4 This information is sometimes denominated Masora Finalis; however, 
as the Masoretic material arranged by Jacob ben Ḥayyim at the end 
of the Second Rabbinic Bible is called Masorah Finalis, it is better to 
avoid this term. 
5 For the benefits of using the masora for interpretation, see Freedman 
and Cohen (1974); Fernández Tejero (1984); Barthélemy (1992, lxix–
xcvii); Mynatt and Crawford (2001); Martín-Contreras (2009; 2013); 
Dotan (2010). 
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Usually, each marginal annotation is linked to one or more 
words of the biblical text written on the same folio. A graphic 
symbol—a small circle called a circellus ( ͏ ͏ ֯ )—is often placed over 
a word or between two or more words of the biblical text. The 
circellus alerts us to the presence of extra information on the word 
to be found in a marginal annotation.6 

Annotations are connected to their lemmas through (a) 
their placement next to the line of the text (this is the case with 
annotations placed in the intercolumnar margins, which are 
called collectively masora parva, MP) and (b) the repetition of the 
lemma in the annotation itself. This latter technique is typically 
used for those annotations written in the top and bottom margins 
(all of which are called collectively masora magna, MM), as well 
as for annotations found at the end of a biblical book or a collec-
tion of biblical books.  

The denominations masora magna and masora parva merely 
express an external-technical division of the annotations. This di-
vision does not imply differences in the function and nature of 
the annotations placed in each. Both types annotate the same 
kinds of information, but they differ in how they represent this 
information in writing. It has been said that the MM can be re-
garded as an expansion of the information that is collected in the 
MP. This is only partially true. There are many MP annotations 
with no parallel MM, and vice versa. Therefore, it is better to 

 
6 Alternatively, a lemma may have a circellus, but no corresponding an-
notation; or, conversely, a lemma may have an annotation, but no cor-
responding circellus. 
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regard both types, MP and MM, as parallel entities (see Dotan 
2010, 59, n. 9). 

The masoretic annotations are characterised by (a) their ex-
pression of information in a mixture of Rabbinic Hebrew and Ar-
amaic (Hyvernat 1902–1905) and (b) their brief and concise 
presentation of information (generally using abbreviations) that 
is, on many occasions, even elliptical (part of the information re-
mains implicit). There is no standardised form for these abbrevi-
ations, or a single way of expressing similar information: they 
vary between manuscripts and, sometimes, even within the same 
manuscript (see Fernández Tejero and Ortega Monasterio 1981; 
1983; Martín-Contreras 2012; Ortega Monasterio 1986; 1993; 
1997; Fernández Tejero 2009). Those placed in the intercolumn 
margins show the briefest form, with the words often represented 
only by their initial letters. The ultimate expression of this ellipsis 
are annotations that give only a number (a letter of the Hebrew 
alphabet with a supralinear dot). 

In most cases, these characteristics make it impossible on 
first reading to appreciate the content of the annotation and its 
possible relevance to interpretation. However, all these difficul-
ties can be resolved by supplying the information that was left 
implicit and by formulating a clear methodology of how to ana-
lyse masoretic annotations. This enables us to apply the infor-
mation they contain to the interpretation of the biblical text 
(Martín-Contreras 2013). 

Once the apparent difficulties posed by the Masora have 
been explained, the best way to learn about its benefits for the 



 Using the Masora for Interpreting Vocalisation and Accentuation 5 

interpretation of the biblical text is to use it. The following se-
lected examples show how to decipher the content of a masoretic 
annotation so as to apply it thereafter to textual interpretation. 
All of these examples concern vocalisation and accentuation. 

1.0. Judg. 6.37 
The following information on the word רֶב  dryness’ (Judg. 6.37)‘ ח ֹ֔
is given in the masora of Leningrad codex (L). 
Figure 1: Leningrad codex, f. 140r (courtesy of The National Library of 
Russia) 

The MP annotation says: ̇ו̇י  ‘sixteen’. There is no annotation in the 
MM. At first glance, the annotation could be classified as one of 
numerical type, stating the number of times the word appears in 
the Bible. However, a concordance search reveals that this word 
appears eleven times (Even-Shoshan 1996, 398). Is the annota-
tion wrong? Or does it give information of a different type? 

According the methodology to be followed in the analysis 
of any masoretic annotation, the next step is to confirm the reli-
ability of the information given in the annotation. For this pur-
pose, it is necessary to consult the masoras in the main Tiberian 
biblical manuscripts (B.L. Or. 4445, the Cairo codex of the Proph-
ets, the Aleppo Codex, and the ‘Leningrad Codex’) and the major 



6 Martín-Contreras 

masoretic lists and treatises (Frensdorff 1864; Dotan 1967; Díaz 
Esteban 1975; Ginsburg 1975; Ognibeni 1995). I have searched 
in the Cairo (C) and Aleppo (A) codices, but none of them have 
masoretic annotations on this word in this verse. I then searched 
in Ginsburg’s masoretic compilation. There is one list where the 
lemma and the information match the annotation here (Ginsburg 
1975, 497–98).  

We have all the information collected in the process of an-
alysing the annotation: the MP information, the MM information, 
the identification of the masoretic signs (simanim), other evi-
dence. This can help to explain the overall meaning of the anno-
tation and its purpose. 

According to the list in Ginsburg’s compilation, the sixteen 
references are: Gen. 31.40; Judg. 6.37, 39, 40; Jer. 36.30; 49.13; 
50.38; Ezek. 29.10; Isa. 4.6; 25.4; 25.5, 5; 61.4; Zeph. 2.14; Hag. 
1.11; and Job 30.30. After careful examination of the references, 
we can infer two facts. First, the number sixteen includes occur-
rences of this word both with and without prefixes. This addi-
tional information is stated explicitly in the MP annotation on 
this word at Job 30.30 in L: ֹבליש    יו  ‘sixteen in the meaning’. Sec-
ond, the word is vocalised with segol under the resh in all the 
instances. In other words, there are sixteen occurrences of the 
word ח רֶב and similar forms vocalised with segol. 

But, why is it necessary to provide this information? Be-
cause the word חרב, with and without prefixes, also appears vo-
calised with ṣere in the Bible: ח רֵב ‘Horeb’.7 The purpose of the 

 
7 Sixteen times in the Hebrew Bible plus one case where the word is 
written plene, ב  .cf. Even-Shoshan (1996, 352) ;(Exod. 33.6) חוֹרֵֵֽ
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annotation is to distinguish these consonantal homographs with 
different meanings. The distinction is made via the vocalisation 
and accentuation: those with segol and penultimate stress are 
cases of the common noun    רֶב ח  ‘drought, parching heat, desola-
tion/dryness’ (Brown 1952), and those with ṣere and stress on the 
ultima are instances of the proper name   ֵבח ר  ‘Horeb’. 

2.0. Zech. 6.10  
The following information on the word   ָוּבָאת from Zech. 6.10 is 
found in the masora of C.  
Figure 2: Cairo codex, Zech. 6.10 (photographs held by the Masora team 
at the CSIC) 

The MP annotation says:   בט   ז . There is also a MM annotation: 
 ושלשת   במגלה   וקראת  הכהן  הכהנים  ושמעו  והקימתי  וסימנהון  בטע    ז    ובאת

 הגולה.  מאת לקוח תרדמאך

The textual information comes after the lemma and it explicitly 
says we-simanehon. This is the introductory formula for saying 
that the next words are the simanim, the catchwords that make it 
possible to identify the verses involved. I have identified them as: 
Gen. 6.18; Exod. 3.18; Deut. 17.9; 26.3; Jer. 36.6; 1 Sam. 20.19; 
and Zech. 6.10.  
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Similar information is found in the MP annotation on this 
word at Zech. 6.10 in L and in Ginsburg’s Masoretic compilation 
(Ginsburg 1975, 167). All this information is going to help us to 
understand the annotation, the next step. 

So, what does this annotation mean? Firstly, we translate 
the MP annotation ̇̇בטע̇̇̇̇ז  ‘seven times with the accent’. According 
to this translation, the first hypothesis is that the annotation re-
lates to the accent in the word, pashṭa; in other words, to the 
seven times that the word appears with this accent. But if we 
check the word in each of the verses given in the MM annotation, 
we can see that this accent does not occur in all of them. It is 
therefore necessary to pursue other clues.  

The list in Ginsburg’s compilation adds a very important 
piece of information: the word is accented these seven occur-
rences on the letter taw.  

According to the concordances (Even-Shoshan 1996, 154), 
the word  ָוּבָאת, the 2ms qal perfect with the prefix waw, appears 
nineteen times in the entire Bible. A careful examination of the 
references confirms that: the word  ָוּבָאת in the seven verses listed 
in the masoretic annotation has the accent on the ultima, and in 
the other twelve instances on the penultima. In other words, the 
meaning of the annotation is that the word occurs seven times 
with stress on the ultima. 

But, why is it necessary to give this information? What is 
the purpose of the annotation? Is it merely statistical? Those who 
think that the masora has a numerical character may answer ‘yes’. 
But, my answer is ‘no’. The position of the word stress is often 
used to distinguish similar words with different tense meanings: 
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in the case of ובאת, those with an ultima stress usually have future 
meaning—the so-called waw consecutive perfect—while those 
with penultima have past meaning (Revell 1985; Khan 2000, 92). 
So, the purpose of the annotation is to ensure that the word is 
not interpreted as a past tense form in the seven relevant verses. 

3.0. Josh. 2.3 
The word ה֠וֹצִיאִי ‘bring out’ (Josh. 2.3) has the following MP an-
notation in A. 
Figure 3: Aleppo codex, Josh. 2.3 (courtesy of the Ben-Zvi Institute, Je-
rusalem. Photographer: Ardon Bar Hama) 

There is no MM annotation. Similar information is found in the 
MP annotation on this word in L. 

What does this annotation mean? It can be translated as: 
‘unique8 in feminine; penultimate stress’. However, the word has 
the accent telisha gedola and the sign of this accent is not usually 

 
8 I prefer to translate the term לית let as ‘unique’ because it may refer 
to words or expressions that appear once in the Bible (hapax in sensu 
strictu) as well as to words or expressions that are unique in some other 
sense (spelling, vocalisation, accentuation, meaning, location, etc.). 
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used to indicate stress position (Yeivin 1980, 102). Codex L helps 
to elucidate this matter. 

The word in that codex has two signs of this accent, one 
over the letter he and other over the letter ṣade:  ִ֠יאִיה֠וֹצ . 
Figure 4: Leningrad codex, f. 122r (courtesy of The National Library of 
Russia) 

The sign over the letter ṣade is not reproduced in the standard 
printed edition or the electronic ones (such as Bible Works and 
Accordance), with the exceptions of the Biblia Hebraica Lenin-
gradensia (Dotan [ed.] 2001, 318) and the module ‘Masora Tesau-
rus’ (Dotan [ed.] 2014), both edited by Aron Dotan. This is one 
of the reasons it is advisable always to check the manuscript 
when working on the masora. The editions do not always offer all 
the details exactly as they appear in the manuscripts.  

The telisha sign is generally not repeated on the stressed 
syllable in manuscripts with standard Tiberian pointing, alt-
hough there are some exceptions, and this case is one of them 
(Yeivin 1980, 211). And, what does the repetition mean? Accord-
ing to Israel Yeivin (1980, 102), the sign is repeated on this word 
to indicate the stress position. 
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And, what is the purpose of the annotation? The word וֹצִיאִי ה  
appears three times in the Bible: Jer. 7.22 (qere); 11.4; and here.9 
The word is stressed on the ultima in the two verses in Jeremiah. 
This information is confirmed by a list from the masoretic com-
pendium ʾOḵla we-ʾOḵla, according to the Paris MS version, on 
words that occur once with penultimate stress while everywhere 
else they have ultimate stress (Frensdorff 1864, 171, 372). The 
ultimate purpose of the annotation is to distinguish homographs. 
The position of the word stress is used to do this: those with ulti-
mate stress are infinitives with the 1CS suffix, while the one with 
penultimate stress is a FS imperative. 

4.0. Deut. 32.5 
An analysis of the accents and masora of Deut. 32.5 in L illustrates 
its role and importance in interpreting the biblical text. This is a 
difficult text, with a great variety of renderings attested in the 
ancient versions. The accentuation of the first part of the verse 
is:  ם א בָנָָ֣יו מוּמָָ֑ ת ל֛וֹ ל ֹ֖  should be לוֹ ל א ,According to the accents .שִחֵֵ֥
read together and a literal translation of the first three words 
would thus be—as odd as it may sound—‘they behaved corruptly 
towards him not’. This accentuation is unusual and the trend has, 
therefore, been to disregard it and follow the more ‘logical’ read-
ing proposed by the consonantal text. Accordingly, the transla-
tion found in the New American Standard Bible is: ‘They have 
acted corruptly toward Him, They are not His children, because 

 
9 There is one further case where the word is written defectively, i.e., 
without the yod in the second syllable, Jer. 34.13; cf. Even-Shoshan 
(1996, 484). 
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of their defect’. However, the reading proposed by the accents is 
supported by the Targumim and the masora. What does the ma-
sora teach us about this? 

There is a MP annotation to לוֹ ל א in L: 
Figure 5: Leningrad codex, f. 118v (courtesy of The National Library of 
Russia) 

It says:   ו  בת ‘six [times] in the Torah’. There is no MM note. Man-
uscripts Or 4445 (B) and A have no masoretic annotation here, 
but according to a list in Ginsburg’s (1975, 120) compilation the 
references could be: Gen. 28.1; 47.18; Exod. 28.32; Deut. 23.17; 
25.5; 32.5. Apart from the case in Deut. 32.5, these two words 
do not appear to be linked conjunctively by the accents in any of 
the remaining occurrences. It seems that this annotation merely 
states the number of times that these two words appear together, 
in this order, irrespective of the accentuation.10 

However, I have found others annotations in L which may 
be relevant to the accentuation. The sequence ֹלּ א לו in Gen. 38.9 
has two marginal annotations: 

 
10 This sequence is found also in Deut. 21.16.   
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Figure 6: Leningrad codex, f. 23v (courtesy of The National Library of 
Russia) 

The MP annotation says: ̇ה  ‘five’. Additional information and the 
references are given in the MM annotation:   

וידע אונן כי לא לו ויאמר הוי המרבה לא לו לרשת משכנות לא    לא לו ה  

לו עבר מתעבר על ריב לא לו ולא תעמד ולא לו תהיה וחד חלף שחת לו  

 לא
לו לו  :five [times] לא  לא  כי  אונן  הוי   ;(Gen. 38.9) וידע  ויאמר 
עבר   ;(Hab. 2.6) לרשת משכנות לא לו ;(Hab. 1.6) המרבה לא לו

ריב לא לומתעבר על    (Prov. 26.17); ולא תעמד ולא לו תהיה (Dan. 
11.17); and one [with the order] reversed, שחת̇לו̇לא (Deut. 
35.2).  

Careful examination of the references allows us to infer that in 
all of them these two words appear side by side, in either order, 
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and linked—twice by the accents merkha and ṭarḥa and four times 
by maqqef. So, these two words should be read together.11 

This MM annotation not only confirms the unusual accen-
tuation of the sequence in Deut. 32.5, but also demonstrates the 
Masoretes’ concern that it be interpreted correctly. By listing this 
case together with the occurrences that have maqqef,12 they en-
sured that it would be treated in the same way. 

5.0. Judg. 5.8 
The word ם  fighting, war’ (Judg. 5.8) has a MP annotation in‘ לָחֶָ֣
A. 
Figure 7: Aleppo codex, Judg. 5.8 (courtesy of the Ben-Zvi Institute, 
Jerusalem. Photographer: Ardon Bar Hama) 

The same information is given in the MP annotations of codices 
C and L to the same verse. 

According to this annotation, the word is ‘unique’. How-
ever, we find in the concordances that this word appears 38 times 
in the entire Bible.13 What, then, does the annotation mean? In 

 
11 For a different understanding of the Masoretic notes and of the verse 
see McCarthy (2002). 
12  On the use of maqqef with words consisting of a single open syllable 
see Yeivin (1980, 230–31).     
13 Omitting occurrences of this word with prefixes; cf. Even-Shoshan 
(1996, 596–97). 
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what sense is the word is unique? List 373 of the masoretic com-
pendium ʾOkhla we-ʾOklah, according to the Paris ms version, 
helps us with this dilemma (cf. Frensdorff 1864, 172). This is one 
of the words that occur once with an ultimate stress while every-
where else they have a penultima stress.  

By drawing our attention to the unusual stress position, the 
annotation supplies the clue to properly understand this word in 
context.14 It tells us that this is not another instance of the word 
חֶםלֶ    ‘bread’ in the pausal form   ָחֶםל —which is vocalised identically 

to our word in Deut. 32.5, but with penultimate stress—but a 
different word. The distinction between the two words is made 
by the stress position. So the essential purpose of this annotation 
is to avoid misunderstanding of the word as ‘bread’. Here the 
word means ‘war’, from the root ם"לח  ‘fighting’. 

6.0. Conclusion 
To conclude, I hope these examples help to show why the masora 
is an indispensable tool in our attempts to achieve a more pro-
found understanding of the Hebrew biblical text. It constitutes a 
historical record that accompanies the biblical text: a window 
onto the past. Why not use it? 
  

 
14 On the difficulty of interpreting this word in context, cf. Fernández 
Marcos (2011, 56*–57*). 
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THE MASORETIC NOTES IN RNL EVR II B 
80+: AN INITIAL REPORT 

Kim Phillips 

From Second Temple times until the end of the first millennium 
CE, the Hebrew Bible was preserved and transmitted in two major 
Jewish cultural centres: Tiberias and ‘Babylon’ (i.e., Iraq) (Khan 
2020, 6–33). The consonantal texts preserved in each of these 
two centres differed in a great many small details one from the 
other. Likewise, the reading traditions preserved and transmitted 
in each centre differed one from the other, mainly at the levels 
of phonetics, phonology, and morphology (i.e., different dialects 
of Hebrew), but also—to a far lesser degree—at the level of the 
semantic content of the texts (Chiesa 1979, 9–36; Yeivin 1985, 
21–36). 

Each centre also developed its own distinct apparatus as an 
aid to the preservation of minute details of the biblical text (con-
sonants + reading tradition)—its own masora, in the narrow sense 
of the term. These textual commentaries differed one from the 
other not only with respect to the texts they were designed to pre-
serve, but also in terms of the methods used, terminology em-
ployed, and even the way each commentary was preserved and 
transmitted. The Tiberian Masora (t.Mas) exists as a vast nebula of 
distinct notes and comments, which was drawn on according to 

© 2022 Kim Phillips, CC BY-NC 4.0                   https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0330.02
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need, taste, and availability, on a codex-by-codex basis (Yeivin 
2003, 60–92). There is no authoritative standard text-form of the 
t.Mas. By contrast, there is an authoritative standard text-form of 
the Babylonian Masora (b.Mas), at least of the Pentateuch. The 
b.Mas of the Pentateuch (b.MasP) was transmitted as a distinct 
text, not usually ‘appended’ to the biblical text itself. Where sepa-
rate copies of the same portions of this text have been preserved, 
they are functionally identical. Some Babylonian biblical MSS do 
contain individual masoretic comments in the margins, but these 
comments have their origin in a text with a fixed form (Ofer 2019, 
151–57).1 

In the same way that the Hebrew biblical commentaries of 
R. David Qimḥi and Abraham Ibn Ezra condemned the Judaeo-
Arabic commentaries of their forebears to obscurity for centuries, 

 
1 Abbreviations used throughout this article: A = Aleppo Codex; b.Mas 
= The Babylonian Masora, referring to the entirety of the fixed text of 
this textual commentary; b.MasP = The Babylonian Masora of the Pen-
tateuch (referring to the entire, perhaps unrecoverable, text of this tex-
tual commentary, rather than Ofer’s edition, which is fragmentary); DP 
= Damascus Pentateuch; L = Firkowich B 19a, i.e., the ‘Leningrad’ Co-
dex; Lm = Pentateuch MS, written by Samuel b. Jacob (scribe of L), 
containing a large proportion of Babylonian masoretic notes (the ma-
sora magna of the MS has been edited by Breuer 1992; also known as 
Gottheil 14; see Gottheil 1905); Mm = Masora Magna; Mp = Masora 
Parva; Of.b.MasP = Ofer’s (2001) edition of the Babylonian Masora to 
the Pentateuch; Or. 4445 = ‘The London Pentateuch’, located in the 
British Library; S1 = Sassoon 1053; t.Mas = the Tiberian Masora: the 
vast, nebulous, collection of individual notes designed to preserve the 
Tiberian recension of the biblical text. 
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so the rapid triumph of the Tiberian biblical text and reading tra-
dition among the various Jewish communities quickly led to the 
demise and obscuring of the once-influential Babylonian text and 
reading tradition—and the b.Mas with it (Yeivin 1985, 22–24). 
However, since the uncovering of the Cairo Geniza, the study of 
the Babylonian biblical tradition in general, and the study of the 
b.Mas in particular, have flourished. 

The study of the masoretic notes from the Babylonian tra-
dition is very much a work in progress. Over the course of the 
last century many individual fragments of b.Mas have been ed-
ited. This labour culminated in Ofer’s 600-page annotated edition 
of the Babylonian Masora of the Pentateuch (Ofer 2001). This 
edition incorporates all the currently known fragments of MSS 
containing the b.MasP text itself (though not the individual notes 
found in various biblical MSS). Nevertheless, he estimates that 
his edition comprises only about one sixth of the original b.MasP 
text. There is, to date, no edition of the b.Mas of the Prophets and 
Writings, though Ofer is at work on the latter (see Ofer 2011, 148 
n. 42).2 For obvious reasons, the present article will make con-
stant reference to Ofer’s edition of the b.MasP. 

Part of the difficulty in studying the b.Mas is that the ma-
jority of the relevant manuscripts are from the Cairo Geniza, with 
all the fragmentariness involved with documents from this 
source. However, a crucially important exception to this is the 
manuscript known as Lm. Lm is a Tiberian Torah MS in terms of 

 
2 Weil (1963) and Yeivin (1982) have each edited small portions of the 
b.Mas of the Prophets, but compared to the b.MasP, the manuscript re-
mains are few and far between. 
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text and layout, yet a very high proportion of its Mm seems to 
have come from a Babylonian source. Breuer (1992) has edited 
and annotated the Mm of Lm in two volumes, but the MS itself 
remains inaccessible to scholars.3 Ofer (2001, 13–25) devotes an 
entire chapter to the discussion of Lm, and uses it throughout 
b.MasP.Ofer as a supplementary source to help clarify difficult 
portions of the MSS containing the formal b.MasP text. 

Lm is not the only Tiberian MS that makes use of the b.Mas 
(or at least Babylonian graphemes and masoretic terminology). 
Indeed, Yeivin (1968, 72–75), Breuer (1992), Ofer (2001, 260–
74), and Dotan (2005) have demonstrated that most of the well-
known Tiberian MSS contain a certain amount of masoretic ma-
terial originating from a Babylonian source. At one end of the 
spectrum, this Babylonian influence is very slight (e.g., in A); in 
other MSS (e.g., BL Or. 4445) the influence is more pronounced; 
and in still other MSS the influence is rather substantial (e.g., S1). 
This phenomenon raises further questions, therefore, regarding 
the nature of the interaction between, and mutual influence, of 
the Tiberian and Babylonian masoretic traditions. At any rate, to 
date, Lm is thought to stand alone in terms of the massive extent 
to which the masran behind a Tiberian codex made use of Baby-
lonian material in his masora.4 

 
3 For the purposes of the present article this inaccessibility is a particu-
lar frustration, inasmuch as the Mp notes of the MS are highly relevant 
to our topic here. 
4 The question of what ‘counts’ as a Babylonian masoretic note can be 
answered in various ways. Breuer (1992) adopts a minimalist approach, 
and classifies Mm notes in Lm as Babylonian only if he can demonstrate 
that the content of the note does not match the Tiberian biblical text, 
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However, it now appears that another Tiberian MS must be 
placed close to Lm with regard to the extent of the Babylonian 
influence on the masoretic notes: MS RNL EVR II B 80+.5 Though 
quintessentially Tiberian in text-form and layout, the masoretic 
notes of this Torah MS show very extensive and sustained influ-
ence of the b.Mas.6 

 

but does match what is known about the Babylonian biblical text and 
dialect (Ofer 1992, 272–73). There are at least two obvious difficulties 
with this approach. First, a great deal of the Babylonian biblical text 
and dialect is identical with the Tiberian text and dialect. Therefore, 
one would expect that a large proportion of the Babylonian masoretic 
notes would be identical in content (even if different in form and ter-
minology) to the Tiberian notes. Breuer’s approach makes no allowance 
for this, and therefore can only be expected to catch a relatively small 
subset of the Mm notes in Lm taken from a Babylonian source. Secondly, 
much about the Babylonian consonantal text (and, to some extent, dia-
lect) remains uncertain, and so, once again, Breuer’s approach can only 
positively identify a subset of the genuinely Babylonian notes. Yeivin 
(1968) is similarly cautious about identifying Babylonian notes in Tibe-
rian codices purely based on the appearance of Babylonian vowel signs 
and masoretic terms, such as  'של or even 'דק. However, by comparing 
the Mm notes in Lm with the content of his edition of b.Mas.P, Ofer 
found that the great majority of the notes in Lm derived from the 
b.Mas.P, even when the content of the notes matched the Tiberian text 
just as well as the Babylonian text. In turn, this fully justifies taking a 
broader approach to identifying Babylonian notes. This broader ap-
proach (relying on not only the content of the notes, but also their form) 
is adopted by Ofer (2001) and Dotan (2005), and is the approach fol-
lowed in this article. 
5 The + sign indicates additional shelfmarks (see §1.0, below). 
6 To the best of my knowledge, the masoretic notes of this MS have 
drawn scholarly attention twice before. Strack (1897) mentions two 
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The purpose of this article is to present a preliminary report 
on the masoretic notes (Mm and Mp) of this MS. The report will 
demonstrate the nature and extent of the Babylonian masoretic 
material therein, and begin to illustrate some of the ways in 
which this material can be used to consolidate and expand our 
existing knowledge of the b.Mas. Thus, the article is selective and 
illustrative, and makes no attempt at comprehensiveness. It is 
hoped that it will alert other students of the b.Mas to the riches 
of this MS, until a full edition and analysis of its masora (already 
underway) is completed. 

After a brief description of the codex, the discussion of the 
masoretic notes is divided into three sections: structural features, 
external features, and internal features.  

• Structural features: The b.Mas has a set of distinctive pat-
terns, or formats, in the way its notes are structured. Some 
of these are scarcely attested in the t.Mas, but common-
place in the b.Mas. In the first section of this study, I show 

 

notes (one Mm, one Mp) from the MS (which he refers to by its old 
numbering: Cod. Tschuf. 51), both of which discuss variant readings 
between the Easterners (Sura and Nehardea) and the Westerners. I am 
grateful to Prof. Yosef Ofer for bringing this article to my attention. The 
second discussion of the masoretic notes of this MS appears in Pen-
kower’s (2020) recent study of the textual variants between Sura and 
Nehardea. The frequent Mm and Mp notes discussing textual variants 
between the Eastern schools of Sura and Nehardea is further evidence 
of the Babylonian influence on the masora of this MS. Nonetheless, since 
so many examples have already been adduced by Penkower in his study, 
this aspect of the masoretic notes will not be considered further in this 
initial report. 
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that almost all the quintessentially Babylonian note-for-
mats are found with great frequency throughout the MS.7 

• External features: there are other (non-structural) Babylo-
nian aspects that are visible ‘on the surface’ of the notes 
(i.e., self-evident to the eye, without having to analyse the 
content of the notes). These include terminology from the 
b.Mas, aspects of Babylonian Aramaic in the notes, etc. 
These features are reviewed  in the second section of this 
chapter.  

• Internal features: the final section of this chapter shows 
that when the content of many of the notes is analysed, it 
often only matches the Babylonian biblical text, or the Bab-
ylonian dialect of Hebrew. 

1.0. Description of RNL EVR II B 80+8 
The codex here referred to as RNL EVR II B 80+ is currently pre-
served under at least three shelfmarks. EVR II B 80 preserves the 
lion’s share of the remains of the codex: 124 leaves.9 EVR II B 170 

 
7 Ofer’s (2001) monumental study of the b.MasP has been immensely 
instructive throughout this whole study. In particular, this section on 
the various common formats of Babylonian masoretic notes relies al-
most exclusively on his descriptions and analyses of the various note 
types. 
8 A full description of this MS (rather than simply its masora) is currently 
in preparation as a separate article. The brief description here, there-
fore, is intended only to orient the reader regarding the most general 
aspects of the MS, before focussing on the masoretic notes.  
9 In its current presentation on the Ktiv website, as well as in the de-
scriptions in Beit-Arié et al. (1997, 13–14) and Dukan (2006, 310–11), 
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and EVR II B 14 each contain an additional three leaves. Thus, 130 
leaves of the original codex are currently available to us. Through-
out this article, individual shelfmarks are used where relevant, but 
generally the entire codex is referred to, using the label EVR II B 
80+.10 For ease, I will refer to the relevant image number when 
giving examples from the codex. All the examples below happen 
to be taken from EVR II B 80, which contains 256 images on the 
Ktiv website.11 Thus, references take the form: ‘image x/256’. 

 

the MS has 125 folios, and fol. 125 contains two colophons, including 
a date (which has signs of tampering). However, it appears that this 
folio is not, in fact, part of the same MS as the rest of RNL EVR II B 
80+. The most obvious evidence for this comes from the fact that al-
though the double-dot sof-pasuq sign is used regularly and systematic-
ally throughout EVR II B 80+, it is virtually never used on fol. 125. 
Additional evidence pointing towards the fact that fol. 125 is not from 
our MS is to be found in the line-fillers employed, the positioning of the 
masora circellus, the shape of the ḥaṭef-pataḥ sign, and the use of rafe. 
More details will be provided in the full description of the MS. 
10 For the purposes of this study, I have searched through RNL EVR II B 
1–600, looking for other fragments from this same MS. It is entirely 
plausible that when the scope of the search is expanded (as it must be 
before an edition of the notes can be produced), other portions of the 
MS will be found. For this initial report, however, the 130 leaves found 
thus far offer ample material for description. 
11 Accessible at https://web.nli.org.il/sites/nlis/he/manuscript. 

https://web.nli.org.il/sites/nlis/he/manuscript
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RNL EVR II B 80+ is a monumental (42 ✕ 36cm), three-
column Model Torah Codex, probably from the 10th or 11th cen-
tury.12 The column height is 29cm, with 21 lines per column.13 The 
margins are wide, with Mm in the upper and lower margins of 
virtually all the pages (typically one or two lines of Mm in the 
upper margin, and one to four lines in the lower margin). Mp notes 
occupy the outer vertical margin, and the two inter-columnar mar-
gins, but rarely the gutter margin of the page. The Mm contains 
some collative masoretic notes; these appear only in the upper 
margin of the page and occasionally include select Tiberian signs 
of cantillation and vocalisation (for example, the upper margin of 
fol. 4r and again on 31r). The rest of the Mm and Mp is sporadi-
cally vocalised and/or cantillated, with Tiberian accent signs and 
Tiberian or Babylonian vowel signs. These Babylonian vowel signs 
are from the simple (rather than the compound) line system (see 
Yeivin 1985, 54–55). Occasionally, the pataḥ sign from the dot sys-
tem is employed (e.g., 55/256, 109/256). Many of the Babylonian 
vowel signs are placed over the inter-consonantal space, a clear 
marker of antiquity, according to Yeivin (1985, 55). 

The biblical text is written in an accomplished Eastern 
hand, with Tiberian vocalisation and cantillation signs. Conso-
nantally, the text is very close to that of A. 

The extant portions of the MS comprise 130 folios. Of these, 
the majority are well preserved, such that almost all the biblical 
text on each leaf is extant and legible. Nonetheless, most of the 

 
12 See n. 9 above regarding the dated colophon that has been hitherto 
ascribed to this MS. 
13 These dimensions are taken from Dukan (2006, 310–11). 
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leaves contain some damage to the top margin and inner corner, 
such that the upper Mm is frequently obliterated, partially or 
completely, and often much of the Mp has also been lost. Fols 
31–33 (images 65/256–70/256) and (especially) 46–49 (images 
95/256–102/256) have suffered more extensive damage, such 
that significant portions of the biblical text itself are no longer 
legible on these leaves. 

The following portions of the biblical text have been pre-
served in the MS (references in italics are from EVR II B 14; ref-
erences underlined are from EVR II B 170; other references are 
from EVR II B 80): 

Gen. 27.20–42.4; 42.4–33; 42.33–44.13; 46.10–50.26; 
Exod. 1.1–2.3; 10.15–12.25; 13.2–14.28; 16.19–20.17; 
21.28–30.38; 32.33–36.7; 39.15–42; Lev. 13.57–14.51; 
14.51–15.24; 15.24–16.16; 17.6–18.21; 23.18–44; 25.8–
37; 26.42–27.23; Num. 1.23–51; 4.7–9.12; 10.20–13.23; 
14.14–18.28; 20.1–28; 22.19–36.13; Deut. 1.1–31:14; 
33.18–34.12. 

In other words, almost all of Numbers and Deuteronomy have 
been preserved, together with about two thirds of Exodus, half of 
Genesis, and about a quarter of Leviticus. 

Having been introduced to the MS itself, we can now focus 
our attention on the masoretic notes therein. As mentioned 
above, I will describe the Babylonian aspects of the notes from 
three different angles: structural features (the typically Babylo-
nian ways many of the notes are constructed), external features 
(other aspects of the notes that reveal their Babylonian origins, 
without having to analyse the content of the notes), and internal 
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features (the ways the notes reveal, when their content is ana-
lysed, that they refer to the Babylonian form of the biblical text 
and the Babylonian dialect of Hebrew). 

2.0. Structural Features 
Ofer (2001, 75–123) gives an extremely helpful overview and de-
scription of the different types of masoretic notes that are typical 
of the b.Mas. In this first section I simply demonstrate that almost 
all of the quintessential forms of Babylonian notes are found, of-
ten in great profusion, in EVR II B 80+. 

2.1. All-Inclusive Description14 

One of the foundational differences between the Tiberian and 
Babylonian masorot lies in the way each system counts and lists 
whatever textual element is under discussion. The simplest way 
to explain this difference is via an example. 

ירְא֣וּ (1) ִּֽ ים̇וַי  אֲנָשִִׁ֗ ... הֵָֽ  
 ‘And the men feared…’ (Gen. 43.18 [Image 42/256]) 

 

 ̇' ו̇וייראו
 וסימנהון̇בע̇' של

‘They feared’ occurs 6 times  

 
14 Ofer (2001) refers to this as התיאור̇הכולל, and gives a comprehensive 
discussion of the phenomenon. In Ofer (2019) this phrase is translated 
in two ways: ‘general description’ and ‘all-inclusive description’. The 
latter translation is more helpful, pointing towards the fact that the 
count in these notes refers to the entirety of the Hebrew Bible, rather 
than dividing the text into discrete sections and dealing with each sec-
tion in isolation, as is common in the t.Mas. 
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plene in the Scriptures, thus:15 
 All the Torah כוליה̇אוריתא̇
 Josh. 10.2 כי̇עיר̇גדולה̇

 Sam. 17.24 1 בראותם̇את̇האיש̇
 Kgs 17.7 2 ישראל̇בני ̇חטאו̇כי̇ויהי

 The Minor Prophets תרי̇עשרה̇
 :All the Writings, excluding וכוליה̇כתיבי̇חוץ̇מן

ִּֽרְאוּ̇כל̇הגוים̇  Neh. 6.16.16 וַי  

This note from EVR II B 80+ is concerned with the plene 
spelling of wayyiqṭol וייראו. Note in particular how the count of 
six includes not only three individual verses, but also three large 
stretches of text: ‘all the Torah’, ‘the Minor Prophets’, and ‘all the 
Writings, except…’ By my count, the plene spelling of the way-
yiqṭol וייראו occurs six times in the Torah, four times in the Minor 
Prophets, and twice in the Writings (Psalms). In this Babylonian 
masoretic note, however, the entire Torah, all the Minor Proph-
ets, and all the Writings each increase the count by only one. 

 
15 Translating masoretic notes into meaningful English is notoriously 
difficult, due to the highly codified and condensed language in which 
the notes are expressed. In the translations offered in this article I have 
aimed at a lucid, idiomatic rendering of the sense of the notes, rather 
than any sort of isomorphic formal equivalence. 
16 This note also appears in Lm at Gen. 20.8 (Breuer 1992, 124). There, 
however, the language of the note has been ‘Tiberianised’, as has the 
structure of the note, in such a way that the count no longer fits the 
lemmata. In addition, the reference to ‘all the Torah’ has been omitted. 
EVR II B 80+ thus preserves a more original Babylonian form of the 
note, as well as its accuracy. 
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There are here two distinctive features of the Babylonian All-In-
clusive Description: (i) the count is all-inclusive—all the Bible is 
covered by the one count; (ii) entire books, or collections of 
books, with multiple individual instances of the relevant textual 
phenomenon, can be grouped together as ‘one’ instance for the 
sake of the count.17 

 
17 By contrast, the typical Tiberian way of describing the same phenom-
enon would be to break down the biblical text into sections and deal 
with those sections separately. For example, the note above could be 
‘Tiberianised’ as follows: 

‘They feared’ occurs three times plene, thus: וסימנהון   'מל ' ג וייראו 
Josh. 10.2 גדולה  עיר כי 
1 Sam. 17.24 האיש את בראותם 
2 Kgs 17.7 ישראל   בני חטאו כי ויהי 
And all [occurrences in] the Torah, the 
Twelve, and the Writings are likewise 
plene, apart from one instance: 

  וכתיביא   'עש   ותרי  ' תור  וכל

 א  מן בר דכותהון

Neh. 6.16 ִּּֽרְאו  הגוים  כל וַיִֵֽ
Note how this Tiberian-style note divides the biblical text into two dis-
tinct sections. The first section (whose boundaries are typically unstated 
and must be inferred from the note as a whole) consists of the Prophets, 
apart from The Twelve. For this section, the count of plene occurrences 
of ‘they feared’ is three (the clear minority—there are eight defective 
forms in the same section). In the latter section: the Torah, the Twelve, 
and the Writings, the situation is reversed: all the occurrences of ‘they 
feared’ are plene, apart from Neh. 6.16. Thus, in the Tiberian-style note, 
the biblical text is divided into suitable distinct sections, and each sec-
tion is dealt with separately. The note as a whole intertwines the dis-
cussion of the two sections using the term דכותהון. For an overview of 
the issues of counting and structure in masoretic notes (not specific to 
the b.Mas), see Breuer (1976, 193–283). 
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The Mm notes in EVR II B 80+ contain many dozens of ex-
amples of the All-Inclusive Description. Here is one more instance: 

ינוּגַם־̇גַם־אֲנַחְנוּ̇עֲבָדֶיךָ̇צ אן ̇ר עֵה̇אֶל־פַרְע ה̇וַי אמְרוּ... (2) ִּֽ ׃ אֲבוֹת   
 ‘…“Your servants are shepherds, as our fathers were.”’ 

(Gen. 47.3 [Image 47/256]) 
 

‘Our fathers’ occurs 11 times plene in 
the Scriptures, thus: 

 ̇' בע̇' של̇' א' י̇אבותינו
 וסימנהון 

Gen. 47.3 (end of verse) ̇גם̇אבותינו̇סוף̇פסוקא 
All of Joshua וכוליה̇יהושע 
All of Judges וכוליה̇שפטי 
Jer. 3.24…  והבשת̇אכלה 
…and following (Jer. 3.25) ̇̇ושלאחריו 
Jer. 14.20 ̇ידענו̇ייי 
Jer. 16.19 ̇נחלו̇אבותינו 
All of Psalms, excluding: ̇וכוליה̇תילתא̇בר̇מן 
Ps. 22.5 ̇בך̇בטחו̇אבתינו 
1 Chron. 12.1818 ̇אלהי̇אבותינו̇ויוכח̇ירא 
2 Chron. 29.9 ̇והנה̇נפלו̇אבותינו 
2 Chron. 34.21. אבותינו ̇שמרו̇לא̇אשר̇על 

Once again, in this note, the count of 11 refers to the entire Bible, 
rather than simply to one section thereof. Joshua, Judges and 

 
18 Notice how the citations from Chronicles appear after the citations 
from Psalms. This reflects the Babylonian arrangement of the biblical 
books, rather than the Tiberian arrangement. See below, §3.4, for fur-
ther details. 
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Psalms are each included in their entirety, even though they en-
compass multiple individual occurrences.19 

2.2. Partial Count Preceding the All-Inclusive 
Description 

Example (2) immediately above illustrates one of the systemic 
dangers inherent in the All-Inclusive Description. Consider the 
final five lines of the note:  

 מן  בר תילתא וכוליה
 אבתינו  בטחו בך
 ויוכח אבותינו אלהי ירא
 אבותינו  נפלו  והנה
 אבותינו  שמרו לא אשר על

When one deciphers the biblical references behind the lem-
mata, it becomes clear that only one exceptional verse from the 
book of Psalms is mentioned. The subsequent three lemmata, 
from Chronicles, are part of the overall count of eleven plene-
plene occurrences of אבותינו. However, if one does not carefully 
locate the references behind the lemmata, these lines could easily 
be misunderstood as presenting four exceptional verses from the 
book of Psalms. The problem, in other words, lies in the fact that 

 
19 Breuer (1976, 209) discusses the oddities of the equivalent Tiberian 
form of this note. In a very important chapter, Ofer (2001, 75–100) 
shows how our growing knowledge of the b.Mas has the capacity to 
explain many such oddities outlined by Breuer. Neither Breuer (1976) 
nor Ofer (2001) had access to this note in its Babylonian form. Now it 
has come to light, it is clear that Ofer’s explanation perfectly fits in this 
instance, too. 
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there is no obvious boundary indicating the end of the list of ex-
ceptional verses, and the resumption of the list of verses making 
up the primary content of the note. 

Ofer (2001, 79–81) suggests that this inherent source of po-
tential confusion was the motivation behind an alternative form 
of the All-Inclusive Description also found frequently in the 
b.Mas: the Partial Count Preceding the All-Inclusive Description. 
Once again, this alternative form is found frequently in the Mm 
of EVR II B 80+. The example below, from EVR II B 80, is also 
found in b.Mas.P.Of: 

י( K)̇קריאי̇אֵלֶּה (3) ה̇(Q)  קְרוּאֵָ֣ י ̇הָעֵדָֹ֔ וֹת̇נְשִיאֵֹ֖ ָ֑ם̇מַטָ֣  ... אֲבוֹת 
 ‘These were the ones chosen from the congregation, the 

chiefs of the tribes of their fathers…’ (Num. 1.16 [Image 
111/256]) 

 

‘Their fathers’ appears twice 
plene in the Torah, thus: 

̇באוריתא̇' מל ̇' ב̇אבותם

 וסימנהון 
Num. 1.16 ̇אלה̇קרואי̇העדה 
Num. 17.18 ואת̇שם̇אהרן̇תכתב 
[But] all [the rest of] the Torah ̇וכוליה̇אוריתא 
1 Kgs 9.9 ̇ואמרו 
1 Kgs 14.22 ̇ויקנאו 
1 Kgs 17.41 ̇גם̇בניהם 
Ezra 10.16 ̇ויבדלו̇עזרא 
Neh. 7.6120 ולא̇יכלו̇להגיד̇בתרא ' 

 
20 The term בתראה ‘the latter’ indicates, in this instance, that that verse 
in Nehemiah is being referred to, rather than the nearly identical verse 
from the parallel list in Ezra 2. 
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These are all the defectively spelled 
occurrences. 

 ̇' בע̇' הלין̇חס

This note could have been phrased as a normal All-Inclusive De-
scription: ‘Their fathers’ is spelled defectively six times in the 
Scriptures: All the Torah apart from [two lemmata] + five more 
lemmata from Kings and Ezra-Nehemiah. The problem with this, 
as described above, is the potential confusion in moving immedi-
ately from the two exceptional plene spellings in the Torah, back 
to the five defective spellings in Kings and Ezra-Nehemiah. In-
stead, the Partial Count Preceding the All-Inclusive Description 
relocates the two exceptional verses from the Torah to the very 
beginning of the note, then continues with the normal All-Inclu-
sive Description (minus the count) thereafter. 

This note, in the same form, appears in b.Mas.P.Of (Ofer 
2001, 495–96). The two notes are functionally identical, except 
that: (i) של '  has been Tiberianised to מל '  in our MS; (ii) ̇וסימנהון 
has been added before the initial two lemmata in our MS; and 
(iii) the order of citations from Kings is canonical in our MS, 
whereas the first two are inverted in b.Mas.P.Of. 

2.3. Rule-Stating Notes21 

The b.Mas pays considerable attention to noting spellings in the 
Hebrew Bible that are uniform throughout the entire biblical 
text.22 These observations are then phrased in short notes 

 
 .in Ofer’s (2001, 105–7) terminology הערות̇כלל 21
22 By contrast, the t.Mas pays far less attention to words with consistent 
spellings, focusing instead on words whose spelling is variable.  
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throughout the b.Mas text. The Mm of EVR II B 80+ contains 
many dozens of such notes. Here are just a couple of examples, 
neither of which appears in Lm or in Ofer’s edition: 

ִּֽיְעַנְךָ   (4) ךֶָ֒̇וֵַֽ לְךָ  ̇וַיַרְעִבֶֶ֒ ר̇אֶת־הַמָן  ̇וַיַאֲכִֵֽ עְתָ ̇אֲשֶָ֣ א̇ל א־יָדַֹ֔ וּן̇וְל ֵ֥ יךָ̇יָדְעֹ֖ עַן ̇אֲב תֶָ֑ ̇לְמַָ֣

יעֲך ָ֗ ִּֽ י̇הוֹד  א̇כִ֠ חֶם ̇ל ָ֣ ם̇יִחְיֶָ֣ה̇לְבַדּוֹ  ̇עַל־הַלֶּ  אָדָֹ֔  ... הֵָֽ
 ‘And he humbled you and let you hunger and fed you with 

manna, which you did not know, nor did your fathers 
know, in order to make you know that man does not live 
by bread alone…’ (Deut. 8.3 [Image 202/256]) 

 

The forms ̇הודיעך and להודיעך  
are always written plene. 

 הודיעך̇להודיעך̇̇
 ̇' של̇' כול

 

א (5) ר ָ֗̇בְצִדְקָתְךִָׁ֗ ̇ל ָ֣ שֶׁ בְךָֹ֔ ̇וּבְי ֹ֙ ה̇לְבָָ֣ א̇אַתֵָ֥ שֶת̇בָֹ֖ ם̇לָרֶָ֣ ̇...אֶת־אַרְצָָ֑  
 ‘Not because of your righteousness or the uprightness of 

your heart are you going in to possess their land…’ (Deut. 
9.5 [Image 204/256]) 

 

Every occurrence of the forms ̇שרֹובי , 
שרֹי , and ָשריֹ ו  is spelled defectively. 

  יֹשר וָ  שר יֹ   וביֹשר

 'חס̇' כול

In addition to these Rule-Stating Notes in the Mm, the masran 
behind EVR II B 80+ has also reworked many such observations 
from the b.Mas into masora parva notes.23 For example, the fol-
lowing Mp notes all appear on image 79/256 (Exod. 25). Each of 
them appears to have been taken directly from the b.Mas, which 
is largely extant at this point: 

 
23 In Dotan’s (2005, 36) overview of the traces of the b.Mas extant in 
Or. 4445, he mentions the existence of many Mp notes of the format: 

[כן̇̇'כת̇/'חס/' ל̇כול̇+̇]מ . He sees these notes as one of the most prominent 
aspects of the Babylonian ‘residue’ in the masora of the MS. 
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Table 1: Mp notes in EVR II B 80 

Reference Biblical 
Text 

Mp note in 
EVR II B 80 

Equivalent note in Babylonian 
Masora (Ofer 2001, 450–51) 

Exod. 25.12 יו  'פעמתיו פעמני הפעמנים פעמן כול ' חס 'כול פַעֲמ תָָ֑

 'חס

Exod. 25.17  רֶת  'חס 'כפרת הכפרת כול ' כול חס כַפ ֹ֖

Exod. 25.19  של 'לכרוב כול כרוב וכרוב  24' מל 'כול כְר֨וּב ' 

Exod. 25.19  של 'כרוב וכרוב לכרוב כול  ' מל 'כול וּכְרוּב־ ' 

Exod. 25.20  רֶת  'חס 'כפרת הכפרת כול ' חס 'כול הַכַפ ֹ֔

To iterate the point: the t.Mas (magna and parva) does not 
tend to focus on uniform spellings, but variable spellings. None 
of the notes above appear in L (at all), or in Or. 4445 or DP (ad 
loc.). In fact, Yeivin (1968, 74) finds only one חס̇̇' כול '  note (which 
he, too, recognises as Babylonian in character) in the whole of A, 
and no כן̇̇' כת/' של/' מל̇̇' כול  notes at all. The masran of EVR II B 80+, 
though creating a genuinely Tiberian MS with typical Tiberian 
format for the masora (i.e., the distinction between Mm and Mp), 
nonetheless populates the Tiberian MS with many notes from the 
Babylonian masoretic tradition.25 

 
24 Here, the masran has semi-Tiberianised the note by converting  'של to 
' מל . Nonetheless, the note remains quintessentially Babylonian, in that 
it attends to a uniform, rather than a variable, spelling. 
25 These Rule-Stating Notes are certainly not the only Babylonian notes 
to be found in the Mp of EVR II B 80+. At present (until the MS is made 
available for scholarly examination) we do not have access to the Mp 
notes of Lm, and thus cannot tell to what extent reworked Babylonian 
masoretic content is to be found therein. Until access to Lm becomes 
available, EVR II B 80+ appears to be the most significant MS currently 
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2.4. Rule-Stating Notes, with Exceptions 

If a particular word has a uniform spelling apart from one or two 
exceptions, the b.Mas has a typical formula for describing both 
the regular spelling and the exceptions: 

 'בע̇'של /'חס[̇חריג ̇פסוק[̇]-מ̇חוץ/מן ̇בר/-]̇'חס/'של̇'כול[̇מילה]
[the word] all plene/defective [except from] [select 
verses] defective/plene…26 

First, the majority spelling is noted, in the typical format of the 
Rule-Stating Note. Thereafter, the exception is noted. According 
to Ofer (2001, 106), the two parts of the note are not usually 
linked by any sort of prepositional phrase, e.g., בר̇מן or חוץ̇מ - , 
and one is left to infer that the latter citation is an exception to 
the previously stated rule, by means of the concluding clause: 

' בע̇̇' של/' חס . In Ofer’s list, only 5 out of the 14 notes contain a 
linking prepositional phrase. 

EVR II B 80+ contains a great many Rule-Stating Notes, 
with Exceptions. The evidence of the initial survey suggests that, 
unlike in the pure b.Mas, the two parts of the note are usually 
joined with the prepositional phrase ̇27.בר̇מן Nonetheless, some 
maintain the pure form dominant in Ofer’s edition, such as the 

 

available for examining the process of embedding Babylonian masoretic 
content into Tiberian-style Mp notes. I hope to carry out a full study of 
this phenomenon soon. 
26 This is a slightly emended citation of Ofer’s (2001, 106) formulation. 
27 Possibly, this is evidence of an attempt to render the unfamiliar Bab-
ylonian form more readily understandable to a Tiberian user of the MS. 
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following (this particular example is found in neither 
b.Mas.P.Ofer nor Lm): 

ין (6) ֣ כ  ... הַדֶּרֶךֶ֒ ̇לְךָ  ̇ת   
 ‘You shall prepare yourself a way…’ (Deut. 19.3 [Image 

225/256]) 
  

 ̇' תכין̇יכין̇כול
 ' מל

The forms תכין and ̇יכין are always 
plene [except for:] 

 ̇בהם̇אמונתך ̇תכן̇שמים
 'בע̇' חס

Ps. 89.3,  
which is the only defective spelling 
of תכן in the Scriptures.28 

2.5. Classifying Notes29 

If a particular word in the biblical text has two optional matres 
lectionis, this results in four possible spellings for that word. The 
b.Mas has a distinctive type of note for such forms. First, the var-
ious minority spellings are grouped, and their references listed. 
Then, the note ends with the formula ‘and the rest are spelled + 
[most frequent spelling]’.30 Thus, the note serves as a guide to all 
the various spellings of that particular word in all its occurrences. 
Ofer (2001, 108) notes that in the formal b.Mas text these notes 
are usually introduced with the formula:  []של  מילה ' וחס̇̇' +̇ , 

 
28 Once again, this note shows a token effort at Tiberianisation. None-
theless, the content and structure of the note, and the use of the term 
' בע  are all quintessentially Babylonian. 

 .in Ofer’s (2001, 108–10) terminology הערות̇המסורה̇הממיינות 29
30 Note that, because of the b.Mas’s distinctive way of counting (see 
§2.1, above), the ‘minority’ and ‘majority’ spellings may well not be 
classified on a purely numerical basis. 
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whereas in Lm this formula has usually been removed (perhaps in 
an effort to Tiberianise the notes). 

EVR II B 80+ contains dozens of these Classifying Notes. 
In almost all cases it seems that the introductory formula has 
been removed (as with Lm), though other typically Babylonian 
terminology within the note itself often remains. The example 
below (the only example I have thus far found with the introduc-
tory formula still extant) also appears in Of.b.MasP and Lm, 
thereby offering an excellent opportunity to compare the three 
sources: 

צֶר (7) ר̇אֶת־בֶֶּ֧ רֶץ̇בַמִדְבָ֛ ר ̇בְאֵֶ֥ י̇הַמִיש ֹ֖ אוּבֵנִָ֑ ֵֽ תָ֗וְאֶת־̇לָר  אמ ֹ֤ י̇בַגִלְעָד  ̇ר  ... לַגָדִֹ֔  
 ‘Bezer in the wilderness on the tableland for the Reubenites, Ra-

moth in Gilead for the Gadites…’ (Deut. 4.43 [Image 195/256]) 
 

The plene and defective spellings of  וחס̇' רמות̇של :רמות ' 
Deut. 4.43… ̇את̇בצר̇במדבר 
…and its parallel in Josh. [20.8] דיהושע̇' ודומ 
Ezek. 27.16  ד ֹוכדכ ̇תֹוראמ 
These occurrences are spelled כת̇תֹראמ  :ראמת ': 
1 Sam. 30.27 ̇ות מֹ רָ בולאשר 
Ps. 18.28 ̇ותמֹ רָועינים 
Prov. 6.17 ̇ותמֹ רָעינים 
Ezra 10.29 ̇ות מֹ רָוושאל 
2 Chron. 18.19 ַדדברי̇הימים̇̇̇לֹפוְיִעל וְי 
2 Chron. 22.5 ̇םצתָָבעגם 
All of these are spelled כת̇ותמֹ רָכולהון̇ :רמות ':̇ 
Job 28.18 ̇יש גבִָוראמות 
Prov. 24.7 ָלאויל̇ותֹאמ ר 
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(2 Chron. 18.19?)31 ה פתַַי 
 

31 Breuer also finds this lemma at this point in the note in Lm. However, 
there it is written as יפתח and unpointed. Breuer (1992, 687) interprets 
this as a second lemma from the same verse as the preceding lemma: 
Prov. 24.7. He offers no explanation as to why two lemmata are given for 
the same verse, nor why the rather indistinctive form יפתח would be used 
as a lemma at all. In Ofer’s (2001, 552) version of the same note the 
lemma יפתח and the following lemma ויששכר are both listed after the end 
of the note, quite out of place. Ofer, too, interprets  יפתח as referring to 
Prov. 24.7, and suggests that the repetition of references to this verse 
points to the coupling together of originally separate masoretic notes. 

The present manuscript seems to have had a similar Vorlage to Ofer’s 
and (particularly) Breuer’s MSS. However, the relevant word has been 
read and interpreted differently. Consonantally, ה is read at the end of 
the word, rather than ̇ח. Additionally, the lemma in the present MS has 
been vocalised as the equivalent of Tiberian ̇ה  This seems to refer to .יְפַתֶּ
either 1 Kings 22:20, or 2 Chronicles 18:19: ̇̇ב ת־אַחְא ָ֔ ה֙̇אֶּ י̇יְפַתֶּ ִ֤ ה̇מ  ר̇יְהו ָ֗ אמֶּ וַי ֹּ֣
ד ָ֑ לְע  ג  ת̇ מ ֹּ֣ בְר  ל̇ פ ֹּ֖ וְי  עַל̇  after מלך̇ישראל Kings; the Chronicles version adds) וְיַַ֕
  .(and spells Ramoth with plene vav ,אחאב

The evidence of the present MS, taken together with the textual wit-
nesses offered by Breuer and Ofer, offers another way to interpret the 
presence of this puzzling lemma. First, note the unexpected spelling in 
part of Ofer’s version of the note: 

 ' כת רמות…
 וגביש  רמות
 …  לאויל רמות
 ' כת ראמות

The forms וגביש   רמות  and  לאויל  רמות  are spelled without  א, even though 
they are part of the section of the list that concludes:  כת   ראמות ' . It is plau-
sible that a copyist, momentarily confused by the lemmata  וגביש  רמות  and 

לאויל  רמות  , and perhaps also noting the reference to Chronicles immedi-
ately following, mistakenly added the lemma  יפתה, as a reference to 2 
Chron. 18.19, in which ‘Ramoth’ is genuinely spelled  רמות. 
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1 Chron. 6.58 ויששכר 
1 Chron. 6.65 ̇וגד̇דדברי̇הימים 
These occurrences are spelled ראמות̇כת .ראמות ' 
All the other occurrences are spelled  כת̇תמֹ רָ̇' ושאר .רמת ' 
The above examples illustrate my claim that a large pro-

portion of the Mm notes in EVR II B 80+ are quintessentially 
Babylonian in their structure. Before moving on to discuss other 
Babylonian facets of the masoretic notes in this MS, it is worth 
pointing out that at least one typically Babylonian note-type is 
seemingly absent from the masora of the MS: the Cross-Referenc-
ing Note.32 The reason for this lack appears to be the fact that the 
masran behind our MS abandoned the b.Mas’ ‘principle of the first 
occurrence’ in the process of fitting the Babylonian notes to his 
Tiberian MS.33 

3.0. External Features 
So far, the discussion has focussed on the structural aspects of the 
masoretic notes in EVR II B 80+, i.e., how occurrences are 
counted and how the masoretic information is structured in the 
notes themselves. I hope to have demonstrated that almost all the 
patterns and formats considered by Ofer to be characteristic of 
the Babylonian Masora (as opposed to the Tiberian) are found in 
the MS—often with great frequency. We now proceed to what I 
call the External Babylonian Features. By this I mean non-struc-
tural aspects of the notes suggesting their Babylonian origin that 

 
32 Regarding this type of note, see Ofer (2001, 60–74). 
33 On the principle of first occurrence, see Ofer (2001, 26–29). 
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are visible ‘on the surface’ of the note, that is, without any need 
to analyse the structure of the note or what information it pro-
vides about the biblical text. Most obviously, this category in-
cludes the use of Babylonian masoretic terminology, some of 
which occurs in great profusion throughout the MS. Also in-
cluded in this section are evidence of Babylonian, rather than 
Palestinian, Aramaic features in the wording of the notes; evi-
dence of the Babylonian pronunciation tradition when lemmata 
are vocalised; the Babylonian arrangement of the biblical books 
in lists of lemmata; references to the parašot and pisqot in the 
masoretic notes. 

3.1. Babylonian Terminology 

The terms most distinctive of the b.Mas— ' דק ' בע , , and של ' —are 
found in great profusion in this MS, each occurring hundreds of 
times, usually in the Mm, though to a far lesser extent also in the 
Mp.34 Samuel b. Jacob, in Lm, attempted to remove as many of 

 
34 The term  'דק is an abbreviation of דקרן; it clarifies that it is the reading 
of a particular form that is of interest, rather than its written form. בע '  
is an abbreviation of ̇בעלמא; it clarifies that the note pertains to the en-
tire Bible, rather than a subset thereof. The interpretation of these two 
signs has a long and somewhat tortuous history (see, among others, 
Kahle 1902, 15–18; 1913, 177–79; Yeivin 1966; 1973). Ofer (2001, 46–
53) provides a helpful overview of the use of these terms, and the his-
tory of scholarship pertaining thereto. These terms lack precise Tiberian 
masoretic terminological equivalents. By contrast, the term של ' , i.e., 
 plene’ is simply the Babylonian equivalent of the Tiberian term‘ שלמא
' מל , i.e., מלא ‘plene’.  

Some scholars, particularly Yeivin (1968, 74–75) have argued that 
the value of the term של '  as an indicator of the Babylonian origin of a 
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these Babylonian masoretic terms as possible or to replace them 
with their Tiberian equivalents. The scribe behind EVR II B 80+, 
by contrast, was far less concerned about removing these terms. 
Consequently, there are many notes whose Babylonian origin is 
revealed by EVR II B 80+ for the first time, sometimes with sur-
prising ramifications. Here is a particularly fruitful example: 

ָ֥ה (8) יכ  א̇א  י̇אֶשָֹ֖ ם̇לְבַדִָּ֑ ם̇טָרְחֲכֵֶ֥ שַאֲכֶֹ֖ ם׃ ̇וּמֵַֽ יבְכֵֶֽ וְרִֵֽ  
 ‘How can I bear by myself the weight and burden of you 

and your strife?’ (Deut. 1.12 [Image 183/256]) 
 

The forms  ך י ה  ̇ךי א  ̇כהיא     ך יה  ̇ךי א  ̇כהיא  
are always spelled plene. של̇' כול' 
The word  ך ח  is always spelled defectively.  חס̇ךח ' 

Everything about this note is distinctively Babylonian, from 
the terminology של̇̇' כול ' , to the fact that it concerns consistent, 
rather than variable, spellings, to the use of Babylonian vowel  

 

masoretic note is rather limited. Rather, he suggests that the term was 
known to the Tiberian masoretes, and that at least some of them used 
it simply as a synonym for the more usual מל ' . Dotan (2005, 35–36), 
too, appears to downplay the probative value of the appearance of the 
term in Or. 4445. Ofer (2001, 265–66) articulates an alternative inter-
pretation of the evidence. He suggests that the appearance of Babylo-
nian terms in an otherwise ‘pure’ Tiberian MS (such as A) could be seen 
as residual evidence of large-scale borrowing of quondam Babylonian 
masoretic notes into the t.Mas, where they were generally Tiberianised, 
thus obliterating the evidence of their Eastern origins. In any case, in 
EVR II B 80+ the point is moot. The frequent appearance of של '  must 
be considered alongside the mass of other evidence of the Babylonian 
nature of many of the notes. The argument is cumulative. 
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signs, to the fact that it shows a characteristically Babylonian in-
terest in the ה/ח distinction (Ofer 2001, 285–97). It does not ap-
pear in b.Mas.P.Ofer or Lm, but it does appear in a modified and 
Tiberianised form in none other than the Aleppo Codex: 

Figure 1: Snippet from Aleppo Codex, fol. 213v 
 

The forms  יךה  and יךה ו  are spelled plene   מל ̇יךה  ו̇יךה 
whereas   ךח  is spelled defectively. חס̇̇ךח ו 

Yeivin (1968, 73) denies that the presence of Babylonian 
vocalisation in the Mm of A implies “any dependence on the 
b.Mas on the part of A.” Ofer (2001, 267), however, considers 
this particular note in A, and is more hesitant. Based on the in-
terest in the ה/ח distinction and the Babylonian vowel signs, he 
suggests “it is possible… that the masoretic note was copied from 
a Babylonian source.” Ofer could not be more definite in his 
claim, since at that point there was no direct evidence of such a 
note in the b.Mas. However, now that such a similar note has 
been found in EVR II B 80+, we can conclude with a greater level 
of confidence that this note in A is indeed of Babylonian origin. 
This, in turn, reopens the larger question of the extent of the in-
fluence of the b.Mas on the masora of A.35 

 
35 In fact, the context of the note on the page itself, in A, may provide 
some further corroboration of the note’s Babylonian origins; the details 
of this point, however, would drift too far beyond the scope of the cur-
rent paper. 
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The terms  'בע'  ,דק, and  'של are the most frequently occur-
ring Babylonian terms in EVR II B 80+, but are by no means the 
only such terms. Particularly probative are cases where there is 
clear linguistic opposition between the Tiberian and Babylonian 
masorot. The following four examples of Babylonian masoretic 
terms all occur regularly in EVR II B 80+ (alongside their Ti-
berian counterparts):36  

 
36 For lists of Babylonian masoretic terms, see Kahle (1902, 15–18), 
Yeivin (2003, 93–95), and especially Ofer (2001, 39–59). Several of the 
terms that seem to have started out as Babylonian have made their way 
so thoroughly into the t.Mas that it is debatable whether they should be 
considered as distinctively Babylonian at all. Ofer’s list, for example, 
contains far more ‘Babylonian’ terms than does Yeivin’s.  
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Table 2: B.mas terms in EVR II B 80+ 

Babylo-
nian Term 

Tiberian 
Equivalent 

Example of Babylonian 
term in EVR II B 80+ 

Location of ex-
ample (text and 

image) 

  שלאחריו
(Kahle 
1902, 86 
n. 7) 

בנקבות… והפשיטו  ' שלו'יאותך  בתרא/בתריה 
אותך ושלאחריו השאטות אותך  

 ושלאחריו ושלאחריו... 

Gen. 39.9 
(33/256) 

…  כה אמר ייי אלהי ישראל וחברו ודומיה
… למלך  'התפללת אמרו ודומ
 ... 'יהודה ודומ

Exod. 32.27 
(95/256) 

באוריתא… ארבעים יכנו   'ב יסיף ביה בתוכו 
 שנים בתוכו… 

Deut. 25.3 
(236/256) 

 See example immediately תורה  אוריתא
above. 

 

קריה אלה הדברים בר מן   'כול — דהוא
חד ואלה הדברים דפלגיה 

 'דירמיה דהוא דק

Deut. 1.1 
(182/256) 

Additionally, scattered throughout the MS there are many 
other distinctively Babylonian masoretic terms, albeit occurring 
sporadically. Some examples: (גבי)ד  ‘next to, adjacent to’ 
 ;Babylonian name for the letter lamed (24/256)—לבד ;(243/256)
 location’—when a particular word can refer either to a‘ במתואתא
place, or to something else, this term is used to specify that the 
form is being referred to in its sense as a location (45/256); 
 the Babylonian equivalent of the Tiberian term sevirin—דמשתבשין
 .another equivalent to sevirin (38/256)—דטען̇ביה̇ ;(76/256)

To give some idea of the frequency with which one encoun-
ters Babylonian masoretic terminology in this MS, a random sam-
ple of 50 pages was taken, across the full extent of the MS. Three 
pages contained no distinctively Babylonian terminology; 16 
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pages contained between one and four Babylonian terms; 31 
pages contained five or more terms from the b.Mas. 

Before finishing this section on Babylonian masoretic ter-
minology in EVR II B 80+, it is worth noting which terms do not 
appear in the MS.37 Most prominent among these are the Babylo-
nian terms for the vowels and accents, which appear to be totally 
absent from the MS. Instead, the masran consistently uses the Ti-
berian names for vowels and accents, in both the Mm and Mp. 
Here is a stark example: 

ד... (9) מֶדְךָ  ̇עַָ֣ ר̇וְעַד־אֲבָדְךָ  ̇הִשֵָֽ עַָ֗̇מִפְנֵ֛י̇מַהֵֹ֔ ֶ֖יך ר ָ֥ לֶׁ עֲל  ר̇מִַּֽ נִי׃ ̇אֲשֵֶ֥ עֲזַבְתֵָֽ  

 ‘…until you are destroyed and quickly perish because of 
the evil of your deeds, in that you have forsaken me.’ 
(Deut. 28.20b [Image 243/256]) 

 

 מעלליך ̇גבי̇כול
 מעלליכם̇מעלליהם

Every time they occur next to  
the nouns ‘your (MS/PL)/their deeds’ 

 ,has ḥolem רע the form of ומ רעֹ  מ רעֹ רעֹ
 :apart from a single counterexample בר̇מן̇חד̇

 ,Sam. 25.3 1 מעללים̇̇עוְרַוהאיש̇קשה̇̇
 .uniquely, has pataḥ ,רע where בפתחא̇̇' דק

This note has many Babylonian distinctives. Structurally, it 
is a Rule-Stating Note, with Exception (see §2.4, above). The 
terms גבי and ̇דק '  are Babylonian, and the vowel signs are Baby-
lonian. Despite all this, the vowel at the end of the note is referred 
to using the Tiberian (though also appearing in Babylonian) 
 .מיפתח̇פומה̇ rather than the more distinctively Babylonian ,פתחא

 
37 Until an exhaustive analysis of the manuscript has been carried out, 
the following observations are somewhat provisional. 
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3.2. Babylonian Linguistic Elements 

As with b.Mas.P (Ofer 2001, 46), the Aramaic of the masoretic 
notes in EVR II B 80+ frequently contains phonetic and morpho-
logical elements typical to Babylonian Aramaic, rather than Jew-
ish Palestinian Aramaic. To give three illustrative examples: (1) 
The Babylonian determined plural suffix abounds in the forms: 
 the Writings’, e.g., example‘ כתיבי ,the Prophets’, e.g., 21/256‘ נביי
(1) above. Likewise, this suffix appears in some of the names of 
the biblical books: ̇שפטי ‘Judges, e.g., example (2) above, מלכי 
‘Kings’, e.g., 132/256. (2) ʾAlef, rather than yod, is regularly used 
in the gentilic suffix, e.g., ]בתרא]ה̇[ ,(113/256) קדמא]ה 
-There is an example of a Bab (3) .(133/256) תליתאה ,(132/256)
ylonian Aramaic aqṭel infinitive (aqṭole) on image 237/256:  

These are all the occurrences of the form 
ףס וֹי  with the sense ‘increase, do again’. 

  יוֹס ף ̇הלין..̇.

 ..̇.באוֹסוֹפ י דק' 

3.3. Vocalisation Reflecting Babylonian 
Pronunciation 

Closely related to these linguistic elements are the occasional vo-
calisations found in the Mm notes that reflect the Babylonian pro-
nunciation tradition of Hebrew. Many of the Mm notes in EVR II 
B 80+ are vocalised (at least partially) with Babylonian vocali-
sation signs. This is not in and of itself a definitive mark of the 
direct influence of the b.Mas, as most of the key early Tiberian 
codices occasionally employ the Babylonian vocalisation signs in 
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their Mm notes (Yeivin 1968, 72–74).38 Moreover, Yeivin (1968, 
74) is careful to note that, although the graphemes used are occa-
sionally Babylonian, the dialect those graphemes represent is reg-
ularly Tiberian: “In all the MSS I have examined, the dialect re-
flected in the Babylonian graphemes is the Tiberian dialect.”  

In EVR II B 80+, by contrast, an initial overview has re-
vealed at least two loci where the Babylonian vocalisation signs 
reflect the Babylonian, rather than the Tiberian, pronunciation 
tradition: 

קֶן (10) ת̇וַיִִּ֜ ה̇אֶת־חֶלְְקַָ֣ ה ̇... הַשָדִֶׁ֗ ה̇בְמֵאָֹ֖ ִּֽ יט  ׃ קְש   

 ‘And he bought the piece of land… for a hundred qasita.’ 
(Gen. 33.19 [Image 21/256]) 

  

The form קשיטה occurs three times,  
thus: 

 ' קשיטה̇ג
 וסימנהון̇

Gen. 33.19 ̇לקתחִאת 
Josh. 24.32 ̇בחלקת̇השדה 
Job 42.11. ̇̇ואיש̇נזם̇זהב 

It appears that in the first lemma cited, a Babylonian ḥiriq 
is marked over the ḥet of חלקת. This accords well with the Baby-
lonian pronunciation tradition (see Yeivin 1985, 814), in which 

 
38 Having said that, the extent of the use of Babylonian vocalisation 
signs in the Mm (and, rarely, the Mp) of the MS is pronounced—some-
where between a third and a half of the notes containing vocalisation 
signs employ Babylonian, rather than Tiberian, signs. (This count ex-
cludes the many collative masora notes, which are typically Tiberian, 
and are always vocalised with Tiberian signs.) Such a high proportion 
of Babylonian vowel sign usage does appear to point to the Babylonian 
origins of much of the MS’s masora. 
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the lowering of the original ḥiriq to a segol (as found in the Tibe-
rian tradition) is less operative, presumably due to the weakening 
of the guttural ḥet in the Babylonian pronunciation.39 

ב ָ֗ (11) כְת  ת̇וְאֶׁ ח ֹ֔ ים̇עַל־הַלּ   ... אֶת־הַדְּבָרִֹ֔

 ‘so that I may write on the tablets the words’ (Deut. 10.2 
[Image 206/256]) 

 

The forms  ִבכת  וְא  and  ִבת כ וַי ִ ב ֹכתוְאִ    ב ֹכתוַי

are always written defectively, except  בר̇מן̇' חס̇' כול 
for Hos. 8.12, where  אכתוב is plene.  של   תורתי   רבי   לו   אכתוב ' 

The biblical text itself at this point in the MS is written, as 
expected, according to the Tiberian pronunciation tradition, 
כְת ב וְאֶּ ֙ with the expected segol as the preformative vowel of the 
1CS imperfect. However, the Babylonian vocalisation in the mas-
oretic note marks this preformative vowel as a ḥiriq, as is regu-
larly found in the early and middle forms of the Babylonian dia-
lect (Yeivin 1985, 449). 

3.4. Babylonian Arrangement of the Biblical Books 

The arrangement of the books of the Latter Prophets and Writings 
differs somewhat between the Tiberian tradition and the Babylo-
nian.40 The most prominent differences pertain to the locations 
of Isaiah and Chronicles (though there are various additional dif-
ferences regarding the order of the shorter books of the Writings). 

 
39 On this weakening in Jewish Babylonian Aramaic, see Morgenstern 
(2011, 73–76). 
40 The order of the biblical books in the Babylonian tradition follows 
the order found in the famous baraita in b. Baba Bathra 14b–15a.  
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In the Tiberian tradition, the order of the Latter Prophets is 
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, The Twelve; and Chronicles is located 
at the beginning of the Writings.41 In the Babylonian tradition, 
the order of the Latter Prophets is Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah, The 
Twelve; and Chronicles is located at the end of the Writings. 

These differences in sequencing crop up regularly in the 
masoretic notes. In general, masoretic notes arrange their lem-
mata in canonical sequence.42 Thus, if a particular note happens 
to cite both Psalms and Chronicles—in that order—this is evi-
dence that the note has been drawn from the b.Mas.43 Example 2 
above illustrates this Psalms-Chronicles sequence of lemmata. Or 
if, to give another example, a particular note cites from Jeremiah 
or Ezekiel, followed by Isaiah, this is likewise evidence of Baby-
lonian origin. Such a note is found, for example, on image 
133/256. After citing eight verses from Jeremiah, the note con-
tinues: ‘And all of Ezekiel, and all of Isaiah, and all of The 
Twelve’. 

 
41 This is the order of the books in the great Tiberian codices, such as L 
and A. BHS locates Chronicles at the end of the Writings, and thus is 
not a faithful reflection of L in this respect. 
42 This rather general statement has many exceptions—not least given 
the ‘interwoven’ nature of many longer masoretic notes from the Tibe-
rian tradition, and the arrangement of the Babylonian Classifying Notes 
(see §2.5, above). 
43 Breuer (1992, 12), followed by Ofer (2001, 16, 124–25), see this as 
one of the most significant identifiers of notes from the b.Mas. 
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3.5. Reference made to Pisqot/Parashiyyot and 
Parashot 

The b.Mas includes far more references to pisqot/parashiyyot and 
parashot than the t.Mas.44 They play a double role in the b.Mas: 
sometimes rules are framed such that they pertain to just a single 
pisqa or parasha; on other occasions they are used as reference 
points to help identify the precise location of a given lemma (Ofer 
2001, 126–34, 151–52). Both uses are found in the masoretic 
notes of EVR II B 80+, more often in connection with pisqot, 
though in isolated instances also with reference to parashot. In 
the first example below, a note is formulated with reference to 
just one pisqa. In the second example, a pisqa is used as a refer-
ence point to identify the particular occurrence of a given collo-
cation. In the third example the term פרשתא is used, referring to 
Parashat Balaq. 

ה֣ (12) ה̇לְמַט  ה ָ֗...  יְהוּדָֹ֔ יָ֣֗̇וּלְמַט  וֹן̇בְנ  ה֣...  שִמְעֹ֔ ן ̇לְמַט  ָ֥ה...  בִנְיָמִֹ֔ ־ בְנ י̇וּלְמַט 
ן ָ֥הָ֗...  דָֹ֖ ִּֽי̇לְמַט  ה בְנ  ָ֥ה...  ־מְנַשֶֹ֖ ִּֽי̇וּלְמַט  יִםבְנ  ָ֥ה...  ־אֶפְרַֹ֖ ִּֽי̇וּלְמַט  ןבְנ  ֹ֖ ...  ־זְבוּל 

ָ֥ה ִּֽי̇וּלְמַט  רבְנ  ָ֥ה... ־יִשָשכָֹ֖ רבְנ י̇וּלְמַט  ָ֥ה... ־אָשֵֹ֖ ִּֽי̇וּלְמַט  יבְנ   ...  ־נַפְתָלִֹ֖
 ‘of the tribe of Judah… and of the tribe of the sons of 

Simeon… of the tribe of Benjamin… and of the tribe of 
the sons of Dan… of the tribe of the sons of Menasseh… 

 
44 Ofer (2001, 151) suggests that the reason the parashiyyot play a far 
larger role in the b.Mas than in the t.Mas is that the b.Mas specifically 
attends to the preservation of the parashiyyot. At each relevant point in 
the text, the b.Mas notes the presence of a new parasha, and the nature 
of that parasha (petuḥa or setuma). By contrast, the t.Mas is seemingly 
‘blind’ to the parashiyyot, not attending to the accurate preservation of 
that aspect of the biblical text. 
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and of the tribe of the sons of Ephraim… and of the tribe 
of the sons of Zebulon… and of the tribe of the sons of 
Issachar… and of the tribe of the sons of Asher… and of 
the tribe of the sons of Naphtali… (Num. 34.19–29 [Im-
age 178/256]) 

 

 דאלה ̇פיסקא̇כוליה
 אשר ̇האנשים̇שמות
 לכם̇ינחלו

In the pisqa of ‘These are 
the names of the men who 
will divide for you’ (Num. 34.16–29) 

̇̇ולמטה

̇̇למטה̇' ג̇מן̇בר

 וסימנהון 

conjunctive waw always precedes the 
phrase ‘of the tribe of’, except in three 
cases, as follows: 

 ̇יהודה̇למטה
 ̇בנימן̇למטה
 מנשה ̇בני̇למטה

‘of the tribe of Judah’ (v. 19);  
‘of the tribe of Benjamin’ (v. 21);  
‘of the tribe of the sons of Manasseh’ (v. 23). 

' ם' ב' י These make the mnemonic סימן̇̇' ם' ב' י . 
 ̇דלית̇ובנימן̇יהודה
 בכולן̇בני̇בהון

Judah and Benjamin alone  
among them omit ‘the sons of’. 

' ב' י These make the mnemonic סימן:̇̇' ב' י . 
̇בנימן ̇שמעון ̇יהודה

 בכולן̇נשיא̇דלית
Judah, Simeon, and Benjamin  
alone among them omit ‘a chief’. 

' ב' ש' י These make the mnemonic סימן̇̇' ב' ש' י . 

The phraseology of the list of cis-Jordan tribal chiefs re-
sponsible for the distribution of the land inheritance is highly 
stylised and repetitive. Nonetheless, there are many fine-grained 
deviations. This long note, pertaining only to this single parasha, 
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codifies these deviations to preserve the list from future modifi-
cations.45 

ה̇וְהָיִָ֣יתָ  (13) ֶ֖ל̇לְשַמ ָּ֔ ש  ָ֑ה̇לְמ  ינ  שְנ  ים̇בְכ ל  ̇וְל  עַמִֹ֔ מָה׃ ̇יְהוָֹ֖ה̇אֲשֶר־יְנַהֶגְךֵָ֥ ̇הֵָֽ שֵָֽ  
 ‘And you shall become a horror, a byword, and a taunt 

among all the peoples where the LORD will lead you away.’ 
(Deut. 28.37 [Image 244/256]) 

cf.   לזועה ̇וּנְתַתִים   (K )̇לְזַעֲוָָ֣ה   (Q)̇ ה ל̇לְרָעָֹ֔ וֹת̇לְכ ֹ֖ רֶץ̇מַמְלְכָ֣ ֹ֤הָ֗̇הָאָָ֑ רְפ  ̇לְחֶׁ

ל ָ֗ ש  ה֣̇וּלְמ  ינ  שְנ  ה̇ל  ל ָּ֔ קְל  וֹת̇וְל  ר־אַדִּ ̇בְכָל־הַמְק מֹ֖ םאֲשֵֶֽ ם׃ ̇יחֵֵ֥  שֵָֽ
 ‘I will make them a horror to all the kingdoms of the earth, 

to be a reproach and a byword, a taunt and a curse in 
all the places where I shall drive them. (Jer. 24.9) 

 

In the Torah, the phrase is: ̇אוריתא 
‘A horror, a byword, and a taunt’  
(Deut. 28.37). 

   לשמה̇למשל

 ולשנינה̇
The mnemonic for this is ן' מ' ש ' . 
[But in the pisqa] 

 סימן:̇' ן' מ' ש

‘Like the [bad] figs’ (Jer. 24.8–10) וכתאנים 
the phrase is: ‘And you will make them  
a reproach and a byword,  
a taunt and a curse’ (v. 9). 

 ̇ונתתים
 ולמשל̇לחרפה 
 ולקללה ̇לשנינה

The mnemonic for this is ק' ש' מ' פ '  סימן̇:̇' ק' ש' מ' פ .
 

45 This note, in a similar form, also appears in Lm (Breuer 1992, 662). 
However, in Lm, the introductory phrase כוליה̇פיסקא has been modified 
to כל̇ענינ ' . Ofer (2001, 129–30) observes a similar tendency: notes in the 
b.Mas mentioning weekly parashot are sometimes emended when taken 
over into the t.Mas, with the reference to a parasha being replaced by a 
more general reference to the ʿinyan. 
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In this Comparative Masoretic Note,46 the issue is the simi-
larity between some of the language of the covenant curses in 
Deut. 28 and Jeremiah’s ‘fig-oracle’ (Jer. 24). The note compares 
the wording of a particular phrase between the two texts, so as 
to preserve the precise details of each, and prevent the one con-
taminating the other. The point for our purposes here is that the 
reference is to the siman of the pisqa and not to the verse. 

ה̇וְעַתָה   (14) א לְכ  ה...  ־נָ֨ ֹ֤הָ֗̇עַתִָׁ֗ ה...  לְכ  ה ָ֗...  ־נָא  וּלְכ  י̇לְכ  רָה־לִָּ֣ ב̇אֵָֽ ֶ֖הָ֗̇יַעֲק ֹ֔ ...  וּלְכ 

ה ה ָ֗... ־נָא  לְכ  ̇... לְכ 

 ‘So now, come please… Now, come… And come please… 
Come curse for me Jacob and come… Come please… 
Come…’ (Num. 22.6–25.14 [Image 153/256]) 

 

[The lengthened imperative  
 :occurs 7 times in Parashat Balaq לכה

 ̇' מל̇' ז̇לכה]
 [וסימנהון̇' בפרש

Num.] 22.6 ]נא  כה]ועתה̇ל 
Num. 22.11 ̇הנה̇העם̇היצא 
Num. 22.17 כי̇כבד̇אכבדך 
Num. 23.7 twice in the verse  בפסוק   שנים   ינחני   ארם   מן 
Num. 23.27 ̇אקחך 
Num. 24.14 ̇איעצך 

 
46 Comparative Masoretic Notes are very common in the b.Mas, and 
there are many such notes in EVR II B 80+. However, since they also 
occur with some frequency in the t.Mas, this type of note has not been 
adduced as particular evidence of the Babylonian quality of the masora 
of EVR II B 80+. 
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The beginning of this partially obliterated Mm note has 
been reconstructed on the basis of its associated Mp note, which 
appears several times throughout the parasha: בפרש̇' מל̇' ז ' . 

There are many other instances of the lengthened impera-
tive לכה throughout the biblical text; the scope of this note, how-
ever, is limited to one weekly parasha.  

This completes the overview of the external Babylonian 
features of the masoretic notes in EVR II B 80+. Some of these 
features, e.g., the use of Babylonian masoretic terminology, are 
extremely common in the MS, while others, e.g., references to the 
parashot, are rare. Taken together, however, these external Bab-
ylonian features colour almost every page of the MS. 

4.0. Internal Features: Notes Reflecting the 
Babylonian Textual Tradition 

The discussion thus far has focused on the Babylonian elements 
of the masoretic notes themselves. We have not yet ‘peered 
through’ the notes, using them like a window, to examine the 
consonantal text they aim to preserve, or the dialect of Hebrew 
they presuppose. When the notes are interpreted in this manner, 
they sometimes point to the Babylonian consonantal text and di-
alect, rather than the Tiberian. 

An initial overview of the MS reveals that a number of the 
masoretic notes reflect the Babylonian recension of the biblical 
text, rather than the Tiberian. Many of these notes appear in the 
Mp, rather than the Mm. As Ofer (2001, 264) has already sug-
gested, this is likely due to the fact that it is easier to ‘Tiberianise’ 
the Mm notes than the Mp notes, since the former include the 
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relevant biblical references, and can thus be relatively easily 
cross-checked to confirm that they match the Tiberian text. None-
theless, there are also some Mm notes in the MS that apparently 
reflect the Babylonian recension of the MT. Space constraints 
limit me to offering a single example each from the Mp and the 
Mm. The first is already known to scholarship, whereas the sec-
ond appears to be hitherto unknown. 

מָה (15) אתָ  ̇לָ  חַ ̇נַחְבֵ  ב̇לִבְר ֹ֔ י ̇וַתִגְנ ֹ֖ ִּֽדְתָ ̇א תִָ֑ י̇וְל א־הִגַָ֣ אֲשַלֵּחֲךָ֛ ̇לִֹּ֔ ה̇וֵָֽ יםָ֗̇בְשִמְחֵָ֥ ֶ֖ ר  ̇וּבְש ִׁ֯

ף וֹר׃ ̇בְת ֵ֥  וּבְכִנֵֽ
 ‘Why did you flee secretly and trick me, and did not tell 

me, so that I might have sent you away with mirth and 
songs, with tambourine and lyre?’ (Gen. 31.27 [Image 
16/256]) 

The Mp note related to ובשרים ‘and with songs’ reads: בליש̇' חס̇̇' ה '  
‘This word, and those like it, occurs 5 times written defectively 
with this vocalisation, i.e., a hireq without a mater lectionis’.  

Breuer (1992, 15, 183) has already discussed this note, 
which appears in the Mm of Lm. The count of five seems to match 
only the Babylonian text, rather than the Tiberian. The equiva-
lent Tiberian note counts only four such defective forms. The ad-
ditional occurrence in the Babylonian version of the note occurs 
at Jdg. 5.1. The Tiberian text reads ̇ה ָ֔ דְבוֹר  שַר̇ ֹּ֣  and Deborah‘ וַת 
sang’, but it seems that the Babylonian text must have read ̇ר ש   וַת 
with ḥiriq.47 
  

 
47 As Breuer himself notes (ad loc), Yeivin (1985, 654) catalogues an 
equivalent phenomenon with the root ̇ר"סו  in the Babylonian tradition. 
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א־יִמָצֵָ֣א (16) יר̇בְךָֹ֔ ̇ל ֵֽ וֹ̇מַעֲבִֵ֥ וֹ־וּבִתֹ֖ ש̇בְנֵֽ ם֣̇בָאֵָ֑ ס  ים̇ק  ... קְסָמִֹ֔  
 ‘There shall not be found among you anyone who burns his 

son or his daughter as an offering, anyone who practices 
divination…’ (Deut. 18.10 [Image 223/256]) 

 

 ̇' קסם̇כול
 חס

Forms of the verb קסם are always spelled  
defectively, [apart from] 

 Ezek. 17.9 םוס ֹ יק ואת̇פריה̇
 ,Zech. 10.2 והקוסמים̇חזו

 .the only plene forms in all the Scriptures 'בע̇' של

This intriguing Mm note appears to preserve a different con-
sonantal text of Ezek. 17.9 to that known from the Tiberian tradi-
tion. First, observe that the formulation of the note is quintessen-
tially Babylonian: a Rule-Stating Note, with Exceptions (see §2.4, 
above). Likewise, fully Babylonian are the terminology, כול ' ' של  , , 
' בע  , and the vocalisation signs. There is little doubt, therefore, that 
this formulation is a genuine part of the b.Mas. The note is con-
cerned with the root  ם " קס . It claims that words formed from this 
root are always spelled defectively, save two exceptions, which are 
then listed. The first exception is from Ezek. 17.9. In the Tiberian 
text the relevant clause reads:   ס   ׀   וְאֶת־פִרְיָָ֣ה ש וְיָבִֵׁ֗   יְקוֹסֵָ֣  ‘and its fruit cut 
off’. The Babylonian text, by contrast, apparently read  יקוסם. This 
cannot simply be a lapsus calami on the part of the masran, since 
the inclusion of Ezek. 17.9 in a note dealing with the root  ם " קס  
makes sense only on the basis of the reading  יקוסם rather than 
 Thus, this consonantal difference should be added to the 48.יקוסס 

 
48 The masran of EVR II B 80+ seems to have struggled with this word 
when writing the note: a samekh and final mem are visible, superim-
posed, at the end of יקוסם. The image quality is not sufficiently high to 
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growing list of textual differences between the Babylonian and Ti-
berian recensions of the biblical text.49 

These examples (and many others like them) notwithstand-
ing, it must be noted that the great majority of the Mm and Mp 
notes in the MS are consistent with the Tiberian text and dia-
lect—including those notes with distinctively Babylonian struc-
tural and external features. This may simply be because the Bab-
ylonian and Tiberian recensions of the biblical text share a large 
amount of material. Alternatively, it might be that the masran, 
while content to keep the Babylonian form and language of the 
notes, was careful to try to use only such notes as are consistent 
with the Tiberian text. It is also possible that the masran kept the 
Babylonian form and language of the notes, but actively altered 
the content of the notes, when necessary, to match the Tiberian 
text and dialect. For example, consider the following note: 
  

 

determine which letter was written first, and which is the supposed cor-
rection. 
49 I am very grateful to Prof. Yosef Ofer, who (after a lecture in which I 
presented this Mm note) checked the three known Babylonian biblical 
MSS containing this verse and confirmed that one of them (Oxford Bod. 
Heb. d.49 18v) does indeed read יקוסם. This consonantal variant will be 
considered from a text-critical angle elsewhere. 
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יתִי̇יְהוֹש֣וּעַָ֗וְאֶת־ (17) ת̇צִוֵֹּ֔ וא ̇בָעֵֵ֥ ר ̇הַהִֹ֖ ... לֵאמ ָ֑  
 ‘And I commanded Joshua at that time…’ (Deut. 3.21 [Im-

age 190/256]) 
 

The Westerners spell ‘Joshua’ plene  
twice, as follows: 

̇'למע̇מל̇'ב̇יהושוע

 וסימנהון 
Deut. 3.21 ואת̇יהושוע̇צויתי 
Josh. 24.31 ̇דשפטי̇ויעבדו̇העם 
(the second occurrence in the verse). ̇תינינא̇דפסוקא 

The same note appears in b.Mas.P.Ofer and Lm, except that 
in these sources the count is given as three, rather than two, and 
the final line of the note reads בת̇̇' שנ'  (Ofer 2001, 541) or its 
equivalent, בפסוק̇̇̇' ב '  (Breuer 1992, 679). In Ginsburg (1880, 213) 
the beginning of the note reads וסימ̇̇' מל̇̇' יהושוע̇ב ' , omitting the 
reference to the Westerners. Obviously, one cannot form gener-
alisations based on such slight evidence, but it is plausible to in-
terpret the note here in EVR II B 80+ as a self-conscious rework-
ing of the Babylonian note in light of the Tiberian text. Hopefully, 
the full analysis of the masora of this MS will enable more clarity 
on this point. 

5.0. Conclusion 
In this article I have attempted to show that the masoretic notes 
(Mm and Mp) of RNL EVR II B 80+ have been deeply influenced 
by the Babylonian masoretic tradition—perhaps more so than in 
any other Tiberian MS (apart from Lm) of which we are currently 
aware. In fact, the extent of this influence is so pronounced, that 
there is scarcely a page which does not reveal at least some trace 
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of Babylonian Masora. The Babylonian nature of the notes is ap-
parent in the structure of the notes, the language and terminol-
ogy employed, and sometimes the content of the notes—i.e., 
what the notes claim about the biblical text. On the basis of an 
initial sample of 35 Mm notes from Num. 31–34, about half of 
the notes were also found in b.Mas.P.Ofer. Moreover, about two-
thirds of all the notes were either found in b.Mas.P.Ofer or 
showed clear external signs of having been drawn from the 
b.Mas. This survey ignored Mp notes, some of which also showed 
clear Babylonian traces. 

Despite the extent of the Babylonian influence, the masran 
responsible for the codex was apparently very accomplished at 
making the masora compatible with the Tiberian nature of the 
MS. This is perhaps most obvious in the apparently total absence 
of Babylonian names for the vowels and accents. There is also 
some evidence that the masran may have moved beyond simply 
choosing Babylonian notes compatible with the Tiberian text, to 
emending Babylonian notes such that they fit the Tiberian text 
rather than the Babylonian text, even though their style and ter-
minology remain Babylonian. Nevertheless, this process of filter-
ing and possible emending was not accomplished perfectly, and 
a small but important proportion of these Mm and Mp notes re-
main incompatible with the Tiberian text. These notes provide a 
window into the Babylonian text and reading tradition. 

The nature of the codex—Tiberian in text and mise-en-page, 
but with Babylonian masoretic notes—invites particular compar-
isons between this MS and Lm. Pending fuller examination of the 
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MS, all such comparisons remain provisional. Nonetheless, some 
initial observations can be made:  

(a)  The present MS retains the quintessential Babylonian 
terms  'של' ,דק, and  'בע to a far greater degree than Lm. This 
may allow us to identify a Babylonian background to 
many more masoretic notes than has hitherto been 
possible.  

(b)  The present MS contains many Mp notes influenced by 
the b.Mas, and the question of the reworking of the b.Mas 
into Tiberian-style Mp notes requires significant further 
study. This reconfirms the desideratum of gaining access 
to digital images of Lm, such that the Mp notes therein can 
be similarly studied.  

(c)  Lm is well-known for the many errors in its masoretic 
notes (Breuer 1992, 12–15). The evidence thus far 
suggests that the notes in EVR II B 80+ have been far 
more carefully and competently copied. Several of the 
examples above have already shown that the present MS 
has the potential to resolve some of the outstanding 
difficulties in the notes of Lm, and even in Ofer’s edition 
of the b.Mas itself.  

I will finish with one final example where the present MS 
resolves a minor difficulty in b.Mas.P.Ofer by filling in a series of 
lacunae. 

ר (18) ר̇מֵה ָ֣ וּ̇הָהָֹ֔ א̇תְתָאֹ֖ ת̇לְב ָ֣ ת̇וְהָי֛וּ̇חֲמָָ֑ ל̇תוֹצְא ָ֥ ֹ֖ דָה׃ ̇הַגְב  צְדֵָֽ  
 ‘From Mount Hor you shall draw a line to Lebo-hamath, 

and the limit of the border shall be at Zedad.’ (Num. 34.8 
[Image 177/256]) 
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There are two occurrences of תוצאות  
spelled plene-defective: 

̇תוצאת ̇' כתד̇תוצאות

 וסימנהון ̇' ב
Num. 34.8 ̇מהר̇ההר̇תתאו 
Ezek. 48.30. :̇ואלה̇תוצאת̇העיר 
Prov. 4.23 is the only occurrence  
spelled plene with two vavin. 

̇'של̇תוצאות̇ממנו̇כי

 ווי̇בתרין̇' בע
All the other occurrences are written  
 .תצאות

̇' ושאר תצאות̇̇ כוליה̇

 :' כת

This same note is found, with three substantial lacunae, in 
EVR II B 1549, the largest of the fragments of b.Mas that Ofer 
uses for his edition, and which was previously edited by Ginsburg 
(1885). These lacunae render possible widely differing recon-
structions of the note, as comparison between Ginsburg’s and 
Ofer’s editions shows: 

[̇חגלה̇בית ̇כת̇ת]תוצא̇העיר̇תוצאת̇ואלה ̇ההר ̇מהר[̇וחס̇של ̇וצאת]ת

 כת ̇תו[תצא̇חרין ]̇בית̇בע ̇של
(Ginsburg 1885, 242) 

The citation of בית̇חגלה refers to Josh. 18.19, and the cita-
tion of בית̇חרין refers to Josh. 16.3. The reconstruction of the third 
lacuna is particularly unconvincing: the two letters preceding the 
lacuna are clearly בת rather than בית, and after the lacuna the 
letters ת̇כת (without a vav) are certain. Similarly, at the end of 
the first lacuna a ת is clearly visible, which Ginsburg ignores. 

[̇חיים̇כת̇ת]תוצא̇העיר ̇תוצאת ̇ואלה̇ההר̇מהר̇ת?[̇וחס ̇של ̇וצאות]ת

 ??̇תצאת̇כת̇ושארא̇תצאו[ת̇כת̇דיהודה̇רא]בת̇בע ̇של
(Ofer 2001, 518) 
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Ofer expresses hesitations regarding his proposed recon-
struction of this note. The words ̇בתרא̇דיהודה are a reference to 
Josh. 15.11, where Ofer found this defective-defective reading in 
a Babylonian MS. However, reconstructing the three lacunae ac-
cording to Ofer’s proposal reveals that his hesitations were well-
founded. Here is a reconstruction of the first lacuna in EVR II B 
1549 according to Ofer’s proposal:50 

As the image shows, there is plenty of space to fit Ofer’s 
proposed reading between the tav at the beginning of the line and 
the tav at the end. However, the reading leaves a small amount 
of space at the end of the lacuna, and it is not at all obvious what 
might fill that space and connect to the tav immediately after the 
lacuna. 

Ofer’s proposed reconstruction of the second lacuna fits the 
available space, narrowly, but his proposal regarding the third 
lacuna does not: 

In the reconstruction above, I have abbreviated Ofer’s ̇בתרא 
to בתר, but even so, the text is substantially too long for the avail-
able space. 

 
50 All the reconstructions below were created using combinations of let-
ters and words from the same side of the same leaf of EVR II B 1549 in 
which the lacunae are found. 
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Based on the note in EVR II B 80+, emended in light of the 
typical phraseology and scribal tendencies in EVR II B 1549, I 
suggest the following reconstruction: 

̇של [חיים̇ות]וצאת̇העיר̇תוצאת ̇ואלה̇ההר̇מהר̇ת [תוצא̇דכת̇וצאות]ת

 כת ̇ת [תצאו̇ושארא̇ווי̇רין]בת̇בע
The proposed reconstruction of the first lacuna fits the 
available space well: 

The proposal for the second lacuna is plausible, but does 

leave a small amount of free space: 

The reconstruction of the third lacuna fits very well: 
If this reconstruction proves persuasive, then this note from 

EVR II B 80+ has solved one small mystery regarding the text of 
the b.Mas, and also gone some way to clarifying the Babylonian 
biblical text itself. It is to be hoped that a full edition and exami-
nation of the masoretic notes in this important MS, already un-
derway, will yield a great many further insights of a similar na-
ture. 
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THE MARGINAL NUN/ZAYIN: MEANING, 
PURPOSE, LOCALISATION1 

Vincent D. Beiler 

In some early masoretic Bible codices, a large letter resembling 
nun or zayin may occur in the margin, often in conjunction with 
the marking of qere/ketiv.2 The Aleppo Codex does not have this 
marking even once, while another illustrious codex, the Cairo Co-
dex of the Prophets (C), has the marking more than 500 times on 
about as many pages (Martín-Contreras 2015, 81). This large let-
ter is generally absent or infrequent in codices long cited by 
scholars (with the already noted exception of C).3 For example, 
there are only 76 such letters in the Leningrad Codex (Martín-
Contreras 2015, 88–90) and 42 in Heb.24o5702 (formerly known 
as Sassoon 507) (Himbaza 2000, 175). To the best of my 
knowledge, no such markings occur in either British Library Or. 

1 Special thanks to Joseph Habib, for his critical comments and encour-
agement, and to Elvira Martín-Contreras, for her willingness to interact 
with and critique my ideas—the paper is better for it.  
2 For purposes of convenience, I group together all possible types of qere 
marking (i.e., qere, ketiv we-la qere, qere we-la ketiv, and ketiv), and shall 
refer to them to simply as qere/ketiv. See Yeivin (1980, 56–59). 
3 Cf. Breuer (1976, 14) for commonly cited codices. 

© 2022 Vincent D. Beiler, CC BY-NC 4.0  https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0330.03
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4445 or JUD 002 (formerly Sassoon 1053).4 It has been suggested 
that the marking is ancient, perhaps predating the remainder of 
the masora magna and parva (e.g., Yeivin 1980, 52). Its distribu-
tion appears to be widespread, being found in Tiberian, Babylo-
nian, and Palestinian manuscripts—this being the primary reason 
that the mark is thought to predate the remaining masora (Ofer 
2019, 89–91). Yeivin (1980, 52) notes that the letter generally 
fell out of use after the 12th century, although Penkower finds 
limited instances of the letter in later codices and scrolls (2019). 

Scholars of the past and present have offered their opinions 
regarding both this signifier and what it might signify. If nun, 
perhaps the letter stands for ̇קריין ‘what is read’ (Kahle5) or ̇נסחא 
‘variant’ (BH3, 51). If zayin, perhaps the letter stands for ̇זיטימא 
‘uncertain’ (Yeivin 1980, 52). The letter could even be a simple 
marking and not a letter at all (again Yeivin). After examining 
seventeen diverse codices containing the letter, Himbaza argues 
that the sign was probably a nun (2000, 173).  

As this sign occurs most frequently in conjunction with 
qere/ketiv notes, the letter may signal the existence of an alter-
nate tradition to the reader. The letter does not accompany qere 

 
4 The full name of what was formerly known as Sassoon 1053 is Geneva, 
Jacqui E. Safra, JUD 002. Special thanks to Nehemia Gordon, who 
kindly provided me with the colour images, and to Jolanda van Nijen 
of the Jacqui E. Safra Judaica Collection, who has been instrumental in 
permitting scholars access to said images.  
5 As quoted by Yeivin (1980, 52); Himbaza (2000); Martín-Contreras 
(2015). None of these scholars, however, indicate where Kahle is pur-
ported to have said this—nor have I yet succeeded in finding it. 
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notes in all instances, however, nor do qere markings—either ex-
plicitly or implicitly—always appear to accompany it (e.g., EVR 
II B 1233, 2 Kgs 19.13). In some early scrolls and Ashkenazi and 
Italian codices—but not in Oriental codices—the marker denotes 
section divisions on which there is disagreement (Penkower, 
2019).  

Himbaza suggests that the marginal letter serves to alert 
the reader to a textual problem (2000, 174). Martín-Contreras 
argues that (in the Cairo Codex) the letter is a warning marker, 
alerting the reader to an issue in the consonantal text without 
explaining it (2015, 88). Penkower (2019) notes that the mar-
ginal letter is employed to mark points of dispute. 

A related, but distinctly different sign, נון מנוזרת nun menu-
zeret ‘isolated nun’, also known as   הפוכהנון  nun hafukha ‘inverted 
nun’, appears in Bible codices at Num. 10.35–36 (2x) and Ps. 
107.23–28, 40 (7x).6 While the meaning of this ‘isolated nun’ is 
debated, it may indicate that a portion of text is out of place (b. 
Shabbat 115b–116a). Lieberman (1962, 38–46) finds a parallel 
with certain Greek texts that use an antisigma, i.e., reverse sigma, 
to indicate misplaced text (cf. Yeivin 1980, 46–47). Tov (2001, 
54–55) believes that the use of the sigma and antisigma pair (what 
became our modern-day parentheses) can be seen in 
11QpaleoLeva, indicating the long-standing use of the notation in 
Hebrew texts to mark wrongly placed verses. It is possible that 
our marginal letter is a later outgrowth of the ‘isolated nun’. How-

 
6 Not all codices are in agreement regarding the exact verses in Psalm 
107 where the ‘inverted nun’ should appear. 
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ever, as the two signs are never confused with one another—de-
spite a potential overlap of meaning—there is no evidence to sup-
port such an assertion. Perhaps the signs are only accidentally 
similar. 

I shall propose that the purpose of the letter, possibly a za-
yin, was (or became) practical: a means of avoiding certain types 
of copyist mistakes when recording qere/ketiv notes. Because the 
sign occurs in certain script types more than others, I will also 
argue that the notation can function as something of a regional 
identifier, although I leave that region to be identified by others. 
The explanations offered here are generally compatible with, but 
independent from, the explanations cited above.  

1.0. Description of Corpus 
The data for the present paper are drawn from a database of ca. 
15,000 Masorah parva (Mp) notes, taken from 38 early (the 12th 
century and prior) codices containing the Former Prophets. The 
study is larger than 38 isolated classmarks, however. Apart from 
the original 38, there are as many as 43 additional classmarks 
containing leaves from one of the original 38.7 To the best of my 

 
7 Some of the joins are obvious: the reference ranges, the number of 
lines, and the script similarities prevent other conclusions. Other joins 
are less certain. The complete list of the 38 classmarks, along with the 
potential joins for each, are as follows (a plus sign following a classmark 
indicates the presence of possible joins; the join suggestions are listed 
in parentheses following the listing of the main classmark; ‘I’ = First 
Firkovich collection; ‘II’ = 2nd Firkovich collection): the Aleppo Codex, 
the Cairo Codex, the Leningrad Codex, JUD 002, I Bibl. 13/80, I Bibl. 
68, II B 24+(II B 1184, II B 1323, II B 1335, note that several folios of 
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knowledge, the study includes all early manuscripts for which I 
was able to access images.8  

I examined the big four codices as pertains to the Former 
Prophets (Aleppo, Leningrad, Cairo, and JUD 002), plus two 
lesser-known codices of the First Firkovitch collection, I Bibl. 
13/80 and I Bibl. 68 of the library at St Petersburg. The remain-
der are all St Petersburg II B classmarks (that is, from the Second 
Firkovitch collection). Every codex from the I Bibl. or the II B 
collection was examined, provided it contained at least one of the 
predetermined reference ranges (listed below), was sufficiently 
‘early’ in appearance (e.g., left justification method did not in-
clude significant letter elongation; see Beit-Arié 2021, 472, nn. 
30, 31), and had three columns.9 All codices fall under the rubric 

 

II B 24 do not belong), II B 25+(II B 145, parts of II B 210, II B 223, II 
B 1197), II B 35, II B 39+(II B 217), II B 43, II B 50+(II B 1298, II B 
1349, II B 1379), II B 55, II B 56+(II B 211, parts of II B 81, most of II 
B 71, II B 216), II B 63, II B 70+(II B 212), II B 71(two folios belong 
with II B 56+), II B 77 (one section of II B 210, parts of II B 1328, II B 
1345), II B 86+(II B 1405, II B 1406), II B 90, II B 94, II B 99+(II B 
219, II B 1269, II B 1325, II B 1326, II B 1339, II B 224, II B 1278), II B 
124, II B 206, II B 927, II B 1160+(II B 1159, II B 1157, II B 1162, II B 
1248, II B 1280, II B 1286), II B 1166+(II B 207, II B 1247), II B 1167, 
II B 1169, II B 1180+(II B 1211, II B 1235), II B 1233, II B 1243+(II B 
1255), II B 1270, II B 1272+(II B 1328), II B 1275, II B 1281+(II B 
1337), II B 1285+(II B 1474), II B 1378+(one section of II B 24, last 
half of II B 81, II B 134, II B 1336).   
8 For example, Gottheil 27 (Breuer’s Codex Lm of the Former Prophets), 
of the pen of Samuel ben Jacob, has not been digitised.  
9 There is one exception. EVR II B 124 is two-column, but exceptionally 
early, the colophon (if believed) dating to 946 CE. Regarding the forging 
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of Oriental,10 broadly speaking, and have Tiberian vocalisation. 
Despite these unifying characteristics, the scripts of the manu-
scripts show considerable variety.  

The collation was limited to masora parva notes that fall 
within four reference ranges (Jdg. 3–6, 1 Sam. 16–19, 1 Kgs 8–
10, and 2 Kgs 17–20).11 Masora parva notes falling outside of 
these ranges were not considered. For this reason, there are 
doubtless manuscripts with instances of the marginal letter that 
I did not record. In such manuscripts, however, occurrences of 
the marginal letter are demonstrably infrequent. The conclusions 
drawn in this paper, therefore, fit best with codices containing 
frequent occurrences of the marginal zayin/nun. 

1.1. Manuscripts that Use the Marginal Letter 

The marginal letter was observed in fifteen of the 38 codices ex-
amined. In only thirteen of the fifteen codices does the marginal 
letter occur with high frequency (i.e., the letter occurs adjacent 
to an explicitly marked qere/ketiv note in the majority of q/k in-
stances); we will focus on these thirteen.12 For the purpose of 

 

hand of Firkovich in the colophon of this codex, see Beit-Arié (2020, 
202–3). According to Beit-Arié, the actual date is somewhere between 
946 and 1036.  
10 For a description of Oriental scripts, see Olszowy-Schlanger (2015, 
14–20); Beit-Arié et al. (1987, 1–51). 
11 The data are taken from my larger PhD thesis project (2022), where 
manuscripts are compared according to their masora parva note collo-
cations.  
12 These thirteen high-frequency-inclusion codices include: II B 24+, II 
B 35, II B 43, II B 50+, II B 71+, II B 927, II B 1166+, II B 1167, II B 
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analysis, I have arranged the thirteen manuscripts into three sub-
types, based primarily upon whole-page comparisons of the man-
uscripts.  

In the first six manuscripts, labelled Script A, the folios are 
generally crowded, leaving only small inter-column ‘margin’ 
spaces between the words and lines. The width of the strokes is 
proportionally wide when compared against letter height and 
width. Despite the wide stroke marks of the calamus, the script 
still manages to be slightly calligraphic, as can be observed par-
ticularly in the first three examples (calligraphic: i.e., the pres-
ence of serifs and the use of a calamus with an angled tip).  

There is some similarity of Script A with what Olszowy-
Schlanger (2014, 279–99; 2015, 14–20) has labelled ‘South-
Western Oriental’, i.e., Egypt especially, but the similarity is only 
partial.13 There is likewise some similarity of these manuscripts 
with what Engel (2013, 486–87) refers to as ‘proto-square script’, 

 

1233, II B 1243+, II B 1270, II B 1285+, and the Cairo Codex. The two 
remaining codices where the marginal letter occurs with lower fre-
quency are II B 63 and II B 1160+. 
13 The lack of congruence does not, however, rule out the possibility 
that ‘Script A’ is Egyptian. It merely shows that the script is not wholly 
similar to those identified by Olszowy-Schlanger as SW Oriental (Ol-
szowy-Schlanger, personal communication, December 2021). It should 
also be noted that the MSS examined by Olszowy-Schlanger are less 
formal in appearance than those I examined (in my case, three-column 
Bible manuscripts containing full masora parva and magna). To my 
mind, this limits the value of a full comparison of the scripts. Similarly, 
the corpus of MSS identified as SW Oriental by Olszowy-Schlanger is 
small, again limiting full comparisons.  
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which Engel describes as “(d)ense texture composed of small let-
ters and small spaces between words and lines.... There are ran-
dom ornamental characteristics, such as stylised tags on the hor-
izontal lines and a decorative curl of the verticals.” As with the 
‘South-Western Oriental’ descriptor, however, the similarity of 
‘proto-square script’ and the present Script A is only partial. For 
these reasons, I will not attempt to pinpoint the likely point of 
origin for these MSS (but see below, §5.3).14 
Figure 1: Script A 
EVR II B 1270, p. 15 

EVR II B 35, p. 103  

EVR II B 1243+, p. 10 

  
 

14 It should also be noted that my descriptions are necessarily cursory—
and thus provisional; palaeography is complex, and each script type, as 
I have identified them (especially Scripts A, B, and D) deserves a much 
longer treatment than I am able to provide in this article.  
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EVR II B 1285+ (here, of II B 1474), p. 5 

EVR II B 927, p. 51 

EVR II B 1233, p. 20 

Script B,15 containing four examples, shows a similarly wide 
letter stroke in keeping with that of Script A, but, rather than 
appearing wide throughout, the horizontal lines tend to be wide, 
and the vertical lines narrow. The letters in Script B are larger 
than in Script A, and are of the sort that one encounters in espe-
cially “heroic” productions (the first three examples especially). 

 
15 As the present data set yields only four codices for Script B, it may be 
helpful to note other codices of this script type, so that the alert reader 
may compare the various codices. These include the Washington Pen-
tateuch, II B 19, II B 20, and II B 1021—all contain the marginal letter 
and have at least 60 pages (30 leaves) preserved. Classmarks of Script 
B that are too short to find qere/ketiv type notes include II B 1064, II B 
1065, II B 1067, II B 1070, II B 1296. Extensively preserved codices 
appearing to belong to Script B, but that I have not had opportunity to 
examine beyond a single leaf, include Gottheil 6/Ms. FR 9-005 (note 
that Ms. FR 9-005 combines Gottheil 5 with Gottheil 6) and Gottheil 
18/C3.  
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In many respects the script of these four examples is similar to 
Script D (below, in due course), with the exception of the wide 
horizontal strokes.  

When comparing paratextual features, however, the simi-
larities between Scripts A and B are especially marked (e.g., se-
darim markers are similarly formed; the masora parva gimel is of-
ten triple-dotted16), suggesting that the scripts may have similar-
ities that extend beyond the presence of the marginal letter17 and 
the wide letter strokes. The marginal nun/zayin in these MSS is 
very similar in appearance to that in II B 1270, II B 1233, and II 
B 1243+ of Script A, again suggesting some overlap in their cen-
tre(s) of production. 

 
16 The supra triple-dotting of the masora parva gimel, on which nothing, 
to my knowledge, has been written, appears to be an alternate form for 
marking 3x. In some MSS, only the masora parva gimel is triple-dotted. 
In other MSS, the triple-dotting feature sees wider distribution, partic-
ularly with letters having a flat roof, such as heh or bet, or in two-digit 
numerals (e.g., יד or כה). The feature is not necessarily ubiquitous within 
a given MS, but the triple-dotted gimel and the single-dotted gimel gen-
erally appear to have been formed by the same hand. Sometimes gimels 
of identical shape appear on the same page, one triple-dotted and one 
single-dotted. Double-dotting over single letters, a much rarer feature, 
is generally equally distributed over all letters (cf. BL Or. 9880; Oxford 
MS heb. b.17/1).  
17 Cf. Penkower’s (2021, 160–61) article comparing codicological and 
palaeographical similarities between the Washington Pentateuch and 
the Cairo Codex. 
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Figure 2: Script B 
Cairo Codex, p. 273 

EVR II B 50+, p. 26 

EVR II B 24+, p. 130 

EVR II B 1166+, p. 8 

There remain three manuscripts where the marginal letter 
occurs frequently. I see little in these scripts from a paratextual 
or script standpoint that link them to Script A or Script B in any 
meaningful way—or to one another. Nonetheless, the marginal 
letter appears in these manuscripts with regularity, and I record 
that fact here. 
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Figure 3: Script C 
EVR II B 1167, p. 6 

EVR II B 43, p. 24 

EVR II B 71+, p. 103 

1.2. Manuscripts that Do Not Use the Marginal Letter 

Our large, marginal letter was not found in 23 of the 38 manu-
scripts (Figures 4 and 5).18 Although the manuscripts lacking the 
marginal nun/zayin show script variations, certain trends are 
readily observed. Most notably, fourteen codices contain a script 

 
18 NB, some of these 23 MSS still may contain infrequent occurrences of 
the marginal letter (e.g., the Leningrad Codex) not found within the 
stated reference ranges (Jdg. 3–6, 1 Sam. 16–19, 1 Kgs 8–10, and 2 Kgs 
17–20). One should distinguish between studies where the letter occurs 
or does not occur with high frequency (the salient point of difference in 
the current paper) and MSS where the letter does or does not occur full 
stop (cf. Himbaza 2000).  
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style found in some of the earliest dated Bible codices in our pos-
session, e.g., EVR II B 17 (930 CE), EVR II B 10 (946 CE), and EVR 
II B 39 (989 CE).19 Many scholars will recognise this script due its 
congruity with the Aleppo Codex. The fourteen manuscripts are 
included below as Script D. 
Figure 4: Script D 
Aleppo Codex 

EVR II B 39+, p. 10 

EVR II B 25+, p. 22 

  

 
19 Dated examples of this script type, some already mentioned above, 
may be found in Beit-Arié’s Specimens of Mediaeval Hebrew Scripts, Vol-
ume I: Oriental and Yemenite Scripts (1988: esp. plates 4, 5, 10, 11, 12, 
15, 16, 19).  
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EVR II B 99+, p. 34 

EVR II B 70+, p. 6 

EVR I Bible 13/80, p. 19 

EVR II B 77+, p. 20 

EVR II B 1272+, p. 6 
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EVR II B 1378+, p. 19 

EVR II B 1169, p. 6 

EVR II B 55+, p. 7 

EVR II B 56+, p. 14 

EVR Bibl. I 19a/Leningrad Codex 

EVR II B 86+, p. 8 
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The final three of the above manuscripts do not fit into the 
Script D category as neatly as the others, but their similarities to the 
foregoing eleven are nonetheless remarkable. In sum, the above 
fourteen manuscripts show considerable congruence, presenting a 
script subtype that has not appeared in manuscripts with frequent 
attestations of the large, marginal letter (Scripts A–C).  

There remain nine manuscripts (Figure 5, below), which do 
not employ the large, marginal letter. These MSS are of several 
types. One classmark, EVR II B 90, shows Sephardi influence mixed 
with some similarity to Script D. Several manuscripts have very 
small and fine writing (e.g., I Bibl. 68, II B 206, II B 94, JUD 002), 
making script comparison less productive. EVR II B 1275 is similar 
to Script A. Clearly, neither script categories nor scribal practices 
were entirely fixed. These final nine manuscripts are listed below. 
Figure 5: Final nine codices without the marginal letter 
II B 124, p. 17 

II B 1281+, p. 8 
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I Bibl. 68, p. 5 

JUD 002 (formerly Sassoon 1053) 

II B 206, p. 6 

II B 94, p. 9 

II B 90, p. 6 

II B 1275, p. 6 

II B 1180+, p. 9 
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Although the above descriptions provide only the briefest 
of an overview, we are left with some unmistakable patterns. 
First, codices of the script style of the Aleppo Codex et al. (Script 
D) are unlikely to have the marginal letter with any frequency. 
Secondly, in the majority of instances, the scripts with the mar-
ginal letter contain paratextual features not found in Script D. 
These data support, for example, the argument that the Cairo Co-
dex was not from a ben Asher centre of production (cf. Penkower 
1990; Beit-Arié et al. 1997, 28–29). 

2.0. Is the Large, Marginal Letter a Final Nun?  
In a visual inspection of the present codices, it is difficult to de-
cide if the marginal letter is a zayin or a final nun. In the main 
text, context, rather than letter shape, is frequently determina-
tive. As there are no other large letters in the margin against 
which our letter may be assessed—and because the large letter is 
not part of a word—we must rely upon minor differences of 
sometimes questionable significance. On the basis of the codices 
that Himbaza (2000, 174) examined, he concluded that the mar-
ginal letter was a nun. Likewise, in the manuscripts surveyed by 
Penkower (2019) a nun seemed likely. However, the present evi-
dence is only in partial agreement with those assessments. To my 
eye, in only nine of the fifteen manuscripts does the marginal 
letter appear more likely to be nun than zayin. My readings are 
open to debate, admittedly, and we lack the space to do extensive  
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comparative work in each manuscript. Still, the letter is not nec-
essarily a nun—or, perhaps, was not considered to be a nun at all 
times or in all regions. 
Table 1: Final nun and zayin comparison 

ID 
Marginal 

letter Final nun zayin 
Most  

resembles 

II B 63 
(p. 81) 

   
nun 

II B 50+ 
(pp. 146, 
149) 

 
  

zayin? 

II B 24 
(pp. 103, 
110) 

 
 

Zayin ↑            Nun ↑ 

zayin? 

II B 1167 
(p. 6) 

   

zayin 

II B 35 
(p. 92) 

   

zayin (nun in 
main text is 
markedly 
longer) 
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II B 43 
(p. 5) 

 
  

nun? 

II B 1270 
(p. 5) 

   

zayin? 

II B 1233 
(p. 5) 

   

nun 

II B 1243+ 
(pp. 5, 9) 

   

nun? 

II B 927 
(p. 35) 

   
nun 

II B 1160+ 
(here, of II 
B 1248) 
(p. 11)   

 
nun 

II B 1166+ 
(p. 17) 

 
 

nun↑    ↑zayin 

nun 
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II B 1285+ 
(1474) 
(p. 5) 

   

nun 

II B 71+ 
(p. 91) 

   

nun 
(letter is obvi-

ously long) 

Cairo Codex 
(p. 273) 

   

zayin 

Left unaddressed in the nun or zayin discussion is a rather 
troublesome question. Namely, if the letter is a nun, why should 
the final form be used to mark an abbreviation? Why not simply 
use a non-final nun as one would do to indicate the number fifty? 
As noted above, Kahle suggested that the final nun stood for קריין, 
a solution which Yeivin dismissed as “astonishing” (1980, 52). I 
would tend to agree. To the best of my knowledge, there is no 
precedent for the use of a final form to indicate a non-final letter 
within the masora parva. For example, the abbreviation for ̇פסוקין 
‘verses’ is ̇̇פ, never ̇̇ף; the abbreviation for מן ‘from’ is ̇̇מ, never ̇̇20.ם  

The exception to this rule occurs only in mnemonics. In 
Deut. 30.16, the proper sequence for the three-word phrase  מִצְוֹתָיו
ק תָיו וּמשְפָטָיו  -commandments, and statutes, and judgements’ is in‘ וְח 
dicated by BHS as   פ ק   In manuscripts, however, the pe is always .צ 

 
20 Instances of   מ indicating ‘from’ can be found in virtually every codex. 
Instances of   בפ indicating ‘in the verses’ are less frequent—but see, for 
example, the Cairo Codex: Jdg. 5.13 (2x), 23, 30 (2x). 
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written in its final form, namely   ף  Similarly, the mnemonic 21.צ  ק 
ן   ז   or אני  = א   ,appears at Ps. 25.7 in the Leningrad Codex. Here לא 
 Once again, a non-final letter is written as a .נא  = ן   ;זאת  = ז   ,אלה 
final letter. In both cases, the reason the final letter of the three-
word mnemonic takes the final form is due to its position within 
the mnemonic. As a stand-alone abbreviation, however, there is 
no reason for a non-final letter to be written as a final letter.  

The most reasonable path in identifying the marginal letter, 
then, is to assume that it cannot be a nun and is therefore either 
a zayin or simply a marker of unknown meaning which happens 
to resemble a final nun. With this in mind, we turn to an angle of 
the problem that has not received treatment in the literature. 

3.0. Masora parva Notation as a Two-Step Process 
Although our marginal letter is often the same size as the main 
text, there are a minority of instances where the letter is more 
nearly the smaller size of the surrounding masora parva. In some 
codices (e.g., EVR II B 1167), the marginal letter is characteristi-
cally small. In others, the size varies from instance to instance 
(e.g., EVR II B 43, EVR II B 973, EVR II B 1243+, EVR II B 
1285+). These codices with variable-sized marginal letters pro-
vide us with an important bit of insight regarding the order of 
operations in the writing of a codex. Namely, when our letter is 
large, its central position in the margin indicates it was added at 

 
21 In my database of Torah MSS at Deut. 30.16, a final pe is written 9x: 
Washington Pentateuch (later additions), JUD 002, II B 10, Vat.evr.448, 
II B 59, II B 96, II B 74, II B 18, and II B 158. No occurrences of a non-
final pe were observed. 
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a point prior to the qere note and/or the surrounding masora 
parva notes. When the marginal letter is more nearly the size of 
the remaining masora parva, however, its position indicates that 
it was added at the same time as the surrounding masora parva 
notes. These statements can be proven through a careful exami-
nation of the following images.  

3.1. Letter Size as Evidence of a Two-Step Process 
Figure 6: II B 927, p. 41 

In the above image are three masora parva notes. They concern, 
in verse order, the words ח קֵַ֥ יומשלו/ ,’is taken‘ ל  מ שְלָ   ‘their rulers’, 
and   ּילו  ,make them howl’ (Isa. 52.5). In situations such as this‘ יְהֵילִ 
where multiple masora parva notes occur on the same line, the 
masora parva comments generally are organised according to 
verse order. This means that the masora parva note for ח קֵַ֥  should ל 
occur farthest to the right, the masora parva note for   ּילו  should יְהֵילִ 
occur farthest to the left, and the masora parva note for  יו  משלו/מ שְלָ 

should occur somewhere between the above two.  
In the present instance, however, there are some problems. 

Our large letter occurs farthest to the right, and its associated 
qere comment (י  ק), is squeezed alongside, below and to the left. 
The gimel associated with ח קֵַ֥  rather than occurring farthest ,ל 
right, now occupies the second spot. The explanation for this re-
versal in the order of masora parva notes is not hard to find: the 
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large letter was written prior to and without regard for the re-
maining notes. Rather than erase the large letter and start over, 
the scribe of the smaller masora parva notes elected to place the 
gimel in the second place instead of the first. An alert reader 
would perhaps have had no trouble sorting out these comments. 
The fact remains that this reverse ordering of the notes is highly 
atypical in the present corpus. 

Contrast the above example with the following one, also 
from EVR II B 927, where the marginal letter is the size of the 
remaining masora parva comment. Here, one can see how the en-
tire comment is integrated, our marginal letter occurring slightly 
to right of centre in the margin space, allowing for the comforta-
ble addition of the remaining portion of the note. 
Figure 7: II B 927, p. 10 

This pattern holds for all codices examined above. Where the mar-
ginal letter is large, it tends to occupy pride of place, in the centre of 
the margin space or slightly to right of centre—perhaps in anticipa-
tion of an eventual qere/ketiv comment. When the letter is smaller, it 
is more integrated, space-wise, with surrounding masora parva notes. 

3.2. Letter Placement as Evidence of a Two-Step Process 

In codices where the marginal letter is large, it almost always 
occurs level with the word(s) being commented upon. That is, 
the letter is hung from the line in the same way as the main text. 



 The Marginal Nun/Zayin 99 

Figure 8: II B 24, p. 130 

When the marginal letter is smaller, however, it may appear 
above the line of the main text being commented upon in the 
following manner: 
Figure 9: II B 43, p. 24 

Although the defective spelling of אִש ‘man’ (2 Sam. 14.19) 
is being commented upon in the above image, our small marginal 
letter sits just above the headline of the referent, rather than 
hanging just below it. Why? It appears that the scribe, consider-
ing the note as a whole, chose to align the centre of the note most 
nearly with the proper line of the main text. Contrast the above 
example from Figure 9 with the former example in Figure 8, 
where the large marginal letter was written level with the main 
text with no regard for eventual placement of smaller masora 
parva notes. Once again, in codices that contain the large, mar-
ginal letter, the writing of the masora parva appears to have been 
a process consisting of at least two steps.22 

 
22 An exception may be found, for example, in the Cairo Codex at 1 Sam. 
17.23. In this instance, the qere note  ממערכות ק was written first and our 
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3.3. Ink Differences as Evidence of a Two-Step 
Process23 

We can reach a similar conclusion when comparing the ink of the 
large, marginal letter with the remaining masora parva note. 
Figure 10: Washington Pentateuch, Exod. 22.26 

 

 

letter, of small size, is squeezed in beside the qere comment, almost as 
an afterthought. This example, nonetheless, proves the general rule: a 
large nun/zayin is written prior while a small nun/zayin is written later.  
23 NB, images of the Washington Pentateuch and Schøyen 1630 were 
chosen due to the availability of colour images; they are not part of the 
current data set, which are comprised of black and white images with 
only three exceptions (Aleppo, Jud 002, Leningrad, the first two of 
which contain no instances of the marginal letter). Also note that 75 of 
the 76 occurrences of the marginal letter in Leningrad occur in the Writ-
ings, the sole exception appearing in Jdg. 20.13 (Martín-Contreras 
2015, 88–89). The lopsided distribution of the marginal letter in Lenin-
grad remains unexplained, although the presence of a secondary scribe 
(or scribes) seems likely (cf. Himbaza 2017, 355–68). 
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Figure 11: Leningrad Codex, Job 26.12 

In the Washington Pentateuch, the ink of the large letter is in 
relatively good condition, matching the ink of the main text. The 
qere comment, by contrast, appears to have flaked off. In the case 
of the Leningrad Codex, the reverse has occurred. The main text 
and the marginal letter are dim (the main text obviously has been 
reinked) while the ink of the smaller masora parva hand remains 
intact. 

Something similar has happened with Schøyen 1630. Alt-
hough the image quality is poor, one can still see a black ink used 
for main text and the large, marginal letters. A (now) reddish ink 
was used for the remaining Mp notes, including those accompa-
nying the marginal letter. 
Figure 12: Schøyen 1630, Zech. 14 

In sum, it appears that the marking of the masora parva 
notes was a process of at least two stages. First, probably at the 
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time of writing of the main text, a large letter was recorded in 
the margin at qere/ketiv-type instances. Secondly, at a time after 
the large letter had been inserted, the remaining masora parva 
was written. In instances where the large marginal letter was in-
itially ‘missed’, the later scribe sometimes still elected to write it 
in the margin, albeit now with the hand size of the remaining 
masora parva notes. 

4.0. Does the Large, Marginal Letter Always 
Indicate qere/ketiv?  

It is the view of Martín-Contreras that in C the marginal letter 
does not necessarily indicate qere/ketiv. Supporting this claim are 
90 instances in C where the marginal letter appears without a 
qere/ketiv type note alongside (2015, 83–89).24 However, the as-
sertion of Martín-Contreras regarding the putative independence 

 
24 My calculations are based upon the data of Martín-Contreras (2015, 
83–87). To arrive at 90 occurrences, I omitted instances said to be 
marked for ketiv or qere or some combination of the two. This yielded 
93 occurrences. Of these 93, three appear to have been entered in error 
(marginal letter not visible: Jdg. 21.20; qere note present but marked as 
not present: 2 Sam. 22.23; 2 Kgs 11.1), bringing the number of instances 
to 90. The references are as follows. From §1, 2x: 1 Sam. 9.26; 2 Sam. 
14.11. From §2.1, 12x: 1 Sam. 24.19; 25.3, 8; 2 Sam. 3.3; 1 Kgs 21.21; 
2 Kgs 13.6; Jer. 19.15; 32.35; 39.16; Ezek. 16.25; 23.43; Mic 1.15. From 
§2.2, 75x: Josh. 6.7; 7.21; Jdg. 9.8, 12; 13.17; 17.2; 1 Sam. 15.16; 24.5; 
25.34; 28.8; 2 Sam. 1.16; 10.9, 17; 11.1, 24; 12.1, 13.8; 14.11; 21.9; 
23.20; 1 Kgs 1.27; 2.24; 6.16; 8.26; 9.25; 12.3, 21; 18.36; 22.13; 2 Kgs 
7.12; 8.21; 11.15; 14.2; Isa. 23.12; 26.20; 42.24; Jer. 1.5; 2.33; 3.4; 
4.19; 5.7; 10.17; 15.16; 22.23; 31.21, 39; 34.11; 41.17; 42.20; 46.11; 
48.44; 49.28; 51.13; Ezek. 4.6; 9.5, 8; 16.13, 18, 22, 31, 31, 43, 47, 51; 
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of the marginal letter appears less certain when comparing C to 
other early codices. Of the 90 instances where C contains a mar-
ginal letter but does not mark qere/ketiv (see above, n. 24), 79 of 
them are explicitly marked as qere in the Leningrad Codex.25 Of 
the remaining eleven, I was able to find explicit qere marking in 
eight instances,26 leaving only three examples27 where a qere 
marking was not found. In other words, even if a note is not 
qere/ketiv in C, this is not to say that the note was not considered 
to be so by masoretic scribes more generally.  

Moreover, 75 of the above 90 instances in C where the mar-
ginal letter occurs without explicit marking of qere occur in con-
junction with יתיר ‘superfluous’, a term regarded by Yeivin as oc-
curring in “qere/ketiv situations” (1980, 94).  

Penkower (2019) provides numerous examples, primarily 
in Torah scrolls, where the marginal letter was not intended to 
preserve qere/ketiv, but instead marked section division disagree-

 

18.28; 23.14, 42; 27.3; 29.4; 36.16; Hos. 4.6; 10.14; Mic. 1.3, 10, Zech. 
1.4. From §§2.3–2.6, 0x. From §2.7, 1x: 2 Kgs 5.25. 
25 The eleven instances not marked as qere in either L or C are: 1 Sam. 
25.3, 8; 2 Sam. 10.17; 11.1; 12.1; 1 Kgs 9.25; 2 Kgs 8.21; Ezek. 9.8; 
Hos. 4.6; 10.14; Mic. 1.15. 
26 1 Sam. 28.8 (I Bibl. 68); 2 Sam. 11.1 (II B 43); 2 Sam. 12.1 (II B 1255–
part of II B 1243+); 1 Kgs 9.25 (II B 35); 2 Kgs 8.21 (II B 35); Ezek. 9.8 
(II B 24); Hos. 4.6 (II B 50); Hos. 10.14 (II B 50). 
27 No qere note found: אֲבִגָיִל ‘Abigail’ (1 Sam. 25.3); חֵלָאמָה ‘to Helam’ (2 
Sam. 10.17);  אָבִי ‘I will bring’ (Mic. 1.15). There may be codices where 
qere is marked at these locations; I have not yet succeeded in finding 
them.  
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ments. The few codices cited by Penkower, however, are (a) en-
tirely Ashkenazi or Italian and (b) generally later than the present 
corpus. As the use of the large marginal letter to indicate disputed 
section divisions was not found in the present study focusing on 
Oriental codices, it appears that the letter’s meaning could have 
varied from region to region (Ashkenazi vs. Oriental) or medium 
to medium (Torah scrolls vs. codices). It is also possible that the 
signs, although visually similar, were not understood by the 
scribes who wrote them as being identical.  

In the present corpus, the marginal letter is almost wholly 
associated with qere/ketiv. Where the letter appears without the 
explicit mention of qere in a given codex, the word has a qere 
marking at the same reference in a codex elsewhere within the 
corpus. 

There are also instances where the qere is implicitly pre-
sent, even when no mention of it is made in the margin. For ex-
ample, in EVR II B 50 at Jdg. 4.11, the marginal letter appears 
by itself; there is no qere marking in evidence. The word being 
commented upon,  בצענים/בְצַעֲנַנִים ‘at Zaanaim’, has the ketiv 
spelling, but the qere vocalisation. This indicates that the qere, 
although perhaps not explicitly marked, was certainly known to 
the scribe who wrote the note. These data point towards a usage 
of the large marginal letter in Oriental codices that is wholly fo-
cused on qere/ketiv.  
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5.0. Suggestions Regarding the Letter’s Meaning, 
Use, and Localisation 

5.1. The Marginal Letter as Zayin 

As demonstrated above, there is insufficient evidence to decide if 
the marginal letter is a symbol or an actual letter. If the marginal 
letter began its existence as an actual letter with an actual mean-
ing, however, we should take a fresh look at possibilities that 
begin with the letter zayin.28 Yeivin has suggested זיטימא ‘uncer-
tain’, based upon a comment found in EVR II B 10:  

/ז  ̇דפא ̇מן ̇לבר̇דכתיבן̇באורייתא̇מלייא ̇אליין ̇או ̇מילתא̇מירום̇ומנקדון̇ן 

  .עליהון̇ופליגין̇ומחלוקת̇זיטימא̇ואינון̇אתא ̇מירום
These are the words in the Torah where   ז/  is written beside ן 
the column, and a dot is marked above a word or letter. 
That word or letter is uncertain, and there are different 
opinions on it.29  

Penkower notes, however, that the ensuing list of catchwords in 
EVR II B 10 pertain to space break disagreements for Torah 
scrolls (2019, 145; cf. Dotan 2007, 616). In other words, the com-
ment in EVR II B 10 does not appear relevant when considering 

 
28 There are numerous instances where the letter is undoubtedly final 
nun-like (cf. Penkower 2019), but as these manuscripts are generally 
later, one should be careful before assuming that the meaning of the 
letter remained static while the shape of the letter underwent modifica-
tions.  
29 The identity of the symbol in this example is not clear-cut, necessitat-
ing the dual entry of the note as   ז/  .ן 
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non-space break type usages such as those found in the present 
corpus. 

We might also consider other options, such as זכר ‘remem-
ber!’ or זוגא/זוגין ‘pair/pairs’, either of which would serve as a re-
minder to the reader that what is on the page is different from 
what should be read. This latter suggestion is especially conso-
nant with the masoretic ethos, being part and parcel of the mas-
oretic project as seen most famously in Sefer Okhlah ve-Okhlah. It 
is also precisely the kind of note one would expect in a text where 
a known difference (ketiv and qere) could be found.  

5.2. Why Was the Marginal Letter Large? 

Why was the marginal letter large, especially in codices where 
the marginal letter occurred the most frequently? Here, I would 
suggest two reasons, one historical and the other practical.  

The consensus is that the marginal letter is early, that is, 
probably predating the remaining masora parva notes (e.g., Ofer 
2019, 89–91). For scribes at this stage of transmission (now lost 
to us), there was little reason for the letter to be small. The scribe 
simply wrote the letter in the margin using the calamus he, or 
she, was already using, establishing the pattern that the letter be 
large. 

As time went on, masora parva comments and qere/ketiv 
comments also were added to the margins of Bible codices. This 
made the marginal letter somewhat redundant (Penkower 2019). 
That is, the marginal letter was merely signalling what the qere 
made explicit; it did not serve an additional function. The writing 
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of the letter continued to serve a practical purpose, however, 
which may have extended its use. 

Scribes recording the masora enjoyed freedom to include 
whichever notes they preferred (i.e., Yeivin’s Rule). The only ex-
ception was where the traditions for ketiv and qere differed. In 
these situations, both traditions, if known, must necessarily be 
recorded. To ensure that these differences were not missed, it was 
convenient to write our letter at the time when the consonants of 
the main text were written. This would provide practically fail-
safe assurance that the location of the ‘pair’—or whatever the 
sign meant—would receive comment by the later scribe(s) when 
the smaller masora parva notes were written.  

Of course, instances would have arisen where the large let-
ter was inadvertently missed, or where a later scribe judged that 
the large letter should not have been written in the first place. 
This is to be expected, as the exact assemblage of qere notes varies 
from codex to codex (cf. Ofer 2008; 2019, 92–93). In instances 
where the marginal letter was not included during the initial en-
try process, scribes of the remaining masora parva did not neces-
sarily feel compelled to write this letter, its primary usefulness 
having already passed.30  

 
30 There is an additional explanation for the letter’s size which merits 
consideration. Namely, since one likely use of a model codex was to 
ensure an accurate public reading in the synagogue, the presence of the 
marginal letter (particularly if it was of a size that could be readily spot-
ted) would assist the proofer in correcting the reader at the very point 
where the reader was most likely to go wrong: the pronunciation of the 
qere. Many thanks to Estara Arrant for this suggestion.  
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5.3. The Marginal Letter and Localisation 

Finally, we arrive at the issue of localisation. There are some tan-
talising clues to suggest centres of scribal activity where the mar-
ginal letter was more likely to occur. In the manuscripts with col-
ophons that Himbaza (2000, 187) examined, an Egyptian origin 
seemed the most likely. In the manuscripts I examined, it was 
observed that several manuscripts show some similarity in their 
features with SW Oriental scripts. Recognizing that uncertainties 
remain, I do not insist upon this association, but suggest it as a 
line of inquiry that merits further research.   

Regardless, it remains abundantly clear that scripts resem-
bling that of the Aleppo Codex and manuscripts like it are the 
least likely of all codices to have the large marginal letter with 
any frequency. This provides us with, at minimum, a negative 
definition. Namely, codices that contain frequent attestations of 
the large marginal letter are not from centres of production asso-
ciated with NE Oriental script of the ‘Tiberian’ type (i.e., Script 
D, above).  

In the present corpus, the only manuscript with the mar-
ginal letter containing a colophon is the Cairo Codex—whose col-
ophon claims that it was written in Tiberias.31 As the Cairo Codex 
shows some significant differences in paratextual features—not 
to mention vocalisation differences (cf. Yeivin 2003, 13–19) with 

 
31 As stated above, the Leningrad Codex is here excluded, as its sparing 
use of the marginal letter does not occur with the reference ranges un-
der examination (for the occurrences in L with references, see Martín-
Contreras 2015; Himbaza 2000).  
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other codices known to have originated in Tiberias and Jerusa-
lem—it remains possible that Egypt is more probable for the writ-
ing of C than Palestine. But, as a large number of 10th–12th-cen-
tury Bible manuscripts that have survived to the present origi-
nated in, passed through, or ended up in Egypt, suggesting an 
Egyptian origin is not entirely illuminating. As Olszowy-
Schlanger (2015, 14–20) notes, competing intellectual centres 
may sometimes be found within the same city (cf. Engel 2013, 
488). A more fruitful line of inquiry may be to identify paratex-
tual feature distributions, which, in turn, could suggest scribal 
schools. Once the ‘schools’ become better understood, we will be 
in a firmer position to posit likely localisation—or to discuss it in 
a more meaningful manner.32  

Despite these necessary qualifiers, it remains likely that the 
writing of the marginal letter, for the time period of the manu-
scripts in question (10th–12th century), was a scribal practice 
more associated with Egypt than elsewhere. It may even be that 
the letter fell out of use precisely due to the increased prestige of 
the Aleppo Codex and codices similar to it.  

 
32 For example, script sub-type, the large marginal letter, the triple-dot-
ting of certain masora parva notes, and the use of the marginal  יפה 
‘well/good/correct’ with no additional qualifiers tend to occur in tan-
dem. Prima facie, this would indicate localisation. For other paratextual 
features that may occur in tandem, see Penkower (2021, 160–61). 
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6.0. Summary 
The present article considers the recurrent use (or absence) of a 
particular marginal letter in 38 early Bible codices. In these co-
dices, the use of the letter is limited to certain script subtypes, 
suggesting that regional difference and/or scribal school heavily 
influenced the letter’s usage, particularly in the codices where 
the letter appears with high frequency. The placement and size 
of the letter suggest a two-stage method of masora parva note en-
try (first the large letter, and later the smaller writing). Finally, 
it may be unhelpful to identify the symbol as a final nun. Instead, 
the letter may be better understood as a scribal sign (either zayin 
or a sign of unknown meaning) written to indicate an alternate 
tradition (qere/ketiv) that the scribe of the main text was at spe-
cial pains to record. 
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TIBERIAN KETIV-QERE AND THE 
COMBINED SAMARITAN WRITTEN-
READING TRADITION: POINTS OF 

CONTACT AND CONTRAST 

Aaron D. Hornkohl 

The phenomenon of ketiv-qere is the clearest indication of the 
composite nature of the Tiberian biblical tradition. Against the 
backdrop of the normally harmonious relationship between the 
tradition’s written (i.e., consonantal, orthographic) and pronun-
ciation (i.e., vocalisation, recitation) components, such acknowl-
edged cases of written-reading dissonance are clear evidence of 
divergence (see Khan 2013a; 2020, I:33–49). 

Crucially, however, beyond this, the phenomenon is 
opaque. The ketiv-qere mechanism signals, but does not explain, 
discord within the tradition, which is left for scholars to illumi-
nate. It is sometimes assumed that the pronunciation tradition 
‘protects’ or ‘corrects’ readings that have become garbled in the 
written tradition. While this may occasionally be the case (espe-
cially in cases of possible conflation of waw and yod, relevant in 
more than one case below), the view that it is the norm fails to 
do justice to the relationship between the ketiv and the qere. In 
many cases, both represent plausible readings. It is thus simplest 

© 2022 Aaron D. Hornkohl, CC BY-NC 4.0           https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0330.04
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and most appropriate to think of the two components as trans-
mitted artifacts that represent related but distinct traditions of 
pronunciation and interpretation—a major difference being that 
the written component only partially and ambiguously reflects 
how it was ever orally realised, whereas the pronunciation com-
ponent does so more comprehensively and precisely. In sum, 
throughout the vast majority of the biblical text, there is no evi-
dence to suggest anything other than harmony between the two 
components of the tradition; but in a not insignificant minority, 
the two clearly diverge. 

In a number of cases in which the ketiv and qere offer syn-
onymous linguistic alternatives, the qere reflects the characteris-
tically later option. This is consistent with the view that the oral 
development of the Tiberian reading tradition, which was ulti-
mately recorded in the vowel signs superimposed on medieval 
consonantal manuscripts, was largely complete by the end of Sec-
ond Temple times. Having crystallised in the late antique period, 
it was something of a mixed linguistic system, regularly preserv-
ing features of more ancient Hebrew and simultaneously incor-
porating later secondary features. It should come as no surprise, 
then, that instances in which the reading component diverges 
from its written counterpart—whether or not explicitly acknowl-
edged in masoretic sources—often show signs of secondary lin-
guistic development (Khan 2013b; 2020, I:56–85; Hornkohl 
2018, 86–91; 2020a, 248–57, 263–64; 2020b, 420–22). 

For its part, the Samaritan biblical tradition is also compo-
site, comprising related but independent written and recitation 
components that blend First and Second Temple traits. Letter 
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shapes, word-separation dots, content, and much in the way of 
linguistic data hark back to the Iron Age, suggesting antiquity. 
The orthography and some minority linguistic features, on the 
other hand, display much in common with Hebrew and Aramaic 
sources that date from the end of the Second Temple period (Ben-
Ḥayyim 2000, 3–4, §0.4; Tal and Florentin 2010, 25–28). This 
tallies with Tov’s (2012, 79) summary, which emphasises that 
many features considered distinctively or especially Samaritan 
already distinguish proto-Samaritan manuscripts from proto-
Masoretic material at Qumran, indicating that “the ⅏-group re-
flects a popular textual tradition of the Torah that circulated in 
ancient Israel in the last centuries BCE, in addition to the 𝔐-group 
and other texts.” Some very late developments in the Samaritan 
reading tradition (see, e.g., the Samaritan phonology in §3.0 be-
low) are due to contact with Arabic (see, e.g., Ben-Ḥayyim 2000, 
29, §1.0.1, 32–33, §1.1.4). 

There is no exact Samaritan counterpart to the Tiberian 
ketiv-qere mechanism. Even so, due in part to the chronological 
distance between the respective linguistic traditions embodied in 
the written and reading components of the Samaritan Penta-
teuch, dissonance between the two is commonplace. It is far more 
frequent than in the combined Tiberian written-reading tradi-
tion, with the Samaritan recitation tradition regularly ‘updating’ 
the oral realisation ostensibly reflected in the consonantal text—
which, to be sure, itself shows occasional contemporisations in 
accord with Second Temple conventions (Hornkohl 2021, 8–9; 
see also §11.0, below). Additionally, it is also important to bear 
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in mind the Samaritan biblical tradition’s penchant for harmoni-
sation, a characteristic that extends from the ironing out of per-
ceived discrepancies in content to grammatical levelling and the 
imposition of morphosemantic order (Ben-Ḥayyim 2000, 121–
22, §2.2.1.1.5; Tal and Florentin 2010, 28–34; Tov 2012, 80–86; 
Hornkohl 2021).  

The present study examines a selection of verb-centred 
ketiv-qere instances in the Tiberian Pentateuch (based primarily 
on L, with comparison to A where possible and appropriate).1 In 
the following discussions, an attempt is made to explain cases of 
Masoretic ketiv-qere dissonance, to compare the relevant Samari-
tan written form and oral realisation, and to contextualise all 
within broader historical linguistic trends. 

1.0. Qere הַיְצֵָ֣א || ketiv הוצא (Gen. 8.17) 
Throughout the MT, hifʿil הוֹצִיא ‘bring out, take out’ presents the 
following imperatival forms:  

 
1 1 = first person; 2 = second person; 3 = third person; A= Aleppo 
Codex; BA = Biblical Aramaic; BH = Biblical Hebrew; C = common 
(gender); CBH = Classical Biblical Hebrew; CGT = Cairo Geniza Tar-
gum; DL = dual; F = feminine; FT = Fragment Targums; K = ketiv; L 
= Leningrad Codex (Firkovich B 19 A); M = masculine; MT = Maso-
retic Textual Tradition; PL = plural; Q = qere; QA = Qumran Aramaic; 
QH = Qumran RH = Rabbinic Hebrew; S = singular; SAT = Samaritan 
Arabic Translation; SP = Samaritan Pentateuch; ST = Samaritan Tar-
gum; t. = Tosefta; TN = Targum Neofiti; TO = Targum Onkelos; tr. = 
transitive; TY = Targum Yerushalmi (i.e., Targum Pseudo-Jonathan); 
y. = Talmud Yerushalmi. 
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MS: הוֹצֵא/ - הוֹצִיא  (Gen. 8.17 ketiv; 19.5, 12; Exod. 3.10; Lev. 
24.14; Judg. 6.30; 19.22; 1 Kgs 22.34; 2 Kgs 10.22; Isa. 
43.8; Ezek. 24.6; Ps. 25.17; 142.8) 

FS: ה֠וֹצִיאִי (Josh. 2.3) 
MPL: ּהוֹצִיאו/ - הוֹצִיאוּ / - הוֹצִיא    (Gen. 38.24; 45.1; Exod. 6.26; Josh. 

6.22; 10.22; 2 Sam. 13.9; 1 Kgs 21.10; 2 Kgs 11.15; Isa. 
48.20; 2 Chron. 23.14; 29.5) 

The lone exception is qere הַיְצֵָ֣א || ketiv הוצא in (1). 

ה (1) ר־אִתְךִָּ֜ ̇כָל־הַחַיָ֨ ר̇אֲשֵֶֽ וֹף̇מִכָל־בָשִָׁ֗ ה̇בָעֶּ֧ מֶש ̇וּבַבְהֵמָ֛ ש̇וּבְכָל־הָרֶ֛ עַל־̇הָר מֵֵ֥

רֶץ  א֣̇(K)הוצאָ֗̇הָאָֹ֖ ך̇(Q)  הַיְצ  וּ ̇אִתָָ֑ רְצָ֣ רֶץ̇וְשֵָֽ וּ̇בָאָֹ֔ וּ̇וּפָרֵ֥ רֶץ׃ ̇וְרָבֹ֖  עַל־הָאֵָֽ
 ‘Every living thing that is with you of all flesh—birds and 

animals and every creeping thing that creeps on the earth—
bring out with you, that they may swarm in the earth, and 
be fruitful and multiply on the earth.’ (Gen. 8.17) 

Depending on one’s expectations of the ketiv-qere phenomenon, 
this instance may be surprising. It is not uncommon in cases of 
written-reading dissonance for the qere to reflect a usage more 
conventional than that reflected in the ketiv. Here, however, the 
situation is reversed. Ketiv הוצא matches the form that occurs in 
the 24 other occurrences of this verb’s imperative, whereas the 
qere is unique. 

A well-known Hebrew feature is the merger of original I-w 
and I-y verbs, especially the shift from I-w to I-y in syllable-initial 
position, e.g., qal יָלַד ‘give birth’ (cf. Arabic ولد; Blau 2010, 104, 
§3.4.8.6–9, 245–46, §4.3.8.4.4–8n). The original w seems to have 
fared better in other environments, e.g., as the offglide of a diph-
thong, but even there it frequently loses consonantal force due to 
monophthongisation, e.g., nifʿal נוֹלַד < *nawlad ‘be born’ (Blau 
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2010, 228, §4.3.5.3.2), hifʿil הוֹלִיד < *hawlid ‘beget’ (Blau 2010, 
235–36, §4.3.5.7.5). The shift I-y to I-w, restricted chiefly to non-
word-initial y, is also known, e.g., יָבֵש ‘be/become dry’ (cf. Arabic 
-dry (tr.)’. Of special relevance in this con‘ הוֹבִיש but hifʿil ,(يبس
nection is the case of ketiv הושר qere ר  .make level! (MS) (Ps‘ הַיְשַֹ֖
5.9). In this ketiv-qere instance, it would seem that the orthogra-
phy reflects a tradition in which an original I-y form was realised 
as if it were I-w due to analogical pressure of the majority shift y 
> w (as sometimes in Aramaic, in the case of this root; see CAL, 
s.v.). The qere, conversely, is in accord with the conventional I-y 
hifʿil form as evidenced elsewhere in the combined Tiberian writ-
ten-reading tradition as well as in other ancient Hebrew sources 
(including the DSS and Ben Sira). 

In the case of the root  ו/יצ"א, on the other hand, the Semitic 
evidence (e.g., Ethiopic waḍʾa, Old South Arabic wḍʾ or wẓʾ) seems 
to indicate an original I-w form, which secondarily shifted to I-y in 
Northwest Semitic (Hebrew, Aramaic, Phoenician, Ugaritic). 

As the expected form, the ketiv requires no explanation. For 
the qere there are various explanations. It may reflect truly an-
cient phonological diversity that was generally levelled in favour 
of the dominant y > w shift (cf. the related Aramaic shafʿel  שיצי, 
which also preserves the y). Along these lines, Cohen (2007, 53–
54) has suggested that the reading tradition exploited the option 
of an exceptional I-y form in Gen. 8.17 in the interests of aural 
euphonic repetition, הַיְצֵָ֣א ‘bring out’ (v. 17), וַיֵֹ֖צֵא־ ‘and (Noah) 
came out’ (v. 18), ּו  came out (MPL)’ (v. 19). Alternatively, it‘ יָצְאֹ֖
is not impossible that the qere here stems from a written tradition 
in which an ambiguous waw was misinterpreted as a yod. This 
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would suggest that at least some cases of qere might stem from 
the reading of manuscripts, rather constituting a purely oral en-
deavour.2  

For its part, the combined written-reading Samaritan tradi-
tion at Gen. 8.17 has הוציא ūṣi. The long u-vowel is standard in 
Samaritan I-w hifʿil verbs (as the open-syllable equivalent of 
closed-syllable short o; Ben-Ḥayyim 2000, 44, §1.2.0), as is the i-
vowel in the open second syllable of verbs III-ʾ. Given the SP’s 
penchant for levelling and harmonisation, its presentation of a 
standard imperative here is not unexpected, though in this case 
it also occasions the rather rare agreement of the Samaritan tra-
dition with the Tiberian ketiv. 

2.0. Qere ם  (Gen. 24.33) ויישם  ketiv || וַיוּשַ 
An acknowledged feature of late antique Hebrew involves shifts 
of G- to C-stem, i.e., qal to hifʿil, with no accompanying semantic 
change. The shift appears to have been especially frequent in, 
though by no means exclusive to, hollow, i.e., II-w/y, verbs, e.g., 
derivations of בי"ן ‘understand’, זי"ד ‘act arrogantly’, קי"א ‘vomit’, 
 .scoff’ (Hornkohl f.c.)‘ לי"ץ ,’quarrel‘ רי"ב

While the Tiberian reading tradition is opaque with regard 
to the analysis of II-w/y prefix conjugation (yiqṭol) verbal forms, 
i.e., whether they are qal or hifʿil (as opposed to suffix conjuga-
tion [qaṭal] forms, participles, and infinitives), this is not the case 
with hofʿal forms. Based on regular sound changes, the expected 
qal passive wayyiqṭol form of the verb שָם ‘put’ is וַיִישֶם ‘and it was 

 
2 I am grateful to Geoffrey Khan for raising this possibility. 
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put’, on which the Tiberian written and reading traditions agree 
at Gen. 50.26; see example (2).3 

ף̇וַיָָ֣מָת (2) ה ̇יוֹסֵֹ֔ שֶר̇בֶן־מֵאֵָ֥ ים̇וָעֶֹ֖ וּ̇שָנִָ֑ וֹ̇וַיַחַנְטָ֣ ם̇א תֹ֔ ָ֥ישֶׁ וֹן̇וַי  יִם׃ ̇בָאָרֹ֖ בְמִצְרֵָֽ  

 ‘So Joseph died, being 110 years old. They embalmed him, 
and he was put in a coffin in Egypt.’ (Gen. 50.26) 

This is precisely the orthography one finds in the ketiv ויישם (Gen. 
24.33), but the corresponding qere ם  and it was put’ is hofʿal‘ וַיוּשַ 
(Cohen 2007, 63–64; Blau 2010, 97, §3.4.3.3; cf. GKC 148, 284; 
Bergsträsser 1918–1929, I:459); see example (3). 

ל̇לְפָנָיו  ̇(Q)  וַיוּשַֹ֤ם(  K)   ויישם (3) אמֶר  ̇לֶאֱכ ֹ֔ א̇וַי   ל̇ל ָ֣ ד̇א כַֹ֔ רְתִי̇עֵַ֥ י ̇אִם־דִּבַֹ֖ ̇דְּבָרָָ֑

אמֶר ר׃ ̇וַי ֹ֖  דַּבֵֵֽ
 ‘Then food was set before him to eat. But he said, “I will 

not eat until I have said what I have to say.” He said, “Speak 
on.”’ (Gen. 24.33) 

This evidently reflects three related secondary developments: (1) 
passive formation of II-w/y verbs on the analogy of I-w/y, (2) the 
well-known decline of the qal internal passive, and, since hofʿal 
represents the internal passive of hifʿil, (3) hifilisation, i.e., the 
broad movement from qal to hifʿil with no corresponding semantic 
shift (Blau 2010, 97, §3.4.3.3). In other words, a realisation such 
as qere  ם  as seen occasionally ,הֵשִים  implies the existence of hifʿil וַיוּשַ 
in the Tiberian written tradition (Ezek. 14.8; 21.21; Job 4.20) and 
more commonly in late antique extra-biblical Hebrew (SirA 4v.22 
= Sir. 11.30; t. Giṭṭin 7.13; Sifre Devarim 315; y. Sanhedrin 1.1; 
frequently in the Babylonian Talmud). 

 
3 According to Blau (2010, 97, §3.4.3.3), the expected resolution of the 
diphthong uy is contraction to ī, thus wayyīś́ɛm < *wayyúyśɛm. 
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The Samaritan form that corresponds to Tiberian ketiv  ויישם 
qere ם  ,(Gen. 50.26) וַיִישֶם as well as to Tiberian ,(Gen. 24.33) וַיוּשַ 
is ויושם wyuwwɑ ̊̄šɑ m. The written form might conceivably reflect 
the same qal internal passive > hofʿal shift as seen above in the 
Tiberian ketiv-qere. Indeed, Ben-Ḥayyim (1977, 271) formally 
classifies the form as hifʿil passive. Crucially, however, the form 
realised in the Samaritan pronunciation tradition does not reflect 
the hofʿal stem, i.e., the internal passive of hifʿil, but an external 
passive, in this case most probably Gt, with assimilation of the 
infix -t-, in the following manner: yuwwaśem < yiwwaśem < yit-
waśem (alternatively, Dt, with assimilation of the infix -t- and 
simplification of middle-radical gemination; Ben-Ḥayyim 2000, 
178, §2.10.4). And, of course, this may well underlie the Samar-
itan written form, as well. Thus, like the Tiberian reading tradi-
tion in the ketiv-qere in Gen. 24.33, the Samaritan reading tradi-
tion replaces the archaic qal internal passive with a secondary 
and more contemporary alternative. While the Tiberian qere tal-
lies with rather common hofʿal use throughout the combined Ti-
berian written-reading tradition, the Samaritan recourse to Gt 
forms, especially with assimilated -t- (or to Dt forms with assim-
ilated -t-) smacks of late Aramaic linguistic practices uncharac-
teristic of the early Hebrew linguistic sources. 

3.0. Qere ּשְתַחֲוו  (Gen. 27.29; 43.28) וישתחו ketiv || וְיִֵֽ
Twice in the MT, ketiv-qere discord focuses on yiqṭol forms of the 
verb הִשְתַחֲוָּה ‘bow down’; see examples (4) and (5). 
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וּךָ (4) עַבְדָ֣ ים̇יֵַֽ וּ̇(K)   וישתחו̇עַמִִׁ֗ שְתַחֲוֹ֤ ִּֽ ים̇לְךָ  ̇(Q)  וְי  מִֹ֔ יךָ ̇גְבִיר  ̇הֱוֵ ה̇לְא  ̇לְאַחֶֹ֔

וּ ךָ ̇בְנֵָ֣י̇לְךָֹ֖ ̇וְיִשְתַחֲוֵּ֥ יךָ̇אִמֶָ֑ וּר̇א רְרֶָ֣ יךָ̇אָרֹ֔ מְבָרֲכֶֹ֖ וּך׃ ̇וֵּֽ  בָרֵֽ

 ‘Let peoples serve you, and nations bow down to you. Be 
lord over your brothers, and may your mother’s sons bow 
down to you. Cursed be everyone who curses you, and 
blessed be everyone who blesses you!’ (Gen. 27.29) 

וּ  (5) ינוּ ̇לְעַבְדְּךֵָ֥ ̇שָל֛וֹם ̇וַי אמְרִׁ֗ נוּ ̇לְאָבִֹ֖ י ̇עוֹדֶָ֣ וּ ̇חָָ֑ ִּֽיִקְדֹ֖ וָּ֗̇( K)   וישתחוָ֗̇וֵַֽ שְתַחֲוִּּֽ ִּֽ  ( Q) ׃  וַי 
 ‘They said, “Your servant our father is well; he is still alive.” 

And they bowed their heads and prostrated themselves.’ 
(Gen. 43.28) 

In Tiberian Hebrew, the 3MS prefix conjugation form of this verb 
is unique, in that it ends with -ū, ּיִשְתַחו ‘he bowed down’, cf. MPL 
 they bowed down’.4 Since the ketiv form resembles the‘ יִשְתַחֲווּ
relevant 3MS yiqṭol form, it may at first glance be tempting to 
argue that the ketiv simply construes as singular what the qere 
construes as plural. Given the context in both cases, however, this 
seems unlikely. Both passages include other clear instances of 
3MPL yiqṭol forms in proximity, including, in example (4), explic-
itly 3MPL ּו  .later in the verse וְיִשְתַחֲוֵּ֥

If the solution is not morphosemantic, perhaps it is phono-
logical. 3MS ּיִשְתַחו yištaḥū and the reconstructed precursor of 
3MPL ּיִשְתַחֲוו yištaḥăwū < *yištaḥwū are distinguished by only the 

 
4 The unique form would appear to be a natural consequence of the 
syllable structure of short a prefix conjugation (yiqṭol) hishtafʿel form 
from root חו"ו/חו"י, yištaḥū < yištaḥu < yištaḥw, in which the vowelless 
radical w of the word-final consonant cluster ḥw could be preserved only 
as a long u-vowel (for analysis as a derivation of  שח"ו see Blau 2010, 
237, §4.3.6.1). 
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onglide in the diphthong -wū. In the absence of an epenthetic 
ḥaṭef vowel to resolve the -ḥw- consonant cluster, the w would 
have been extremely vulnerable to syncope and, presumably, 
graphic non-representation. 

Another possibility, raised by Cohen (2007, 18), is that in 
these cases, as well as those of ketiv ויצו || qere  ּו -and they com‘ וַיְצַוּּ֕
manded’ (Jdg. 21.20), ketiv ויאמר || qere ּו  and they said’ (1‘ וַי אמְרָ֣
Sam. 12.10), and ketiv וידבר || qere ּוַיְדַבְר֨ו ‘and they spoke’ (1 Kgs 
12.7), the ketiv represents rare defective spelling of the word-final 
plural morpheme. 

And, of course, in all of the above cases there is the possi-
bility of simple textual corruption, i.e., the accidental graphic 
omission of the expected waw. 

Whatever the most compelling explanation for the relevant 
Tiberian ketiv-qere, the SP shows no trace of dissonance. Both the 
written component of the tradition and its reading counterpart 
reflect standard 3MPL forms: וישתחוו wyištɑ ̊̄bbu. The spelling re-
veals no disharmony between these plural forms and others in 
the vicinity nor between these plural forms and other plural 
forms of this verb. 

The Samaritan pronunciation deserves special comment. 
Evidence indicates that the early realisation of Samaritan waw, 
namely w, shifted to v in the Second Temple period and that later, 
due to coalescence of v < w and v < b, most cases of v (< w) 
were included in the general b < v shift due to Arabic. The dou-
bled middle radical may, as in Tiberian Hebrew, reflect pattern 
gemination, but it is also possible that it derives from regular as-
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similation of the guttural ḥ, i.e., -bb- < -ww- < -ʾw- < -ḥw-. Sa-
maritan Hebrew also more conspicuously distinguishes between 
singular ישתחוי yištɑ ̊̄bbi and plural ישתחוו yištɑ ̊̄bbu, the singular re-
alised as a standard, rather than short, III-y prefix conjugation 
(yiqṭol) form. It should be noted that all of the above develop-
ments in the Samaritan tradition are secondary features that re-
flect phenomena that typologically post-date the form of the Ti-
berian qere. 

4.0. Qere  א גָָ֑ד  (Gen. 30.11) בגד ketiv || בָָ֣
אמֶר  (6) ה ̇וַת ֵ֥ ָ֑דָ֗̇(K)  בגד̇לֵאָֹ֖ אָ֣֗ג  א̇(Q) ב  וֹ̇וַתִקְרֵָ֥ ד׃ ̇אֶת־שְמֹ֖  גֵָֽ

 ‘And Leah said, “Good fortune has come!” so she called 
his name Gad.’ (Gen. 30.11) 

Though it has been suggested that the Tiberian ketiv and qere in 
(6) are mere phonological variants reflecting a single common 
exegetical tradition (Cohen 2007, 42–43), the testimony of an-
cient witnesses arguably indicates otherwise, i.e., that they re-
flect diverging interpretations. Ketiv בגד is taken as an adverbial 
in the sense of ‘with good fortune’; cf. LXX Ἐν τύχῃ ‘with luck’; 
Vulgate feliciter ‘happily’. Qere א גָָ֑ד -on the other hand, is a verb 5,בָָ֣
subject verbal clause; cf. Peshiṭta  ܓܕܝ̇ܐܬ݂ܐ  ‘fortune has come’; 
TO גד ̇אתא  ‘fortune has come’; TY  אתא מזלא טבא ‘good luck has 
come’; TN/FT/CGT  טבא̇גדה̇אתא  ‘good fortune has come’. The 
ketiv and qere variants are of approximately equal plausibility and 

 
5 In L, the marginal qere notation is especially detailed, including not just 
the conventional information of consonants and word separation (with 
 on separate lines), but also vocalisation (minus the dagesh in גד and בא 
the bet of בא and the rafe over the gimel of  גד) and accentuation. 
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each enjoys support, both ancient and medieval (on the latter, 
see Habib 2020, 318).6 

The combined Samaritan written-reading tradition has  בגד 
afgɑ d, which the ST renders בסור ‘tidings, news’, apparently in 
line with the Tiberian qere. Cf. the SAT, which renders عسكر   جاء  
‘an army has come’, which rather corresponds to the Tiberian 
ketiv. Despite the diachronic proximity of the Tiberian qere (and 
reading tradition, more generally) and the Samaritan reading tra-
dition, the latter sometimes agrees with the Tiberian ketiv. This 
appears to be such a case. 

5.0. Qere  ּוֹנו  qere ;(Exod. 16.2) וילינו ketiv || וַיִלִּּ֜
ינוּ ינוּ /תַלִֹּ֖  .Exod. 16.7; Num) וילונו /תלונו ketiv || וַיַלִּ 
14.36; 16.11) 

In Tiberian Hebrew, the root לי"ן/לו"ן II ‘grumble, complain’ is 
represented by largely synonymous nifʿal and hifʿil forms. Beyond 
the written-reading deviation at issue here (which is not neces-
sarily limited to the acknowledged instances of ketiv-qere), sev-
eral additional factors combine to complicate the Tiberian para-
digm of לי"ן/לו"ן II: (a) potential conflation of II-w and II-y forms 
(at both linguistic and textual levels); (b) partial homophony 
with forms of לי"ן /לו"ן I ‘lodge, spend the night’ (against which 
problem, secondary morphological gemination developed in 
some forms of לי"ן/לו"ן II; (c) the morphosemantic challenge of the 
formal distinction between intransitive, transitive, and causative 

 
6 In L, a note in the bottom margin of the page including (6) (fol. 17v) 
lists cases of single-word ketiv versus two-word qere and vice versa.  
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senses; (d) broad morphosemantic movement away from qal in 
favour of morphology perceived to have greater semantic iconic-
ity. 

As reflected in the Tiberian reading tradition, the fourteen 
occurrences of לי"ן /לו"ן II ‘grumble, complain’ seem to comprise a 
suppletive paradigm with notable outliers. See Table 1. 
Table 1: Tiberian forms of לי"ן/לו"ן II by TAM form and stem (binyan) 

TAM form Case (reference) Stem (binyan) 

qaṭal forms 
and 

participles 

ם תֵיכֶֹ֔ נ ָ֣ ם תְל  יו אֲשֶר־אַתֵֶ֥ ם עָלָָ֑ מַלִּינִֹ֖  (Exod. 16.8) 

hifʿil 

ים   (Num. 14.27a) מַלִּינִֹ֖
וֹת נּ֞ ל בְנֵָ֣י תְל  ר יִשְרָאִֵׁ֗ מָה אֲשֶ֨ י מַלִּינִ֛ים הֵֶּ֧ עָלַֹ֖  (Num. 14.27b)  

ם ינ תֶֹ֖   (Num. 14.29) הֲלִֵֽ
נוֹת   ל בְנֵָ֣י תְל  ר יִשְרָאֵֹ֔ ם אֲשֶ֛ ם הֵֵ֥ ם מַלִּינִֹ֖ עֲלֵיכֵֶֽ  (Num. 17.20) 

(way)yiqṭol 
forms 

ינוּ  (תלונו Exod. 16.7 qere; ketiv) תַלִֹּ֖
 (Exod. 17.3) וַיֵָ֥לֶן
ינוּ  (וילונו Num. 14.36 qere; ketiv) וַיַלִּ 
ינוּ  (תלונו Num. 16.11 qere; ketiv) תַלִֹּ֖
נוּ  (Exod. 15.24) וַיִלֶּ֧

nifʿal 
וֹנוּ  (וילינו Exod. 16.2 qere; ketiv) וַיִלִּּ֜
נוּ    (Num. 14.2) וַיִל 
נוּ  (Num. 17.6) וַיִלִּ֜
נוּ  (Josh. 9.18) וַיִלֵ֥

The lone suffix conjugation form (Num. 14.29) and all participles 
(Exod. 16.8; Num. 14.27a, 27b; 17.20) are consonantally unam-
biguous hifʿil forms. It may, however, be significant that three of 
these forms—and no others—are explicitly transitive, taking as 
direct object a form of נָה  .complaint’ (Exod. 16.8; Num‘ תְל 
14.27b; 17.20), while the remaining two forms (Num. 14.27a, 
29) occur in the same context. The lone causative prefix conju-
gation form (Num. 14.36) is also hifʿil (and, critically, one of the 
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cases of ketiv-qere discord). Of the eight remaining prefix conju-
gation forms, three are hifʿil (Exod. 16.7 qere; 17.3; Num. 16.11 
qere; two involve ketiv-qere dissonance), and five are nifʿal (Exod. 
15.24; 16.2 qere; Num. 14.2; 17.6; Josh. 9.18; one involves ketiv-
qere dissonance). It may be significant that all yiqṭol forms in the 
reading tradition are hifʿil, whereas, with two notable exceptions, 
wayyiqṭol forms are nifʿal: the exceptions are ן ָּ֥לֶּ  and (Exod. 17.3) וַי 
the causative qere ּינו ִ֤ -on both of which see be) (Num. 14.36) וַיַל 
low). For another perspective consider Table 2. 
Table 2: Tiberian forms of לי"ן/לו"ן II in canonical order 
Reference   Form in context Stem  Semantics  Source 
Exod. 15. 24  ּנו לֹּ֧ םָ֗וַי  ה ̇הָעָ֛ עַל־מ שֵֶ֥  N  intr.  J 

Exod. 16. 
 
 
 
 

2Q  ּוֹנו לּ֜ תָ֗וַי  ל̇כָל־עֲדֶַּ֧ ה̇בְנֵי־יִשְרָאֵ֛ ן̇עַל־מ שֵֶ֥ ל־אַהֲר ֹ֖ וְעֵַֽ  N  intr.  P 2K  תָ֗וילינו ל כָל־עֲדֶַּ֧ ה בְנֵי־יִשְרָאֵ֛ ן עַל־מ שֵֶ֥ ל־אַהֲר ֹ֖ וְעֵַֽ  H  ?  
7Q  י ינוָּ֗כִֵ֥ ֶ֖ ינוָּ֗תַל  עָלֵֵֽ  H  tr.?  P 7K  י ינוָּ֗תלונוָ֗כִֵ֥ עָלֵֵֽ  N  ?  
ם   8 תֵיכֶֹ֔ נ ָ֣ ם תְל  ֶ֖ם אֲשֶר־אַתֵֶ֥ ינ  יו  מַל  עָלָָ֑  H  tr.  P 

Exod. 17. 3   ָ֗ן ָ֥לֶׁ ם וַי  ה ̇הָעָֹ֖ עַל־מ שֶָ֑  H  ?  E 

Num. 14. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

נוּ ָ֗  2 לֹ֙ ה וַי  ן̇עַל־מ שֶָ֣ ל־אַהֲר ֹ֔ ל̇וְעֵַֽ ל ̇בְנֵָ֣י̇כ ֹ֖ יִשְרָאֵָ֑  N  intr.  P 

27a
a 

מָה  ֶ֖ים הֵֵ֥ ינ  י  מַל  עָלָָ֑  H  tr.?  P 

27b  וֹת נּ֞ ל בְנֵָ֣י תְל  ר יִשְרָאִֵׁ֗ מָה אֲשֶ֨ ִ֛ים  הֵֶּ֧ ינ  י  מַל  עָלַֹ֖  H  tr.  P 

ר  29 ם אֲשֵֶ֥ ֶ֖ תֶׁ ינ  ִּֽ י  הֲל  עָלֵָֽ  H  tr.?  P 

36Q  ּינו ֹ֤ ה̇עָלָיו  ָ֗וַיַל  עֵדָֹ֔ אֶת־כָל־הָָ֣  H  caus.  P 36K  ה  עָלָיו  ָ֗וילונו עֵדָֹ֔ אֶת־כָל־הָָ֣  N  intr.  
Num. 16. 

 

11Q  י ינוָּ֗כִֵ֥ ֶ֖ יו ָ֗תַל  עָלֵָֽ  H  ?  P 11K  י יו ָ֗תלונוָ֗כִֵ֥ עָלֵָֽ  N  ?  
Num. 17. 

 

נוּ  6 לּ֜ ת וַי  י־יִשְרָאֵל  ̇כָל־עֲדַ  ה̇...בְנֵֵֽ ל־̇עַל־מ שֵֶ֥ וְעֵַֽ

ן  אַהֲר ֹ֖

N  intr.  P 

נוֹת    20 ל בְנֵָ֣י תְל  ר יִשְרָאֵֹ֔ ם  אֲשֶ֛ ֶ֖ם הֵֵ֥ ינ  ם מַל  עֲלֵיכֵֶֽ  H  tr.  P 

Josh.   9. 18  ּנו לָ֥ ה וַי  ים ̇כָל־הָעֵדָֹ֖ עַל־הַנְשִיאִֵֽ  N  intr.   

It is difficult to conceive of an exhaustively satisfying account of 
the particular constellation of forms as reflected in either the or-
thographic or the recitation tradition, including the four 
acknowledge ketiv-qere cases, since a comprehensive mor-
phosemantic rationale for the use of hifʿil versus nifʿal (way)yiqṭol 
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forms is elusive. Neither does recourse to putative Pentateuchal 
source provide clarification. It is, of course, possible that graphic 
confusion between waw and yod is relevant in some cases. It may 
also be that the hifʿil and nifʿal forms are, at least to some extent, 
synonymous and grammatically interchangeable—though distri-
butional differences—especially the exclusive use of hifʿil for un-
equivocally transitive cases—militate against this. Another factor 
worthy of consideration is contextual proximity. Note that in 
three pericopes with multiple forms, i.e., Exod. 16, Num. 14, and 
Num. 17, the initial grumbling is indicated via an apparently in-
transitive nifʿal, whereas the use of hifʿil forms ensues only in the 
immediate vicinity of another explicitly transitive hifʿil (Exod. 
16.8; Num. 14.27b; Num. 17.20). It seems reasonable to postu-
late that these forms were realised as hifʿil, whether due to attrac-
tion or to analysis as genuine, if elliptical, transitives (noted by 
‘tr.?’ in Table 2). Wayyiqṭol forms are generally nifʿal, unless caus-
ative—though ן ָּ֥לֶּ  remains an outlier.7 (Exod. 17.3) וַי 

Moving to the specific cases of ketiv-qere dissonance, 
graphic and/or linguistic conflation of II-w and II-y may be ap-
plicable in any or all cases (Cohen 2007, 72–73).8 Without defin-
itively ruling out these possibilities, the following discussions will 
consider alternative hypotheses. 

 
7 Though pure conjecture, it is possible that the apparently hifʿil ן ָּ֥לֶּ  is וַי 
in reality an old intransitive qal II-y form. While other intransitives were 
realised as nifʿal, this case may have retained its realisation due to sim-
ilarity with hifʿil forms. 
8 Textually, the graphic similarity—or, in some cases, identity—between 
waw and yod requires no elaboration. On the linguistic level, consider the 
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Perhaps the most straightforward case involves the causa-
tive in (7). 

ים (7) אֲנָשִֹ֔ ח ̇וְהָָ֣ ה̇אֲשֶר־שָלֵַ֥ וּר̇מ שֶֹ֖ רֶץ̇לָתָ֣ בוּ̇אֶת־הָאָָ֑ ינוּ(  K) ̇וילונו̇וַיָש ִׁ֗ ֹ֤ ̇( Q)  וַיַל 

ה... ̇עָלָיו   עֵדָֹ֔  אֶת־כָל־הָָ֣

 ‘And the men whom Moses sent to spy out the land—they 
returned, and they made all the congregation grumble 
against him…’ (Num. 14.36) 

Here the hifʿil form seems especially fitting for the double-transi-
tive causative semantics. The ketiv may reflect local exegesis dif-
ferent from that represented by the qere, according to which the 
words ה ָ֔ עֵד  ֹּ֣ ל־ה  ת־כ  אֶּ יו֙̇ ל  ע   were understood to mean not what וילונו̇
the returning spies did to the people, but what they did with the 
people: ‘and they grumbled with the congregation’ (rather than 
‘and they made the congregation grumble’).9 

Turning to example (8): 

וֹנוּ( K)  וילינו (8) לּ֜ תQ)  וַי  ל̇( כָל־עֲדֶַּ֧ ה ̇בְנֵי־יִשְרָאֵ֛ ן̇עַל־מ שֵֶ֥ ל־אַהֲר ֹ֖ ר׃ ̇וְעֵַֽ  בַמִדְבֵָֽ

 ‘And the whole congregation of the people of Israel grum-
bled against Moses and Aaron…’ (Exod. 16.2) 

If not a simple corruption or synonymous linguistic variant, the 
hifʿil ketiv morphology in example (8) is consistent with the 
nearby hifʿil participle at Exod. 16.7—though, admittedly, at 
odds with the nifʿal ketiv morphology in the neighbouring verse 

 

regular pairing of qal yiqṭol יָשִים and infinitival  ( ָל)שוּם  ‘put’ and of qal yiqṭol 
 .lodge’. Further examples could be adduced‘ לָלוּן  and infinitival יָלִין 
9 Cf. LXX διεγόγγυσαν κατ̓ αὐτῆς πρὸς τὴν συναγωγὴν ‘(they) murmured 
against it [i.e., the land] to the assembly’, in which, to be sure, the sense 
is neither causative nor comitative. 



132 Hornkohl 

in example (9), below. The nifʿal qere is consistent both with 
other nifʿal intransitive forms—contrasting with transitive or 
causative hifʿil morphology—and with the nifʿal majority of way-
yiqṭol forms. 

Examples (9) and (10) reflect the same ketiv-qere disso-
nance in very similar usages. 

ה̇...וְנַָ֣חְנוּ (9) י̇מָֹ֔ ינוּ(  K)̇תלונו̇כִֵ֥ ֶ֖ ינוּ׃ Q)̇תַל   ( עָלֵֵֽ

 ‘…For what are we, that you grumble against us?’ (Exod. 
16.7)10 

ן (10) וּא̇...וְאַהֲר ָ֣ י̇מַה־הֹ֔ ינוָּ֗( K)̇תלונו̇כִֵ֥ ֶ֖ יו׃ Q)̇תַל   ( עָלֵָֽ

 ‘…And Aaron, what is he that you grumble against him?’ 
(Num. 16.11) 

Due to the verbal similarity, i.e., near parallel structures compris-
ing עַל  it is no surprise that the yiqṭol forms have ,כִי + תלו/ינו + 
matching stems within the Tiberian reading and written tradi-
tions, respectively. There seems to be logic to both alternatives. 
The hifʿil qere in (9) is consistent with the explicitly transitive 
hifʿil participle in the following verse. Conceivably, the hifʿil qere 
in (10) was also deemed transitive, or was simply read as hifʿil, 

 

10 In L, the ketiv-qere instance at Exod. 16.7 is signalled by means of a 
circellus above the ketiv, which is vocalised and accented according to the 
reading ּינו קרי  י   as well as by an intercolumnal notation reading ,תַלִֹּ֖ . Upon 
close inspection, however, L’s ketiv does not unambiguously read תלונו. 
The ostensible first waw is noticeably shorter than the second and is more 
similar in shape to the yod in the next word,  ָינוּ ע לֵֵֽ . Cf. the waws and yods 
in the surrounding context. It is possible that the qere orthography has 
actually found its way into the written tradition here, though it has been 
furnished with a ketiv-qere note consistent with the masora.   



 Tiberian ketiv-qere and the Samaritan Tradition 133 

on the basis of its similarity to (9). At any rate, according to the 
qere, all forms except wayyiqṭol are hifʿil. As for the ketiv—it is 
conceivable that the influence worked in the opposite direction, 
i.e., the yiqṭol form in example (10) was deemed an intransitive 
nifʿal and verbal similarity determined the nifʿal realisation of the 
near parallel instance in (9), all of which resulted in consistently 
nifʿal yiqṭol forms in the orthographical tradition, contrasting 
with hifʿil-nifʿal diversity in the case of wayyiqṭol forms.  

Having attempted to clarify the complex situation in the 
Tiberian tradition, we may turn to the rather simpler situation in 
the SP. Here, as in Tiberian Hebrew, qaṭal and participial forms 
are hifʿil, e.g.,  הלנתם allentimma and  מלנים mallēnəm, respectively. 
Unlike in the MT, however, all prefix conjugation forms—
whether yiqṭol or wayyiqṭol, and no matter their semantics—are 
qal, e.g., וילן wyillɑ n, וילנו wyillɑ ̊̄nu, תלנו tillɑ ̊̄nu. Whether qal or 
hifʿil, forms consistently reflect geminate analysis (i.e.,  לנ"ן), 
which in Samaritan Hebrew routinely involves gemination of the 
first radical, on the I-n pattern (see Ben-Ḥayyim 1977, 154; 2000, 
156, §2.7.6). While the Samaritan derivation and stem arrange-
ment show no morphological distinction between intransitive 
and causative semantics,11 thanks to the geminate derivation, 
there is no chance of homophony with forms of לי"ן/לו"ן I ‘lodge, 
spend the night’, which—whether qal or hifʿil—in Samaritan He-
brew has the form of a hifʿil with gemination of the first radical 
 ,tallǝn (Ben-Ḥayyim 2000, 152 תלין ,wyallīnu וילינו ,wyallǝn וילן
§2.6.13). 

 
11 Against the SP’s equivalence of intransitive and causative forms, the 
ST’s syntax in כנשתה̇כל̇ית ̇עליו̇ורנו  reveals a causative reading of the verb. 
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Two further points seem relevant. First, it is noteworthy 
that both the Tiberian and Samaritan recitation traditions exhibit 
what must be considered secondary gemination in the case of 
forms of  לי"ן/לו"ן II ‘grumble, complain’. Though the explanations 
for gemination in each tradition differ—lexeme-specific semantic 
disambiguation in Tiberian (Yeivin 1980, 362; Khan 2020, I:524) 
and broader paradigmatic pattern suppletion in Samaritan—the 
mere fact of the shared trait arguably points to its early, pre-
schism development.   

Second, there is the matter of stem morphology in both tra-
ditions. Given the dissonance and uncertainties discussed above, 
the antiquity of the hifʿil-nifʿal Tiberian arrangement may be 
questioned. The Samaritan hifʿil-qal arrangement adds to the un-
certainty. Is it possible that the Tiberian nifʿal goes back to an 
earlier qal, which was preserved in the Samaritan tradition? The 
secondary nifalisation of original qal verbs with intransitive and 
middle semantics is a feature of the evolution of ancient Hebrew 
as seen in the extant sources, especially relevant to Second Tem-
ple chronolects, e.g., the Tiberian LBH orthographical tradition, 
the Tiberian biblical recitation tradition more broadly, and the 
Samaritan biblical tradition (Hornkohl 2021). Regarding the lat-
ter, it should be borne in mind that, (a) Samaritan לי"ן/לו"ן II 
‘grumble, complain’ is analysed as a geminate verb; (b) Samari-
tan geminate verbs are routinely realised as I-n forms with assim-
ilated nun; (c) Samaritan I-n forms with assimilated nun (and sim-
ilarly realised geminate forms) are ineligible for nifʿal analysis;12 

 
12 The same is true of Tiberian Hebrew; cf. ם  versus the (Exod. 21.20) יִנְָקֵֵֽ
preservation of qal internal passive ם קַֹ֔  both ‘he must be ,(Exod. 21.21) י 
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and (d) the Samaritan qal vowel pattern is that of the dominant 
yiqtål template rather than that expected of II-w/y forms. Thus, a 
speculative, though not implausible hypothesis is that an original 
qal underwent nifalisation in Tiberian Hebrew but was preserved, 
albeit with secondary gemination and vocalism, in Samaritan He-
brew (see Hornkohl 2021, 9–10).  

6.0. Qere י י  qere ;(Num. 1.16) קריאי  ketiv || קְרוּאֵָ֣  קְרִיאֵָ֣
|| ketiv  קרואי (Num. 26.9) 

The cases of ketiv-qere dissonance in (11) and (12) are mirror im-
ages.13 

לֶּה (11) י֣̇(K)   קריאי̇אֵֵ֚ ה̇(Q)  קְרוּא  י̇הָעֵדָֹ֔ וֹת̇נְשִיאֵֹ֖ ם̇מַטָ֣ י̇אֲבוֹתָָ֑ י ̇רָאשֵ֛ ̇אַלְפֵֵ֥

ל ם׃ ̇יִשְרָאֵֹ֖  הֵֵֽ

 ‘These were the ones chosen from the congregation, the 
chiefs of their ancestral tribes, the heads of the clans of Is-
rael.’ (Num. 1.16) 

ב ̇וּבְנֵָ֣י (12) ל ̇אֱלִיאָֹ֔ ן̇נְמוּאֵֹ֖ ם ̇וְדָתָָ֣ ן ̇וַאֲבִירָָ֑ וּא־דָתָ֨ ם ̇הֵֽ י֣̇(K)  קרואי̇וַאֲבִירִָּ֜ יא  ̇( Q)  קְר 

ה ר̇הָעֵדִָׁ֗ וּ̇אֲשֶ֨ ה ̇הִצִּ֜ ל־אַהֲ ̇עַל־מ שֶ  רַח̇ר ן  וְעֵַֽ ם̇בַעֲדַת־ק ֹ֔ ה׃ ̇בְהַצ תָֹ֖  עַל־יְהוֵָֽ

 ‘The sons of Eliab: Nemuel, Dathan, and Abiram. These are 
the Dathan and Abiram, chosen from the congregation, 
who contended against Moses and Aaron in the company 
of Korah, when they contended against the LORD’ (Num. 
26.9) 

 

avenged’. Ineligible for nifʿal analysis and realisation, the latter retained 
its qal passive vocalism, though it may also have been identified as 
hofʿal.  
13 In L, a masoretic note at the bottom of the page that includes (11) (fol. 
74r) lists ketiv-qere instances involving interchanges of waw and yod. 
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Both involve substantives related to the verb  קָרָא ‘call, read’, in 
the qa ̊̄ṭīl and qa ̊̄ṭūl nominal patterns. The former is common, but 
not systematically productive in ancient Hebrew “for stative or 
passive actant nouns, mostly adjectives, but also with secondary 
substantive meaning, especially for the passive ones” (Fox 2003, 
192; Huehnergard 2007). For its part, qa ̊̄ṭūl in ancient Hebrew “is 
a completely productive patiens participle, serving for the object 
of transitive verbs” (Fox 2003, 201). While no historical phase of 
Hebrew lacks qa ̊̄ṭīl or related qǝṭīl forms, specific lexemes are lim-
ited to, or especially characteristic of, late Hebrew chronolects. 
This is possibly due in part to contact with Aramaic, in which the 
related qǝṭīl template is fully productive as the G-stem passive 
participle (Fox 2003, 195). Examples include: נָתִין ‘temple serv-
ant’ (LBH; QH; RH; Samaritan Hebrew),  ַשָלִיח ‘messenger’ (RH; cf. 
BA; QA; TA), חֲסִין ‘strong’ (1x in BH; various Aramaic dialects), 
and פָקִיד ‘official’ (CBH [rare]; LBH; QH; Samaritan Hebrew; cf. 
Egyptian Aramaic).  

In (11) and (12) above, the two terms have the general 
sense of ‘leaders’. Some have sought a semantic distinction be-
tween הָעֵדָה̇קְרוּאֵי  and קְרִיאֵי הָעֵדָה, but Cohen (2007, 197–98) ad-
duces arguments and references against such an approach. Sig-
nificantly, the ketiv in one place confirms the validity of the qere 
in the other and vice versa. Additionally, each form is also found 
in a similar context elsewhere in biblical literature, where the 
written and reading components of the tradition apparently co-
incide: cf. י ה̇נְשִיאֵֵ֥ י ̇עֵדָ֛ ד̇קְרִאֵֵ֥ מוֹעֵֹ֖  ‘chiefs of the congregation, chosen 
from the assembly’ (Num. 16.2) and מֶד̇בַח֨וּרֵי וֹת̇חִֶּ֜ ם̇וּסְגָנִים  ̇פַח  לָֹּ֔ ̇כ 

לִשִים   ים̇שֵָֽ וּקְרוּאִֹ֔  ‘desirable young men, governors and commanders 
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all of them, officers and men of renown’ (Ezek. 23.23). Each of 
the components of the combined Tiberian tradition seems to bear 
witness to a situation of genuine lexical diversity, differing only 
with respect to the proper context for the respective forms.14 

In the SP, the forms in examples (11) and (12) are both 
written and read  קריאי qaryāʾi (< *qaryāy < *qariyyāy < 
*qārīʾāy, from the qatīl template + Aramaic gentilic -āy; Ben-
Ḥayyim 2000, 284, §4.3.8). This is consistent with the form in SP 
Num. 16.2, where the MT has י  That the Samaritan tradition .קְרִאֵֵ֥
should unify forms, and do so in favour of what constitutes the 
majority form (in Samaritan as well as Tiberian), is not surpris-
ing. But there may be more to the story, with the choice of forms 
being part of a broader preference for late forms characteristic of 
Aramaic and RH. Ben-Ḥayyim (2000, 199–200, §§2.13.2–4) lists 
qa ̊̄ṭol, qēṭǝl, and qa ̊̄ṭǝl as templates for the Samaritan qal passive 
participle, all of which bear marks of post-classical development. 
The shift from PS qatūl to qa ̊̄ṭol can be explained in line with reg-
ular Samaritan vowel changes, but based on qa ̊̄ṭol’s use for the 
qal active participle, one may infer the influence of the qa ̊̄ṭol no-
men agentis pattern so common in late Aramaic, especially Syriac, 
and RH (Hornkohl 2013, 148–52). For their part, the Samaritan 
qēṭǝl and qa ̊̄ṭǝl templates may both have developed from PS qatīl, 

 
14 Consider the interchange between the approximately synonymous 
English venerable and venerated in “The specimens of the venerated 
Bede, as given by Colonel Dow before his History of Hindustan, exhibit 
rhyme” (Morgangw 1858, 354) and the more customary appellation, 
reflecting Catholic soteriology, “the Venerable Bede.” 
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but alternatively reflect Aramaic qǝṭīl and Hebrew qa ̊̄ṭīl, respec-
tively.15 

7.0. Qere וֹרֶש  (Num. 21.32) ויירש ketiv || וַיֹ֖
In Tiberian BH there is a general distinction between qal  יָרַש and 
hifʿil  הוֹרִיש, in that the qal typically takes an inanimate object and 
means ‘inherit, take possession of’, whereas the hifʿil tends to take 
an animate object and to denote the sense of ‘dispossess, disinherit, 
drive out; cause to inherit’. Not infrequently, however, there is se-
mantic and grammatical reversal (see the standard lexicons). 

 
15 Whatever the case, the incidence in the SP of qa ̊̄ṭǝl and qēṭǝl for the 
G-stem passive participle is comparatively greater than in the Tiberian 
Torah, including: בעילת bīlɑ t ‘married (to a husband)’ || MT ָּ֥̇ לַתבְע   (Gen. 
20.3; Deut. 22.22), חגרים ēgīrəm ‘girded’ || MT ים ָ֔ ר   ,(Exod. 12.11) חֲג 
ים wēmīšəm ‘and equipped’ || MT וחמישים ִׁ֛ ש   משחים ,(Exod. 13.18) וַחֲמ 
mɑ ̊̍̄ šīm ‘smeared (with oil), anointed’ || MT ים ָּ֥ ח   .Lev. 2.4; 7.12; Num) מְש 
ף nēgəf ‘struck (by plague), defeated’ || MT נגף ,(7.10 ;6.15 ;3.3 גֶּ  ’plague‘ נֶָּ֔
(Num. 8.19; Deut. 28.7, 25), הנשך annūšək ‘who is bitten’ || MT ְוּך שָ֔  הַנ 
(Num. 21.8; on the u-vowel in Samaritan Hebrew, see Ben-Ḥayyim 
2000, 200, §2.3.14 Note), נתנים nētīnəm ‘given, dedicated’ || MT ים נ ִ֨  נְת 
(Num. 8.16, 16, 19; 18.6; Deut. 28.31, 32), הפקדים affēqīdəm ‘those put 
in charge, the officers’ || MT י  aššēbi ‘that השבי ,(Num. 31.14, 48) פְקוּדֵֹּ֣
was captured’ || MT י  wšɑ ̊̄dīfot ושדיפת̇ ,the captivity’ (Num. 31.26)‘ הַשְב ָ֔
‘blighted (by the east wind)’ || MT ת -This com .(Gen. 41.6, 23, 27) וּשְדוּפ ֹּ֣
paratively high qǝṭīl/qa ̊̄ṭīl incidence may well be due to the influence of 
Samaritan Aramaic and of contemporaneous Hebrew dialects, e.g., RH, 
in which qǝṭīl and qa ̊̄ṭīl served as passives with more regularity than in 
Tiberian BH. The SP appearance of qēṭǝl passive forms of ̇פקד and ̇נתן is 
certainly a striking point of commonality with post-exilic Hebrew. 
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With this morphosemantic background in mind, it is possi-
ble to turn to the instance of ketiv-qere in (13). 

ר ̇לְרַגֵָ֣ל̇מ שֶה  ̇וַיִשְלַ ח (13) ִּֽ̇אֶת־יַעְזֵֹ֔ וּוֵַֽ יהָ ̇יִלְכְדֹ֖ ש̇(K)  ויירש̇בְנ תֶָ֑ אֶת־ ̇( Q)  וַיֶ֖וֹרֶׁ

י ם׃ ̇הָאֱמ רִֵ֥  אֲשֶר־שֵָֽ

 ‘And Moses sent to spy out Jazer, and they captured its vil-
lages, so he dispossessed the Amorites who were there.’ 
(Num. 21.32) 

There are opposing tendencies at work in the broader context of 
this passage. On the one hand, excluding the verse under discus-
sion, throughout the book of Numbers, the seven cases of qal  יָרַש 
(Num. 13.30; 21.24, 35; 27.11; 33.53; 36.8, 8) and the seven 
cases of hifʿil הוֹרִיש (Num. 14.12, 24; 32.21, 39; 33.52, 53, 55) 
occur with their expected semantic and grammatical characteris-
tics, as described above, with the exception of the hifʿil form at 
Num. 14.24. These include the nearly parallel usage to Num. 
14.24 in the hifʿil with animate object וֹרֶש י̇וַיֹ֖ ה̇אֶת־הָאֱמ רִֵ֥ אֲשֶר־בֵָֽ  ‘and 
he dispossessed the Amorite who dwelt therein’ (Num. 32.29).  

On the other hand, in the immediate context of the ketiv-
qere dissonance of Num. 21.32—where, with an animate object, 
one expects a hifʿil—come two cases of qal  יָרַש with inanimate 
objects: ש וֹ̇וַיִירַ֨ אֶת־אַרְצִּ֜  ‘and (Israel) took possession of his land’ 
(Num. 21.24) and ּו ירְשֹ֖ וֹ̇וַיִֵֽ אֶת־אַרְצֵֽ  ‘and they took possession of his 
land’ (Num. 21.35). It would seem that the Tiberian ketiv reflects 
a tradition in which the form of יר"ש at Num. 21.32 was read as 
qal in harmony with verbs in close proximity—resulting in a less 
standard, but acceptable use of the qal with an animate object—
whereas the qere preserves a tradition more strictly observant of 
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the standard semantic and grammatical distinction between qal 
 .הוֹרִיש and hifʿil יָרַש

Turning to the Samaritan tradition, one finds nearly the 
same distribution of forms as in the Tiberian Torah, the chief dif-
ference being a greater number of qal forms due mainly to Samar-
itan textual pluses. Additionally, there are two individual cases of 
what might be considered typical Samaritan harmonisation. First, 
the lone Tiberian piʿʿel form in ‘All your trees and the fruit of your 
land the  ל ש ) will possess (?’locust, cricket‘) הַצְלָצֵַֽ  (Deut. 28.42) ’(יְיָרֵֹ֖
is paralleled in the SP by hifʿil  יורש jūrəš. The ostensible hifʿil re-
placement of piʿʿel is certainly in line with the SP’s penchant for 
levelling irregular forms, though hifʿil is unexpected in the case of 
an inanimate object (though, to be sure, the non-human subject is 
also exceptional).16 Second, the irregular Tiberian hifʿil with inan-
imate object suffix  נָה  ’will inherit it (i.e., the land) (his seed)‘ יוֹרִשֵֶֽ
(Num. 14.24) finds as its Samaritan parallel the more predictable 
qal with inanimate object suffix  יירשנה yīrɑ ̊̄šinnå. 

With the broader Samaritan picture and these individual ex-
amples in mind, it is no surprise that in the case of the Tiberian 
ketiv-qere at Num. 21.32, the SP agrees with the tradition pre-
served in the Tiberian qere  וֹרֶש  albeit with slight adjustment for ,וַיֹ֖

 
16 Ben-Ḥayyim (1977, 130) analyses the form as a hifʿil prefix conjuga-
tion, but it is equally analysable as a qal active participle, which would 
preserve more conventional semantics and grammar. Incidentally, the 
Tiberian piʿʿel may also be queried. As a hapax, one wonders if piʿʿel  ש  יְיָרֵֹ֖
developed secondarily in place of qal יִירַש due to the unique usage. Al-
ternatively, the agricultural devastation wrought by an insect plague (if 
that is what is envisioned) suits the ‘intensive’ semantics often associ-
ated with the piʿʿel stem. 
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purposes of number agreement with the closest subject referent, 
i.e.,  ויורישו wyūrīšu ‘and they dispossessed’; cf. the text and transla-
tion in example (13), above. The Samaritan imposition of order 
and harmoniousness is thus conspicuous in several relevant facets. 

8.0. Qere לְכָה־ || ketiv לך (Num. 23.13) 
In the span of a few years, Steven Fassberg (1994, 13–35; 1999) 
and Ahouva Shulman (1996, 65–84, see especially 84, n. 22) in-
dependently arrived at similar explanations for BH’s so-called 
‘lengthened imperative’: that it denotes action in the direction of 
the speaker or for the benefit thereof. Its use with such impera-
tives is not obligatory (see below), but is limited to such, at least 
in most forms of ancient Hebrew, up to and including Second 
Temple traditions, though there are sporadic signs of misuse and 
definite signs of disuse (especially RH).17 

With specific regard to imperatival forms of qal  הָלַך, Shul-
man (1996, 75–81) argues convincingly that the short and long 
forms normally denote, respectively, ‘go (away)’ and ‘come 
(here)’, with the speaker as reference point. Shulman notes that 
speaker-orientation is inferable from a following preposition with 
first-person suffix and/or verb form, e.g., inclusive first-person plu-
ral cohortatives, first-person singular cohortatives denoting action 
that can be performed only after the approach of the addressee, 
and imperatives inviting action on behalf of the speaker. It must 
be emphasised, though, that while long imperatives consistently 

 
17 Arguable examples of archaising pseudo-classical misuse may be de-
tected in non-biblical material from Qumran, e.g., 4Q88 10.7, 8, 8; 
4Q200 f5.9 (= Tobit 4.9); 4Q416 f4.3; 4Q418 f222.2. 
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denote speaker-orientation, the morphological marking is not ob-
ligatory for this speaker-orientation, e.g., the short form  לֵך is 
sometimes followed by prepositions with first-person morphology 
(e.g., Jdg. 18.19; 1 Kgs 13.15) or by first-person verbs implying 
speaker-orientation (e.g., Jdg. 4.22; 2 Chron. 25.17 ketiv). 

We are now positioned to examine the ketiv-qere instance 
in example (14). 

אמֶר (14) יו̇וַי ֨ ק̇אֵלִָּ֜ ה־(  K)   לך̇בָלִָׁ֗ אQ)  לְכ  י̇( נָ֨ וֹם̇אִתִִּ֜ ר̇אַחֵר  ̇אֶל־מָק  נוּ ̇אֲשֶָ֣ ̇תִרְאֶָ֣

ם פֶס̇מִשָֹ֔ הוּ̇אֵֶ֚ ה ̇קָצֵָ֣ וֹ̇תִרְאֶֹ֔ לֹּ֖ א̇וְכ  ה̇ל ָ֣ י̇תִרְאֶָ֑ ם׃ ̇וְקָבְנוֹ־לִֹ֖  מִשֵָֽ

 ‘And Balak said to him, “Please come with me to another 
place, from which you may see them. You shall see only a 
fraction of them and shall not see them all. Then curse them 
for me from there.”’ (Num. 23.13) 

That the imperative לך invites movement in the direction of the 
speaker is indicated by the following  י י   with me’ and‘ אִתִִּ֜ וְקָבְנוֹ־לִֹ֖
ם  and curse him for me from there’. Given the examples of‘ מִשֵָֽ
speaker-oriented short-imperative לֵך, above, the ketiv must be 
seen as an acceptable, if rare, use of the short imperative for ex-
pressing movement toward the speaker. The qere, conversely, re-
flects the more common lengthened morphology of the impera-
tive, לְכָה־, in the sense of ‘come’ (cf. the ketiv-qere in 2 Chron. 
25.17). The qere is also in line with parallel commands in the 
context (Num. 10.29; 22.6, 11, 17; 23.7, 27; 24.14; cf. the short 
imperative in cases of ablative movement: Num. 22.20, 35). 

The Samaritan situation is complex. On the one hand, 
where it appears in the SP, use of the lengthened imperative re-
sembles that in the MT. This is to say that the lengthened imper-
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ative appears in Samaritan Hebrew in the same grammatical con-
texts and with the same meaning as in Tiberian Hebrew, i.e., for 
actions involving motion toward the speaker or for the benefit 
thereof. Even so, the lengthened imperative is less common in the 
SP than in the MT Torah. This tallies with the aforementioned 
disuse of the form in some forms of late antique Hebrew, most 
notably RH. Indeed, against just four cases in which the SP has a 
lengthened imperative and the MT does not (Gen. 19.9; Exod. 
17.2; Num. 21.6; Num. 23.18), there are twenty or more arguable 
cases in which the SP has a short form against an MT lengthened 
one (Gen. 15.9; 19.32; 21.23; 25.33; 27.3, 4, 7; 29.19, 21;18 
37.13; 43.8; 47.31; Exod. 3.10; 32.10;19 Num. 10.29; 23.13, 27; 
24.14; 27.4; Deut. 26.15; 33.23). Significantly, seven of these lat-
ter involve Samaritan לך lik || MT לְכָה. Though the combined Sa-
maritan written-reading tradition preserves lengthened impera-
tives, in general, and the lengthened לכה līka, more specifically 
(Gen. 31.44; Num. 22.6, 11, 17; 23.7, 7), the SP seems to evince 
a situation in which the perceived distinction between short and 
lengthened imperatives has undergone a degree of erosion, so 
that retention of the final  -ה  -a was not deemed vital for the sake 
of semantic disambiguation.20 

 
18 Here הבה is read ībi = Tiberian הָבֵא ‘bring’. 
19 The SP reads הניחה לי annīyˈyē-lli (Ben-Ḥayyim 2000, 74, §1.4.10), but 
it is not clear that the -ē suffix is that of the lengthened imperative. 
20 This contrasts markedly with Samaritan use of the lengthened first-
person wayyiqṭol, i.e., the pseudo-cohortative, which, in line with other 
Second Temple Hebrew chronolects, is far more common in both the 
written and reading components of the SP than in the Tiberian Penta-
teuch (see Hornkohl, f.c.). 
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Parallel to the Tiberian ketiv-qere in Num. 23.13, the SP has 
unlengthened לך lik, in agreement with the Tiberian ketiv. This 
concords with the same form at SP Num. 23.27 and 24.14 (both 
of which have lengthened imperatives in the MT), but clashes 
with lengthened  לכה līka at SP Num. 22.6, 11, 17; 23.7, 7 (which 
are all lengthened in the MT). Such diversity, especially in a sin-
gle pericope, is uncharacteristic for the SP. 

9.0. Qere וּן  (Num. 32.7) תנואון ketiv || תְנִיאֹ֔
מָה (15) וּן(  K) ̇תנואון̇וְלָָ֣ יאָּ֔ ל ̇בְנֵָ֣י ̇אֶת־לֵֹ֖ב̇( Q)  תְנ  עֲב ר  ̇יִשְרָאֵָ֑ רֶץ ̇מֵֵֽ אֲשֶר־ ̇אֶל־הָאָֹ֔

ן ם̇נָתֵַ֥ ה׃ ̇לָהֶֹ֖  יְהוֵָֽ

 ‘Why will you discourage the heart of the people of Israel 
from going over into the land that the LORD has given 
them?’ (Num. 32.7) 

Since all other forms of the verb in question in the Tiberian tra-
dition are hifʿil (Num. 30.6, 6, 9, 12; 32.9; Ps. 33.10; 141.5)—
including consonantally unambiguous qaṭal forms (Num. 30.6, 6, 
12; Ps. 33.9) and a form in the immediate vicinity in the same 
idiom ּיאו ל̇בְנֵָ֣י̇אֶת־לֵֹ֖ב̇וַיָנִּ֕ יִשְרָאֵָ֑  ‘and they discouraged the hearts of the 
children of Israel’ (Num. 32.9)—it is difficult to view the ketiv in 
example (15) as anything other than a result of conflation of waw 
and yod, presumably arising from their graphic similarity. 

The verb in the SP is consistently hifʿil, with no divergences 
between the written and reading components of the tradition 
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(Num. 30.6,21 6, 6, 12; 32.7, 9). Thus, in Num. 32.7, SP תניאון 
tanniyyon || MT qere וּן  .תְנִיאֹ֔

10.0. Qere 3CPL qaṭal  -ּו  || ketiv 3FPL qaṭal - ה  (Deut. 
21.7; Num. 34.4?) 

In the lower margin of L on the page that includes Deut. 21.7 (fol. 
111v), the masora parva reads: 

לא יקרחה קרחה לא שפכה כי נשברה בעת ההיא עלה    וו    וקר    ה    כת    ד  י  

ולא יהיה עוד שממה שפכה המרמרה   יזנה  עריו נצתה לא נושבה עתה 

 עודינה שלה 
Fourteen22 times the ketiv is heh and the qere is waw:  א־ ל ֵֽ

קָרְחָה  ̇יקרחה  ‘they shall not make bald patches’ (Lev. 21.5); 
א שפכה ̇ל    ‘(our hands) did not spill’ (Deut. 21.7);  י־נשברה  כִֵֽ

‘for (the ships) were wrecked’ (1 Kgs 22.49);  ת יא ̇בָעֵָ֣ עלה ̇הַהִֹ֔  
‘at that time (the servants of Nebuchadnezzar king of Bab-
ylon) came up’ (2 Kgs 24.10);  יו נצתה̇עָרֵָ֥  ‘his cities fell to 
ruin’ (Jer. 2.15); א נושבה̇ל ֵ֥  ‘(cities that are) not settled’ (Jer. 
ה̇יזנה ;(22.6  ;now they will prostitute’23 (Ezek. 23.43)‘ עַתָ֛
א־יהיה־עוֹד    ;and they will no longer be’ (Ezek. 37.22)‘ וְל  
 שפכה  ;they have been laid desolate’ (Ezek. 35.12)‘ שממה
‘(my feet) slipped’ (Ps. 73.2); חמרמרה ‘(my face) reddened’ 
(Job. 16.16); עודינה ‘(our eyes) still’ (Lam. 4.17); שלה ‘blas-
phemy’ (Dan. 3.29) 

 
21 SP Num.30.6 includes an infinitive absolute הנא anni with no parallel 
in the MT. 
22 The note gives the figure   י  ד ‘fourteen’, but lists just thirteen cases, 
omitting all five occurrences of  והיה תוצאות (see below) as well as אן ̇צ  

בְדוֹת   י̇היה̇א ֵֽ עַמִֹ֔  ‘lost sheep have been my people’ (Jer. 50.6). 
23 The ketiv in this verse is actually עת יזנה, the qere ּו ה יִזְנֵ֥  .עַתָ֛
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While the forms listed in the masoretic note represent various 
categories with diverse explanations for the interchange, several 
involve an apparent 3FS qaṭal form and a FPL or FDL subject. There 
is consensus that the Proto-Semitic suffix conjugation paradigm 
distinguished between 3MPL and 3FPL endings, the former -ū and 
the latter -ā (Huehnergard and Pat-El 2019, 8). A distinction is 
observed in Akkadian (-ū vs. -ā; Hasselbach-Andee 2019, 105), 
Arabic (-ū vs. -na; Birnstiel 2019, 384), Aramaic (-u vs. -u/a/in; 
Kaufman 1998, 126), Syriac ([-w] vs. [-y]; Pat-El 2019, 663), and 
Geʿez (-u vs. -a; Butts 2019, 132). By contrast, in Hebrew, for the 
most part, dedicated 3FPL qaṭal morphology fell out of use in fa-
vour of epicene  -ּו . There are some 25 cases in which it has been 
argued that biblical suffix conjugation forms ending in  -ה ָָ  or 
ketiv  -ה  with plural subjects represent a form with dedicated 3FPL 
morphology (see Hornkohl 2013, 142–45 for summary and ref-
erences). This seems a plausible explanation for the ketiv form in 
example (16) and may also have relevance for (17). 

וּ (16) וּ̇וְעָנֹ֖ ינוּ ̇וְאָמְרָ֑ א̇יָדִֵׁ֗ פְכוּ ָ֗(  K)̇שפכה̇ל   ִּֽ ם ̇(Q)  ש  ה̇אֶת־הַדָָּ֣ א ̇וְעֵינֵֹ֖ינוּ̇הַזֶֹ֔ וּ׃ ̇ל ֵ֥  רָאֵֽ

 ‘and they shall testify, ‘Our hands did not shed this blood, 
nor did our eyes see it shed.’ (Deut. 21.7) 

In L, intercolumnal notes on ּינו ינוּ at Deut. 21.7 and יָדִֵׁ֗  .at Jer יָדֵָ֑
6.24 read   ו    מל ‘six times plene’.24 This shows, among other things, 
that the Masoretic Tradition was primarily concerned with the 

 
24 According to L, there are actually seven such instances: Gen. 5.29; 
Deut. 21.7; 32.27; Jer. 6.24; Hos. 14.4; Ps. 90.17, 17. However, the 
masoretic note is confirmed by similar notes in A at Hos. 14.4 and Ps. 
90.17 and, most crucially, by A’s defective ּנו  at Deut. 32.27, which יָדֵָ֣
shows that L deviates slightly from its own masora. 
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word’s correct orthography, whatever its meaning. In this case, 
the ketiv  שפכה can be argued to preserve an archaic 3FPL in agree-
ment with FDL ‘our hands’, while the qere unambiguously repre-
sents the more standard 3CPL, effecting harmony with the 3CPL in 

א̇וְעֵינֵֹ֖ינוּ וּ̇ל ֵ֥ רָאֵֽ  ‘and our eyes did not see’ later in the verse. 
The SP not surprisingly adopts the more standard CDL  לא   ידינו  

 yēdīnu lɑ ̊̄ šɑ ̊̄fɑ ̊̄ku ‘our hands did not shed’. This is in keeping שפכו 
with the tradition’s quest for consistency. Yet, the Samaritan pro-
pensity for levelling unconventional forms does not preclude the 
possibility of preserved archaisms. Indeed, MT  וּ   רָאֵל  יִשְ   וְעֵינֵ י כָבְדָ֣  ‘and 
Israel’s eyes grew heavy (= dim)’ (Gen. 48.10) || SP  כבדה   ישראל   ועיני  
wīni yišrɑ ̊ʾ̄ əl kɑ ̊̄bɑ ̊̄da, where the SP verb is evidently a suffix conjuga-
tion (qaṭal) form preserving dedicated 3FP morphology. 

The above considerations may also apply to example (17). 

ב (17) גֶב ̇הַגְב֨וּל̇לָכֶם  ̇וְנָסַָ֣ ה ̇מִנִֶּ֜ בַר ̇עַקְרַבִים  ̇לְמַעֲלֵ  נָה ̇וְעָָ֣ יוּ ָ֗(  K) ̇והיהָ֗̇צִֹ֔ ̇(Q)  וְה 

יו וֹצְא תָֹ֔ א̇בַרְנֵָ֑עַ ̇לְקָדֵָ֣ש̇מִנִֶֹּֽ֖גֶב̇תֵֽ ר ̇וְיָצֵָ֥ ר̇חֲצַר־אַדָֹּ֖ נָה׃ ̇וְעָבֵַ֥  עַצְמ ֵֽ

 ‘And your border shall turn south of the ascent of Akrab-
bim, and cross to Zin, and its limit shall be south of 
Kadesh-barnea. Then it shall go on to Hazar-addar, and pass 
along to Azmon.’ (Num. 34.4) 

In BH, the lexeme  תוֹצָאוֹת ‘limits, farthest reaches’ (25x) is always 
plural. In (17) it is tempting to attribute the apparent mismatch 
between ketiv והיה and plural subject יו וֹצְא תָֹ֔ -its limits’ to an al‘ תֵֽ
ternative syntactic interpretation, according to which והיה func-
tions as a ‘discourse marker’ rather than a verb proper (see van 
der Merwe, Naudé, and Kroeze 2017, 427–28). In that case, a 
corresponding English translation would have a discourse mark-
ing ‘and it will be’ followed by the rendering of a verbless clause 
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‘its limits will be south of….’ Yet, it is important to consider this 
case from a broader perspective. A form of תוֹצָאוֹת follows a form 
of הָיָה nineteen times in BH. In eleven of these הָיָה is plural (Num. 
34.5, 8, 9, 12; Josh. 15.7, 11; 16.3, 8; 19.14, 22, 29), in three  הָיָה 
is singular (Josh. 17.9, 18; 19.33), and in five the verb is singular 
in the ketiv and a plural in the qere (Num. 34.4; Josh. 15.4; 18.12, 
14, 19). This means that according to the written component of 
Tiberian BH, the form תוֹצָאוֹת is the subject of an apparent singu-
lar form of הָיָה nearly as often (8x) as it is the subject of a plural 
form of the verb (11x). In six of the eight cases of apparently 
singular הָיָה, the verb is a suffix conjugation form; in the other 
two, the verb is וַיְהִי (Josh. 17.9; 19.33). It is worth mentioning at 
this point that though the Tiberian tradition regularly construes 
 as a plural via verbal agreement and/or a plural possessive תוצאת
suffix  -יו  (cf. ketiv תצאתו Josh. 16.3), only in a minority of cases is 
the form explicitly spelled as a plural in  -ות . It may be that, along-
side the plural form, a singular along the lines of תצאה* or  תצאת* 
was also known (see below), but was secondarily levelled in con-
formity with the plural at a date sufficiently early that the plu-
rality was sporadically recorded in the spelling tradition. 

Whatever the exact explanation for the ketiv-qere disso-
nance in (17) and the other four relevant ketiv-qere instances in-
volving היה and תצאות, it is clear that the written component of 
the Tiberian tradition preserves a situation of singular and plural 
diversity more extensive than that preserved in the correspond-
ing reading tradition, where plural agreement is greatly, albeit 
not exclusively, favoured. 
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Intriguingly, the SP agrees with the Tiberian ketiv:  והיה 
wēyya. This is in line with the Samaritan convention according to 
which the noun  תוצאיתו tūṣɑ ̊ʾ̄ ītu is treated as singular and consist-
ently paired with 3MS והיה. This may be considered evidence for 
an originally singular option for consistently plural Tiberian 
 .(see above) ת צָאוֹת

11.0. Qere שָכַב || ketiv  שגל (Deut. 28.30) 
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 secondarily extended to instances of ketiv שג"ל ‘rape, ravage’, 
one such case obtaining in example (18) (see also Isa. 13.16; Jer. 
3.2; Zech. 14.2). 

ה (18) ש ̇אִשָָ֣ יש̇תְאָרִֵׁ֗ נ ה(  K)   ישגלנה̇אַחֵר  ̇וְאִ  בֶָּׁ֔ שְכ  יִת̇( Q)  י  ב̇תִבְנֶֹ֖ה̇בֵַ֥ ̇וְל א־תֵשֵָ֣

וֹ רֶם̇בָ֑ ע̇כֵֶ֥ א̇תִטַֹ֖ נוּ׃ ̇וְל ֵ֥  תְחַלְּלֵֶּֽ

 ‘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) 

Cohen (2007, 264) proffers a compelling motivation for such eu-
phemistic ketiv-qere cases. Words that were deemed problematic 
to utter in public, due to perceived impropriety or taboo, were 
replaced in oral recitation by more appropriate substitutes, but 
continued to be copied faithfully in the written tradition. 

In the case of (18) and similar, the euphemistic substitution 
could not be effected without certain grammatical modifications. 



150 Hornkohl 

First, the verb שָכַב normally takes one of the comitative preposi-
tions, עִם or אֵת both ‘with’ (Orlinsky 1944). On seven occasions 
one encounters שָכַב א ת - , i.e., the definite accusative/direct object 
marker, but in six of the seven only the vocalisation calls for such 
an analysis.25 The earlier syntax was more likely with the prepo-
sition אֵת ‘with’, its reinterpretation as the direct object marker 
secondary. In this way, secondary disambiguation was created 
between originally intransitive שָכַב with comitative עִם or אֵת ‘lie 
with’, on the one hand, and the innovative transitive שָכַב with 
accusative אֵת in the more aggressive sense of ‘forcibly engage in 
sex’, on the other (cf. the Targumic distinction between עים  שכב  
and ית  שכב ). Relatedly, the verb שָכַב nowhere in BH bears an ob-
ject suffix except where it is read as the qere for ketiv  שגל, as in 
(18) above. Finally, BH lacks a nifʿal נִשְכַב except where it is read 
instead of apparently nifʿal נשגל*, as in Isa. 13.16 and Zech. 14.2. 
Significantly, unambiguous consonantal nifʿal נשכב* is first at-
tested in material in the non-biblical material from Qumran 
(4Q270 f5.19; 4Q271 f3.12) and persists in RH. Relatedly, no 
passive qal or puʿʿal cognate of  ַבשָכ  is known from ancient He-
brew beyond that in the qere of Jer. 3.2 (and no piʿʿel is attested 
at all). All of the above point to the likely secondary development 
of transitive שָכַב א ת - , perhaps in the early Second Temple period 
(cf. שָכַב אוֹת -  with mater waw in Ezekiel) (Beuken 2004, 663). In 
other words, שָכַב א ת -  is itself an unmarked case of ketiv-qere mis-
match in line with the replacement of transitive שג"ל with origi-
nally intransitive שכ"ב for purposes of (public) oral recitation. 

 
 :אוֹת-  ;Gen. 34.2; Lev. 15.18, 24; Num. 5.13, 19; 2 Sam. 13.14 :א ת- 25
Ezek. 23.8. 
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The qere form in (18) involves two of the three aforementioned 
secondary developments: שָכַב with transitive semantics and  שָכַב 
with an object suffix—both traits that it seems to have inherited 
due to its substitution for transitive (presumably G-stem) ל"שג . 

While qere שכ"ב is almost certainly secondary, the evidence 
seems indicative of rather early replacement. Greek ἕξει αὐτήν 
‘will have her’ and Syriac   ܢܣܒܝܗ ‘will take her’ are ambiguous as 
evidence of their Hebrew Vorlage. Though certainly euphemistic, 
they do not obviously correspond to either the Tiberian ketiv or 
qere. But other ancient versions arguably confirm the antiquity of 
the qere tradition: Vulgate dormiat cum ea ‘will sleep with her’; 
Targum Onkelos  ישכבינה ‘will lie with her’; 1QIsaa 11.24  ש֯כ֯בנה  ת ̇
|| MT Isa. 13.16. Depending on the antiquity of its plene spelling, 
the Tiberian orthographic שכב אות -  in Ezek. 23.8 may also testify 
to the antiquity of the substitution. 

For its part, the combined Samaritan written-reading tradi-
tion at Deut. 28.30 has ישכב עמה yiškåb imma ‘will lie with her’. 
Assuming the primary status of  ישגלנה, as in the Tiberian ketiv, 
the Samaritan euphemistic solution goes farther than that of the 
Tiberian qere. It avoids not only an inappropriate word, but tor-
tured grammar, too, resorting to conventional rection for the 
verb שכב with a transparently comitative preposition. Indeed, Sa-
maritan Hebrew does not know the formulation of transitive  שכב 
with direction object את; Tiberian שָכַב א ת -  is consistently paral-
leled by  Samaritan שכב את -  ša ̊̄kåb itt- (Gen. 34.2; Lev. 15.18, 24; 
Num. 5.13, 19), i.e., intransitive verb with comitative preposi-
tion. In this case the Samaritan penchant for harmonisation has 
led to mixed results of development and conservation: on the one 
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hand, modification of the original ישגלנה to more acceptable and 
grammatical ישכב עמה not only in the recitation tradition, but at 
the level of the orthography; on the other hand, preservation of 
 with a comitative preposition, in contrast to the innovative שכב
Tiberian distinction between neutral שָכַב with comitative אִת -  ‘lie 
with’ and the more explicitly non-consensual שָכַב with accusa-
tive/direct object א ת -  ‘rape, ravish’. 

12.0. Conclusion 
In the introduction to this study, the diachronic relationship be-
tween the various relevant linguistic traditions of the Torah were 
sketched as follows: an ancient Tiberian orthographic compo-
nent; a largely harmonious, but somewhat later Tiberian reading 
component; an ancient Samaritan written component with clear 
and widespread evidence of Second Temple reworking; and a Sa-
maritan reading component replete with Second Temple and 
later features. While this broad characterisation may be generally 
accurate, it finds only partial support in the cases examined 
above; see Table 3. This fact should inform understanding of the 
relationship between the Tiberian ketiv and qere traditions. 

A few of the cases discussed in the body of this study ex-
hibit the diachronic progression expected based on the charac-
terisation sketched in the introduction, e.g., archaic Tiberian 
ketiv, standard Tiberian qere, and late Samaritan combined tradi-
tion: §§10.0 (though the SP elsewhere also preserves such an ar-
chaism) and 11.0. Similar is the situation of archaic ketiv, late 
qere, and later SP in §2.0 as well as those of the unexplained ketiv, 
standard qere, and late SP form in §3.0 and the SP’s levelling in 
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favour of a late form in §6.0. The relatively late character of the 
SP is the most conspicuous diachronic trait, though its preserva-
tion of qal morphology against Tiberian qere nifʿal in the case of 
§5.0 might be an exception, as may more than one Samaritan 
feature associated with §10.0. 
Table 3: Ketiv, qere, and Samaritan findings with summary discussions 
1.0. Q:  הַיְצֵָ֣א K: הוצא SP: הוציא ūṣi 

qere: non-standard I-y (error? euphony?), ketiv: standard I-w; SP = ketiv 
2.0. Q: ם  wyuwwɑ ̊̄šɑ m ויושם :SP ויישם  :K  וַיוּשַ 

qere: late, ketiv: archaic; SP: late Aramaic/post-biblical stem 
3.0. Q: ּשְתַחֲוו  yištɑ ̊̄bbu ישתחוו :SP וישתחו  :K  וְיִֵֽ

qere: standard plural, ketiv: unexplained (?); SP = qere, with later phonology 
4.0. Q: א גָָ֑ד  afgɑ d בגד :SP בגד  :K  בָָ֣

qere/ketiv: plausible; SP = ketiv, ST = qere 
5.0. Q:  ּוֹנו ינוּ  ;וַיִלִּּ֜ ינוּ  ;תַלִֹּ֖  wyillɑ ̊̄nu וילנו  ;tillɑ ̊̄nu תלנו  ;wyillɑ ̊̄nu וילנו  :SP וילונו  ;תלונו  ;וילינו  :K וַיַלִּ 

qere/ketiv: complex stem arrangement; SP ≠ qere/ketiv; less differenti-
ated arrangement; shared gemination and qal vestiges possibly ancient 

6.0. Q: י י  ;קְרוּאֵָ֣  qaryāʾi קריאי :SP קרואי  ;קריאי :K קְרִיאֵָ֣
qere and ketiv agree on variation, but not location; SP alternately = 
ketiv/qere, unifying according to a late pattern typical of Aramaic/RH 

7.0. Q: וֹרֶש  wyūrīšu ויורישו :SP ויירש  :K וַיֹ֖
qere: global morphosemantic consistency; ketiv local harmony; SP ≈ 
qere, with broad morphosemantic consistency 

8.0. Q:  לְכָה־ K: לך SP: לך lik 
qere: standard marked usage, ketiv: acceptable unmarked variant; SP = 
ketiv, along with less use of the marked option and local inconsistency 

9.0. Q: וּן  tanniyyon תניאון :SP תנואון :K תְנִיאֹ֔
qere: standard, ketiv: graphic error (?); SP = qere 

10.0. Q:   ּפְכו  wēyya והיה ;šɑ ̊̄fɑ ̊̄ku שפכו :SP והיה ;שפכה :K וְהָיוּ   ;שֵָֽ
qere: standard 3CPL ending, ketiv: archaic 3FPL ending (frequent with 
 SP = qere/ketiv; SP knows the archaic 3FPL ;(תוצאות

11.0. Q: נָה  yiškåb imma ישכב עמה :SP ישגלנה  :K יִשְכָבֶֹ֔
qere: late euphemistic replacement, with syntax of ketiv, creating distinct 
sense of שָכַב; SP = qere, with syntax of substitute lexeme 

Beyond this, it is worth remarking that the SP agrees with 
the Tiberian ketiv nearly as often—five occasions: §§1.0, 4.0 
(against the ST), 8.0, 10.0—as it agrees with the Tiberian qere—
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six occasions: §§3.0, 6.0, 7.0 (with slight modification), 9.0, 10.0, 
11.0. This seems due mainly to the Samaritan penchant for con-
sistency and harmony, which often leads to levelling in line with 
the majority form, which is the ketiv in §§1.0 and 10.0 (והיה), but 
the qere in §§3.0, 7.0, 9.0, 10.0 (שפכו), and 11.0. Be that as it 
may, the SP occasionally exhibits inconsistency and/or a minor-
ity form: §8.0. Moreover, the non-uniform character of the Sa-
maritan exegetical tradition is evidenced by the divergent inter-
pretations of the SP and the ST in §4.0. 

Turning to the combined Tiberian tradition, while inexpli-
cable forms are occasionally presented by both the ketiv and the 
qere, it seems that in the majority of cases the preserved form in 
each tradition can be justified. More rarely—especially in in-
stances where graphic similarity between waw and yod may have 
been at play—it seems likely that the ketiv form represents a cor-
ruption avoided in the qere (§§3.0, 9.0)—though, it has been sug-
gested that an otherwise unexplained qere form may have arisen 
from waw-yod conflation: §1.0. 

It has been remarked that in most cases the Tiberian ketiv 
and qere both represent plausible readings. While this arguably 
sheds important light on the ketiv-qere phenomenon, there is ev-
idence that the traditions differ with respect to more than just 
natural historical linguistic development. Consider, in particular, 
the cases discussed in §§7.0 and 11.0. In both cases, the qere 
seems to reflect a linguistic tradition characterised by deliberate 
care. In §7.0, this manifests in the global morphosemantic con-
sistency of the distinction between nearly synonymous hifʿil and 
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qal forms. In §11.0, it is seen in secondary disambiguation be-
tween intransitive (comitative) שָכַב and transitive שָכַב. Both de-
velopments reflect what in another connection Khan (2021a, 
330–31) has described as “a general Second Temple development 
in the proto-Masoretic reading tradition involving the introduc-
tion of strategies to increase… clarity of interpretation.”26  
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A FURTHER ANALYSIS OF THE 
‘BYZANTINE (ITALIAN-LEVANTINE) 
TRIAD’ OF FEATURES IN COMMON 

TORAH CODICES1 

Estara J Arrant 

In my recent studies on the variation of Tiberian vowel and dia-
critic signs in medieval Hebrew Bible codices from the Cairo Ge-
nizah, I have highlighted, analysed, and contextualised a specific 
pattern involving the Tiberian signs shewa and dagesh (Arrant 
2020; 2021). This pattern of features, which in this article is 
called the ‘Byzantine Triad’ of features,2 includes the following: 

• the placement of a sign resembling dagesh in consonantal
ʾalef, often with a corresponding rafe placed over mater lec-
tionis ʾalef;3

1 Many thanks to the editors and peer reviewers of this volume for their 
helpful comments. I thank the Syndics of the Cambridge University Li-
brary for permission to use the images of the manuscripts which appear 
here. 
2 In previous studies (Arrant 2020; 2021), I called this phenomenon the 
‘Byzantine Trio’. 
3 Typically, this is accompanied by a pattern of rafe usage extended to 
non-begedkefet letters, but this is not further discussed here, as variation 

© 2022 Estara J Arrant, CC BY-NC 4.0        https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0330.05
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• the placement of shewa under otherwise unvocalised word-
final ʿayin and ḥet; 

• a pattern of ‘extended’ use of dagesh forte in letters which 
do not, according to the standard rules of the Tiberian sys-
tem, require a dagesh forte. 

These variations have been discussed previously in the context of 
‘Palestino-Tiberian’ vocalisation and ‘extended Tiberian’ vocali-
sation and have been identified in famous codices (such as Codex 
Reuchlinianus) (Díez Macho 1956; 1963; Morag 1959; Yeivin 
1983; Fassberg 1990; Khan 1991; 2017; 2020; Heijmans 2013; 
Blapp 2017). However, the discussions are somewhat limited in 
focus to the developmental chronology of these particular sys-
tems of sign usage within the Tiberian Masoretic tradition, treat-
ing these features individually, rather than in conjunction with 
each other. 

Prior to Arrant (2020; 2021), the significance of the specific 
pattern of co-occurrence of these three signs had gone unnoticed 
in scholarship. In these two studies, I took a contextualising ap-
proach to the vocalisation of Geniza Torah codices and, through 
the use of machine learning algorithms, analysed a large swath 
of around 1,800 Torah codices with many different kinds of non-
standard Tiberian vocalisation. In a sub-group of the corpus, I 
identified the three features listed above, which co-occur in a dis-
tinct pattern (identified on the basis of strong statistical evidence, 
and further supported by linguistic and codicological findings). 
In addition to bearing the pattern in their use of the signs, I found 

 

in the use of rafe in Bible MSS is a complex issue which deserves sepa-
rate treatment. 
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that such MSS often exhibit trends in vowel sign interchange that 
are reminiscent of, or may even reflect, forms of ‘Palestino-Tibe-
rian’ vocalisation. As this specific grouping of features appeared 
to occur in MSS with palaeographies ranging between Italian, 
Byzantine, and Levantine Oriental, this triad of features was des-
ignated ‘Byzantine’ (to describe the span of regions) (Arrant 
2020, 515). The principal contribution of these studies was, 
therefore, to conceive of manuscripts characterised by the Byz-
antine Triad of features as a distinctive ‘type’ of medieval Tibe-
rian Hebrew Bible.  

However, a study devoted to the Byzantine Triad of fea-
tures alone, detailing its exact features within the corpus of He-
brew Bible manuscripts and exploring the impact this grouping 
of features has upon the reading of the text as a coherent pattern, 
has not been undertaken. Similarly, no attempt has yet been 
made to engage with the codicological context(s) in which the 
Triad appears and to consider its role in the reality of biblical 
study and ritual use. Finally, Arrant (2021) identified three more 
fragments that display the Byzantine Triad of features (two of 
which appear to come from the same codex), which need to be 
further contextualised with those published in Arrant (2020). 

In the present article I seek to study the Byzantine Triad of 
features on the basis of the broadest array of up-to-date evidence 
available. I will describe the entire phenomenon in greater depth, 
paying special attention to its linguistic function and impact upon 
the text, contextualising the pattern of co-occurrence within its 
codicological surroundings and suggesting ways in which it may 
have functioned in practical use. I also discuss the terminology I 
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have used to describe it, including a brief justification for the 
term ‘Byzantine Triad’. All of the MSS studied separately in my 
previous publication (Arrant 2020, especially 516–19; 2021) will 
be considered together in context, with the rest of the data being 
sourced from my PhD thesis (Arrant 2021). The MS fragments are 
from Cambridge’s Taylor-Schechter and Lewis Gibson collections 
and consist of Torah Bible codices on parchment.4 

1.0. The ‘Byzantine Triad’ of Features and Their 
Purpose 

It seems that, when the three aforementioned features co-occur 
in a MS, they work in unison in an orthoepic manner to preserve 
and reinforce the Tiberian Masoretic syllable structure of Biblical 
Hebrew.5 In this section I will describe the form and presentation 
of each feature separately, and then analyse how they cooperate 
to achieve such an effect. 

1.1. Individual Feature Analysis 

First, I will examine each element of the Byzantine Triad of fea-
tures alone and seek to understand its independent function. 

 
4 The eleven MSS currently identified as characterised by the full com-
plement of Byzantine Triad features are: T-S NS 21.6, T-S NS 248.5, T-
S NS 248.11, T-S NS 248.12, T-S NS 248.16, T-S NS 248.17, T-S Misc. 
2.75, Or.1080 A.4.18, Or.1080 A.4.20, Or.1080 A.4.3, and T-S AS 
64.238. The final three were identified as having the Byzantine Triad 
in Arrant (2021). Or.1080 A.4.20 and T-S AS 64.238 seem to come from 
the same codex. 
5 On the notion of orthoepy and its relevance to Hebrew Bible reading 
traditions, see Khan (2018; 2020, I: 73–85, 99–105). 
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Since there is slight variation in the presentation of these signs 
from codex to codex, I will also give details of such variations 
and their significance for our understanding of the element’s 
overall function. Note that throughout this article, all counts of 
features are approximate: due to damage, an exact number for a 
given feature cannot be relied upon. The counts do, however, 
represent the majority of the MS texts and so are reliable as broad 
indicators of the nature of the texts and their major trends. 

1.1.1. ‘Dagesh’ in ʾalef 
In all manuscripts that show the Byzantine Triad of features, a 
dot appears in ʾalef, placed higher than the level of the vowels 
(so as not to be mistaken for a ḥireq), between the midstroke and 
left ‘foot’ of the ʾalef. For example,  ֵ֥וְרָאָה ‘and sees’ (Num. 21.8) in 
T-S NS 21.6: 

This sign occurs only in consonantal ʾalef (i.e., ʾalef with a vowel) 
in the following manuscripts: 

• T-S NS 21.6 (~39 identified occurrences), e.g., ל -Is‘ יִשְרָאֵֵֽ
rael’ (Num. 20 .28),   אַרְנ ן ‘Arnon’ (twice),  ל  ’Nahaliʾel‘ נַחֲלִיאֵָ֑
(twice); 
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• T-S NS 248.5 (~14 identified occurrences), e.g., אֶת direct 
object marker (12 times); ת  ;one’ (twice)‘ אַחַֹ֖

• T-S NS 248.11 (~26 identified occurrences), e.g.,  ת מְא ֹ֖  מִט 
‘from impurity’ (Lev. 16.19), אֶת direct object marker (15 
times), וְאַחֲרֵי ‘and after’ (Lev. 16.26);   

• T-S NS 248.12 (~95 identified occurrences), e.g., וְאֶת ‘and’ 
+ direct object marker (41 times);   אַהֲר ן ‘Aaron’ (three 
times);   ם  ;and carried them’ (Lev. 10.5)‘ וַיִשָא 

• T-S NS 248.16 (~42 identified occurrences), e.g.,  קְרִיאֵי ‘rep-
resentatives of’ (Num. 26.9), וֹת  ,hundreds’ (5 times)‘ מֵאֵֽ
וּל  ;to Saul’ (twice)‘ לְּשָאּ֕

• T-S NS 248.17 (~19 identified occurrences), e.g.,   הָאָתוֹן ‘the 
female donkey’ (3 times), ר ב  ,I speak’ (Num. 22.35)‘ אֲדַבֵֵ֥  מוֹאִָׁ֗
‘Moʾab’ (Num. 22.36);  

• T-S Misc.2.75 (~66 identified occurrences), e.g.,   יש  לְּאִָ֣
‘to/for a man’ (7 times),  ים יוּ ,men’ (twice)‘ אַנָשִֹ֔  to his‘ לְאָחִֵ֥
brother’ (three times); 

• Or.1080 A.4.18 (~48 occurrences), e.g.,  ָיה אֱמ רִֵֽ  ‘the Amo-
rite’ (6 times); אֶת direct object marker (15 times),  ב  מוֹאָֹ֖
‘Moʾab’ (5 times);  

• Or.1080 A.4.20 (~82 identified occurrences), e.g.,  ד  מְא ֵ֥
‘very’ (twice),  אִם ‘if’ (6 times),   ּירְאו  you (MPL) see’ (3‘ תִֵֽ
times), and its join T-S AS64.238 (~38 identified occur-
rences), e.g., ים אֲנָשִֹ֔ וּם ,the men’ (twice)‘ הֵָֽ  and they (M)‘ וַיַרְאֹ֖
showed them’ (Num. 13.26), ּינו   ;we saw’ (3 times)‘ רָאִֵ֥

• Or.1080 A.4.3 (~28 identified occurrences), e.g., אַשֶר ‘that’ 
(twice),   ּירְאו רֶץ ,you (MPL) see’ (twice)‘ תִֵֽ  the earth’ (3‘ הָאָָ֣
times). 
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In general, this marking is consistent and regular; each time 
a consonantal ʾ alef appears in the text, it is marked with the sign.6 
Therefore, it apparently does not serve to mark the occasional 
ʾalef that readers might be prone to forget to pronounce.7 Fur-
thermore, as is evident from the examples above, the occurrence 
of the sign is not conditioned by any specific positioning within 
the word; it occurs in open syllables, closed syllables, and when 
a vocalic ʾalef is the first consonant in the word. Nor is the phe-
nomenon grammatically restricted; it does not occur only in 
proper nouns, in prepositions, or with particular verbs, etc. It 
seems, then, that this sign functions to mark, specifically, the con-
sonantal quality of vocalic ʾalef and does so as a typical feature 
of the diacritic system within these manuscripts. The apparent 
function of this dagesh-like sign was to ensure that consonantal 
ʾalef was not elided when the text was read aloud. The intention 
was to preserve the sound (and, thus, the syllabification). 

Further support for this position may be seen in the ten-
dency in these manuscripts to place a rafe on quiescent ʾalef, 
thereby explicitly marking that in such cases ʾalef is not pro-
nounced as a consonant (Arrant 2020, 516–19). 

 
6 The exception in the present corpus is T-S NS 248.5, in which the sign 
in question appears in only two words.  
7 Such ‘utilitarian’ forms of non-standard vocalisation and diacritic use 
do indeed appear in Geniza Bible manuscripts. They seem to function 
almost like an aide memoire to help the reader pronounce only specific, 
perhaps troublesome, words correctly; for a discussion of Bible MSS 
with such utilitarian features, see chs 4 and 5 of Arrant (2021). This 
phenomenon of a dagesh-like sign in consonantal ʾalef is too regular for 
such a function to be the case here. 
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At this point one may question whether the sign should be 
considered a dagesh or mappiq. On the basis of its consistent occur-
rence within the manuscripts on every consonantal ʾalef, together 
with the frequent simultaneous placement of rafe on quiescent 
ʾalef, in a pattern that is not grammatically or semantically condi-
tioned, the sign is more akin to dagesh than mappiq. A comprehen-
sive discussion of this issue, which compiles relevant external evi-
dence, is found in Khan (2020, I:135–50), who convincingly shows 
that grammarians of the time considered such a dot a dagesh forte, 
doubling the ʾalef to ensure its pronunciation when consonantal.8  

1.1.2. Shewa on a Word-Final Guttural (ʿayin or ḥet) 

The second feature of the Byzantine Triad of features that appears 
in all manuscripts,9 is the placing of a shewa on word-final, oth-
erwise unvocalised ʿ ayin or ḥet, e.g., ְ̇ח לִַ֤ ש ְ  and sent’ (Num. 21.32)‘ וַי 
in Or.1080 A.4.18: 

 
8 One should also note, however, that MSS like these (and various re-
lated MSS) also extend the use of the mappiq: “Mappiq is typically also 
extended from word-final heh to word-initial and word-medial heh and 
has the same function of marking the heh as consonantal” (Arrant 2020, 
516). 
9 Since words ending with an unvocalised ʿayin or ḥet are comparatively 
infrequent and because Geniza Bibles passages are often fragmentary,  
it may be that there are more Bibles with the Triad than are analysed 
in this article. 
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And on ʿayin, e.g., ְ̇ע שְבַֹּ֣ ר־נ   which swore’ (Num. 14.16) in‘ אַשֶּ
Or.1080 A.4.3: 

Examples of this vocalisation in manuscripts exhibiting the Triad:10 

• T-S NS 21.6 (~3 identified occurrences), e.g.,  ְע  and he‘ וַיְשְמַ֨
listened’ (Num. 21.3),  ְח  ;and he sent’ (twice)‘ וַיְשַלַּ֨

• T-S NS 248.11 (~7 identified occurrences), e.g.,  ְח  and‘ וְלְָקַֹ֖
he will take’ (4 times),  ְח בַעְ  ,to send’ (twice)‘ לְשַלֵַּ֥  ’seven‘ שֶָ֣
(Lev. 16.19);  

 
10 Note that T-S NS 248.5 is an outlier regarding this feature: it was 
identified as a Byzantine Triad manuscript in Arrant (2020), but its 
word-final shewa does not occur with a guttural. Instead, it occurs three 
times in words ending in -יו , for example,  ְיו  upon it’ (Exod. 30.9). I‘ עָלֵָֽ
include it in this study because it was analysed in Arrant (2020). I view 
the shewa here as having essentially the same function as shewa with a 
word-final guttural: to signal to the reader that the final letter is conso-
nantal and that the syllable is closed. T-S NS 248.12 also has this feature 
alongside shewa on word-final ʿayin and ḥet. 



172 Arrant 

• T-S NS 248.12 (~26 times, including on word final  -יו , see 
fn. 10), e.g.,  ְח עְ  ,and he took’ (Lev. 8.27)‘ וַיִקַ֨  who‘ הַנ גֵֵ֥
touches (M)’ (4 times); 

• T-S NS 248.16 (~9 identified occurrences), e.g.,  ְרַח  ק ֹ֖
‘Koraḥ’ (twice),  ְלַח לַעְ  ,to Shuthelaḥ’ (twice)‘ לְשוּתִֶׁ֗  to‘ לְּבִֶׁ֗
Belaʿ’ (Num. 26.38); 

• T-S NS 248.17 (~2 identified occurrences), e.g.,  ְח  and‘ וַיִזְבֵָ֥
he offered’ (Num. 22.40),  ְח  ;and he sent’ (Num. 22.40)‘ וַיְשַלַָּ֣

• T-S Misc.2.75 (~ 2 identified occurrences), e.g.,  ְיַח ָ֣  in‘ בְהָנ ִ
giving rest’ (Deut. 25.19, with pataḥ under the yod and a 
shewa under the ḥet) and  ְח  .you (MS) will forget’ (Deut‘ תִשְכֵָֽ
25.19); 

• Or.1080 A.4.18 (~5 identified occurrences), e.g.,   ְוַיִקַח ‘and 
he took’ (twice),  ְיַח חְ  ,as an aroma’ (Num. 28.24)‘ לְרֵֵֽ לַּ   and‘ וַיִש ְ
he sent’ (Num. 21.32; the dagesh in the lamed is non-stand-
ard as well); 

• Or.1080 A.4.20 (once): א חְ־נִָׁ֗  .forgive please’ (Num‘ סְלֵַֽ
14.19); 

• T-S AS 64.238 (~2 identified occurrences), e.g.,  ְח  he‘ שָלֵַ֥
sent’ (Num. 13.16),  ְבָע  ;seven’ (Num. 13.21)‘ שֶ 

• Or.1080 A.4.3 (~3 identified occurrences), e.g.,  ְע  he‘ נִשְבַָ֣
swore’ (Num. 14.16),  ְשַע  .and transgression’ (Num‘ וָפָָ֑
א ,(14:18 חְ־נִָׁ֗  .forgive please’ (Num. 14.19)‘ סְלֵַֽ

Occasionally, a naqdan confused furtive pataḥ and a shewa meant 
to close a syllable. For example, Or.1080 A.4.18 has an instance 
where the naqdan placed a shewa where a furtive pataḥ would be 
expected:  ְח  The manuscript does not show free .(Num. 28.24) נִיח ֹ֖
interchange of vocalic shewa and pataḥ except in two places, both 
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instances where the naqdan substituted a pataḥ or ḥaṭef pataḥ for 
shewa, e.g., ר עֲזֶֹ֔ ַ ר for י   to‘ יָָ֑הְצָה for יָָ֑הַצָהֿ ;Jazer’ (Num. 21.32)‘ יַעְזֵֹ֔
Jahaz’ (Num. 21.23). In the light of these cases, it appears that 
the interchange between furtive pataḥ and shewa here is, strictly 
speaking, a case not of vowel interchange, but of shewa mistak-
enly placed under a guttural as if it closed a syllable. This inter-
pretation is strengthened by the placement of word-final shewa 
below all other word-final gutturals that close the syllable within 
this fragment. 

This sign is used in an orthoepic manner, serving to pre-
serve the pronunciation of the gutturals and/or the proper syl-
labification of the text.  When unvocalised ʿayin or ḥet appear at 
the end of a word, they should invariably close the syllable. In 
this phonetic environment, especially without a vowel such as 
furtive pataḥ, the guttural is vulnerable to elision from pronunci-
ation, due, it seems, to the weakening of gutturals in the reading 
tradition of the scribe. This results in the loss of the sound of the 
final consonant and creates an open syllable. Wherever there is a 
word-final unvocalised guttural letter, by placing a shewa be-
neath that letter, the naqdan cues the reader to stop and close the 
syllable, and, if possible, to try to pronounce the guttural.  

1.1.3. Extended Use of dagesh forte 

The third member of the Byzantine Triad of features is the place-
ment of dagesh forte in letters which are not otherwise geminated 
according to the standard Tiberian Masoretic tradition. This sign 
can occur in a range of letters, with the pattern appearing to be  
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idiosyncratic, its extent determined by the judgement of the in-
dividual scribe. It occurs with high frequency in each manuscript 
and has been studied in its own right in multiple pieces of schol-
arship (Morag 1959; Eldar 1978; Yeivin 1983; Khan 1991; 2017; 
Blapp 2017). 

In this section, I am interested in determining whether there 
are meaningful details or patterns in the small variations of each 
scribe’s use of extended dagesh. The aim is to identify conditioning 
factors and to assess the degree of variation in usage between 
MSS.11 The factors in question are the letters that take extended 
dagesh and their phonological context, i.e., where they appear in 
the syllable, what sounds precede the geminated consonant, and 
patterns of accentuation. In this section, I will first present and 
describe the data, and thereafter engage with the scholarly discus-
sion surrounding the interpretation of this feature. 

In the present corpus of eleven MSS, the majority of occur-
rences of extended dagesh occur at word-initial syllable onset. 
Out of hundreds of cases of extended dagesh, only around 25 were 
found to occur in the middle of a word. Of these word-medial 
occurrences, the majority were located at syllable onset, after 

 
11 In some cases, the examination involved a closer look than was pre-
viously possible; for damaged MSS I used microscopy at ~50x magnifi-
cation to help confirm or deny the possibility of the placement of dagesh. 
This proved helpful, in that it allowed for the discovery of more features 
than I originally found in my PhD research, and it also clarified points 
where, to the naked eye, a dagesh may seem to be present, but in fact 
the dot was a blemish on the writing surface and not ink. Due to this 
and to manuscript damage, any counts of the occurrence of this ex-
tended dagesh are approximations and should not be taken as exact. 
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both silent and vocalic shewa, for example, שֶת  scales’ (T-S‘ וְקַשְקִֶׁ֗
NS 248.12, twice in the MS), ּנו  you (MS) sent us’ (T-S AS‘ שְלַּחְתָָ֑
64.238, Num. 13.27). A small minority of these word-medial oc-
currences of extended dagesh were placed at the end of a syllable, 
for example, in the samekh that closes the middle syllable in 
 and like its drink offering’ (Exod. 29.41, T-S NS 248.5)‘ וּכְנִסְכָה  
and in  ְוּוּס עֵ֥  ‘and go out’ (Num. 14.25, Or.1080 A.4.20). These 
dagesh signs within a word appear to be strategically placed where 
consonants cluster at a syllable juncture so as to avoid the elision 
of sounds at syllable onset or, rarely, syllable coda. They occur 
mostly in the consonants ṭet, lamed, nun, and mem, and once in 
resh: רֶך   .way’ (Num. 14.24, Or.1080 A.4.20)‘ דֵֶּ֥

Far more commonly, extended dagesh is placed in the first 
consonant of a word, typically when that consonant is lamed, 
mem, or nun, i.e., sonorant, especially nasal or labial, consonants. 
Infrequently, the dagesh is placed in word-initial samekh, qof, 
ṣade, and zayin. Extended dagesh at the beginning of a word ap-
pears to be more common when the final consonant of the pre-
ceding word is a sonorant (nasal or labial). It appears that the 
dagesh serves to force the reader to stop and pronounce what is 
effectively a doubled consonant, and to thereby distinguish be-
tween two similar (or identical) sounds.  

Each manuscript, however, tends to have its own idiosyn-
cratic usage of this sign, which I will now explore. Generally, the 
MSS discussed here tend to fall into two categories: those that use 
extended dagesh at every opportunity (nearly every word-initial 
lamed, mem, or nun), and those that are more selective (using ex-
tended dagesh at particular ‘problem points’ within the text). In 
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Table 1 below, I summarise the main consonants in which word-
initial dagesh occurs, whether there is a trend for it to occur after 
a disjunctive or conjunctive accent, and whether it occurs after a 
word that ends in an open or closed syllable. Where a ‘slight pref-
erence’ is present, this indicates that the counts between options 
are too close (nearly equal), and so a definite preference or cannot 
be confidently stated given the condition of the MSS. See Table 1. 

Table 1’s data reveal the following general trends. First, la-
med, mem, and nun are universally represented as taking extended 
dagesh in every manuscript. Less regularly it appears in sibilants, 
e.g., ṣade, samekh, and zayin. Second, with the exception of two 
MSS (with nearly equal representation), extended dagesh is more 
commonly written in word-initial consonants that follow a disjunc-
tive accent. This being the case, the number of times in which 
word-initial extended dagesh is present following a conjunctive ac-
cent is sufficiently regular to argue that the type of accentuation 
in the preceding word is not a major conditioning factor that trig-
gers the presence of extended dagesh in these MSS. The same mixed 
picture holds for word-initial extended dagesh following open or 
closed syllables. While there is a preference for closed syllables in 
all but one manuscript, this preference is not strong enough for us 
to definitively say that extended dagesh occurs characteristically 
after a closed syllable and not after open syllables. Therefore, the 
data appear to show that accentuation and syllable structure are 
not determinative factors for the placement of the sign.12 

 
12 Arrant (2020, 516ff.; 2021, 489) states that this dagesh occurs after a 
vowelless consonant, summarising the current scholarly consensus on ex-
tended dagesh. The data here clarify the picture: the relevant dagesh tends 
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Table 1: Use of extended dagesh in word-initial consonants 

Classmark  
(description of  
application) 

Consonants 
Preference for occurring after 
disjunctive/ 
conjunctive  

accent 
open/closed 

syllable 

T-S A21.6 
(consistently, but not ex-
tensively) 

mainly: נ ,מ ,ל; oc-
casionally:  ס 

disjunctive 
(slight) 

closed (definite: 
~21 to ~12) 

T-S NS 248.11 
(consistently, but not ex-
tensively) 

mainly: מ ,ל; occa-
sionally:  ס 

disjunctive 
(slight) 

closed (definite: 
~15 to ~4) 

T-S NS 248.12 
(extensively, to a lot of 
letters, in a wide array 
of contexts) 

mainly: צ ,מ ,ל; oc-
casionally: ק ,נ ,ט, 

 ז

disjunctive 
(strong: ~51 

to ~17) 
closed (definite: 

~48 to ~22)  

T-S NS 248.16 
(extensively to word-ini-
tial ל and מ) 

mainly: מ ,ל; once: 
 ק  ,צ

disjunctive 
(strong: ~71 

to 13) 
closed (definite: 

~50 to ~32) 

T-S NS 248.17 
(selectively; see discus-
sion below) 

mainly: מ ,ל; once: 
 נ

disjunctive 
(slight) closed (slight) 

T-S NS 248.5 
(selectively; see discus-
sion below) 

twice:  ל 
disjunctive: 1x 
conjunctive: 

1x 
closed: 1x 
open: 1x 

T-S AS 64.238 + Or.1080 
A.4.20 (consistently, but 
not extensively) 

mainly: נ ,מ ,ל; oc-
casionally: ס ,ט ,ז, 

 ק  ,צ
disjunctive 

(slight) 
closed 

(definite: ~19 to 
~3) 

Or.1080 A.4.3  
(consistently, but not ex-
tensively) 
 

mainly: נ ,מ ,ל; oc-
casionally: ק  ,ס 

disjunctive 
(definite: ~22 

to ~13) 
closed 
(slight) 

Or.1080 A.4.18 
(extensively) 
 

mainly: מ ,ל; occa-
sionally: ז (1x), נ, 
 (1x) ק ,צ ,ס

nearly equal  
(disjunctive 

~25, conjunc-
tive ~22) 

equal  

Or.1080 A.4.20 
(consistently, but not ex-
tensively) 

mainly: נ ,מ ,ל; oc-
casionally: ס ,ט ,ז, 

 צ
disjunctive 

(slight) 
closed (definite: 

~28 to ~11) 

 

to occur after a vowelless consonant, but a significant number occur after 
an open syllable, i.e., one that ends in a vowel. 
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T-S Misc.2.75 
(extensively) mainly: נ ,מ ,ל; oc-

casionally: צ  ,ז 
disjunctive  

(definite: ~25 
to ~12) 

open (definite: 
~25 to ~14) 

Given the data above, I would argue that extended dagesh 
is primarily conditioned by consonant clusters involving lamed, 
mem, and nun, when these letters are the second consonant in a 
two-consonant cluster. Some manuscripts apply this feature ex-
tensively, so that nearly every word-initial lamed, mem, or nun 
has a dagesh. Some apply it consistently, but not universally. But 
most telling are those that apply the feature selectively. This is 
enlightening, as we can see scribal choice at play in the use of 
the sign. To demonstrate this, I will briefly discuss the two MSS 
which apply extended dagesh only in certain phonological con-
texts: T-S NS 248.5 and T-S NS 248.17. 

T-S NS 248.5 

This manuscript has the smallest degree of usage of extended 
dagesh. It occurs word-initially only twice and word-internally 
once. The word-internal occurrence is   וּכְנִסְכָה for   וּכְנִסְכָה ‘and like 
its drink offering’ (Exod. 29.41). The dagesh here appears to dis-
tinguish the samekh from the kaf and prevent the merging of the 
sounds or the eliding of the samekh. The other two uses of ex-
tended dagesh in this manuscript are in the lameds in the phrase 

ש ן ̇אֲקַדֵֹּ֖ י̇לְּכַהֵֵ֥ לִֵּֽ  ‘I will consecrate [them] to minister to me’ (Exod. 
29.44). Again, the placement in consonant clusters reinforces the 
distinction between sounds, but it is more noticeable in the sec-
ond occurrence, where the dagesh is placed in a lamed that occurs 
after another sonorant (nun). It seems that the dagesh was placed 
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in locations that may have been tricky for a reader to pronounce 
accurately when reading quickly. 

T-S NS 248.17 

While this manuscript includes this feature to a far greater degree 
than T-S NS 248.5 (see above), its usage is still comparatively 
infrequent relative to the other MSS studied in this article. I was 
able to count only 19 instances of extended dagesh in this manu-
script, whereas in the other manuscripts the occurrences typically 
trend up past 50 times. The instances where extended dagesh oc-
curs are either where there is vowel harmony (in the case of an 
open syllable before the extended dagesh), or where there are 
consonants between the two words which have points of articu-
lation that are close to each other (such as a dental following a 
bilabial). The data can be broken down as follows: 

• dagesh in word-initial alveolar lamed—occurs after mem (bi-
labial): ם ק   בִלְעִָּ֜ לְּבָלִָׁ֗  ‘Bilʿam to Balak’ (Num. 23.3) and   בִלְעָם 
וֹן אָתֹ֔  Bilʿam to the donkey’ (Num. 22.29); after taw and‘ לֵָּֽ
resh:13 ָוֹת  לְּך א ,to do to you’ (Num. 22.30)‘ לַעֲשֵ֥ אמֶר  לּ ֵֽ  and‘ ,וַי ֹ֖
he said “No.”’ (Num. 22.30); occurs after long vowels in an 
open syllable (~6 times), e.g., ֹו לֹּ֖ א  כ  לּ ָ֣  ‘and all of them [you 
will] not [see]’ (Num. 23.13),   ָיך לִּקְר א  אֵלֶ   ‘[I sent] to you to 
invite [you]’ (Num. 22.37); occurs after a guttural rein-

 
13 We do not know, of course, if this resh was realised as an alveolar or 
uvular. In the example cited, it would have been pronounced as a uvular 
rhotic in the standard Tiberian pronunciation tradition (Khan 2020, 
I:223–34). 
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forced with a shewa (once):  ְח ם  וַיְשַלַָּ֣ לְּבִלְעָֹ֔ ,‘and he sent to 
Bilʿam’ (Num. 22.40); 

• dagesh in word-initial mem (bilabial)—occurs after resh and 
lamed (three times): ר מַה  וּדְבֵַ֥  ‘and whatever [is revealed’ 
(Num. 23.3), ה יר ,why’ (Num. 22.32)‘ עַל־מִָׁ֗ ב  עִָ֣ מוֹאִָׁ֗  ‘the city of 
Moab’ (Num. 22.36); occurs after a labial (twice):   מוֹאָב  

הַרְרֵי מֶה   לְבִלְעָם   ,Moab from the hills of...’ (Num. 23.7)...‘ מֵֵֽ  
‘...to Bilʿam “what...”’ (Num. 22.28); occurs after a dorsal 
consonant (twice): ק לֶך  בָלָ  מֵֶֽ  ‘...Balak king [of Moab]’ (Num. 
לֶך־מוֹאָב   ,(23.7  king of Moab’ (Num. 23.7); occurs after a‘ מֵֶֽ
diphthong (once): י וֹדְךָ    עָלִַׁ֗ מֵעֵֽ  ‘upon me, your whole life’ 
(Num. 22.30); 

• dagesh in word-initial nun: occurs after a diphthong (once): 
נִצָָ֣ב יְהוָה    ‘[the angel of] the LORD standing’ (Num. 22.31). 

For the most part, these occurrences make sense if conceived in 
terms of proximity in points of articulation: where there is a clus-
ter of coronal and labial consonants, a dagesh is placed to distin-
guish one consonant from the other.  

The absence of this feature in other locations may serve to 
explain such selectivity—that it is primarily difficult consonant 
clusters which trigger the placement of extended dagesh in select 
manuscripts. In MSS that use this feature comprehensively, it ap-
pears that the usage has become systematic in its application 
throughout the whole of the text, particularly for lamed, mem, 
and nun. I would argue that for such comprehensive occurrences, 



 A Further Analysis of the ‘Byzantine Triad’ of Features  181 

the original intention is still the same, but the feature spread to 
all occurrences as a normalising function of the diacritic.14  

These data offer some modifications to the scholarly discus-
sion on extended dagesh. Yeivin (1983, 297) and Khan (2017, 267) 
discuss extended dagesh at word-initial syllable onset as typically 
occurring after a closed syllable, and at word-medial syllable onset 
as typically following silent shewa (Khan 2017, 267) and/or dif-
ferentiating between two similar letters (Yeivin 1983, 297). Khan 
(2017, 267–69) describes cases of extended dagesh also occurring 
in a deḥiq structure, i.e., a dagesh placed word-initially following a 
word with a conjunctive accent ending in an unstressed open syl-
lable. Moreover, scholars debate the phonetic function of the sign, 
with Morag arguing that these signs break syllable boundaries, and 
Eldar (1978, 125–43) terming the sign  מפריד   דגש  ‘separative 
dagesh’, and Khan concluding that the sign is a dagesh forte func-
tioning orthoepically to distinguish syllable and consonant divi-
sions.  

These astute observations are not contradicted by the Byz-
antine Triad MSS presented here. I would argue, however, that 
the data show some additional trends that may (depending on 
further research) prove unique to MSS characterised by the Byz-
antine Triad of features. First, in these latter MSS, extended 
dagesh does not show a strong preference for occurring after a 
closed syllable, but rather, often occurs after open syllables. 
Moreover, this goes beyond a classic deḥiq structure, in that after 

 
14 Khan (2017, 267–68) gives an excellent analysis of the phonological 
impact of this sign to distinguish the syllables and to reinforce the pro-
nunciation of the second element in a syllable division. 
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an open syllable, the sign can occur regardless of whether the 
preceding accent is conjunctive or disjunctive and regardless of 
whether the preceding syllable is stressed or unstressed. There-
fore, while MSS seem to show a slight preference for the sign 
after disjunctive accents and closed syllables, this is by no means 
the typical presentation of the feature. Indeed, it appears that the 
majority of these MSS take extended dagesh according to the con-
ditioning factors discussed in scholarship, but further extend it, 
placing it in any word-initial lamed, mem, or nun by default. In 
the case of those MSS where the feature is selectively placed, the 
primary conditioning factor is the desire to ensure careful read-
ing at difficult consonant clusters across words, whatever the pre-
ceding syllable’s status or accentuation. My claim, therefore, is 
that these MSS represent one type of extended dagesh within the 
overall phenomenon.15 

A further observation that has come to light in one of the 
MSS supports this claim. T-S NS 21.6 adds a paseq between the last 
two words of  ר ל   וַיִדַּ֨ נִֶּֽ֛דֶר   יִשְרָאֵֵ֥  ‘and Israel made a vow’ (Num. 21.2): 

This sign is not attested in BHS/L at this location, but it is clearly 
a paseq, since the sign is identical to other instances of paseq 
within the MS. Here its function appears to be to enhance further 

 
15 It is to be noted that Yeivin (1983) and Khan (2017) both 
acknowledge that within the patterns they describe, there are many 
forms of variation and exceptions. The case of these MSS appears to be 
such an instance. 
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the distinction between the lamed and the nun, forcing the reader 
to stop and pronounce the words separately. This instance of non-
standard accentuation clearly correlates with other orthoepic 
functions of the dagesh in the oral reading of the text. 

1.2. The Features in Tandem 

We have seen in the above sections the individual presentation 
of each component of the Byzantine Triad of features. As these 
features co-occur in the manuscripts, however, they should be 
seen as complementing one another. In this sense, the Triad ap-
pears to be an attempt to preserve accuracy in the reading, par-
ticularly by reinforcing correct syllabification. The insertion of a 
dagesh preserves the pronunciation of vocalic ʾalef by making the 
reader pause, and thereby ensures that the syllable remains in-
tact. By marking word-final unvocalised gutturals, the shewa re-
minds the reader that the syllable is closed (and also helps to 
preserve the pronunciation, however weak, of the guttural). Fi-
nally, by placing a dagesh in consonant clusters that are particu-
larly vulnerable, the syllabification both within words and be-
tween words is preserved by signalling to the reader to pro-
nounce with added force consonants at risk of being slurred over 
during reading. 

It is noteworthy that the vocalisers of these texts made cre-
ative use of the Tiberian system of signs to encourage correct syl-
labification through extending the rules of their placement. None 
of the signs are technically used incorrectly with regards to its 
essential function: the dagesh forte sign is used here, as it is in 
masoretic codices, to geminate the consonant. Likewise, silent 
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shewa here closes syllables according to its standard function. In-
deed, even dagesh in ʾalef is attested in masoretic codices, some-
thing Khan discusses extensively (2020, I:135–50). What appears 
to have happened in Bibles with the Byzantine Triad of features 
is that the function of the signs is used creatively, with non-stand-
ard placement, to promote a more careful, masoretic reading.16 

1.3. Vowel Sign Interchange Patterns Associated with 
the Byzantine Triad of Features 

Manuscripts with the Byzantine Triad of features described above 
were found in Arrant (2020; 2021) to have important distinctions 
when compared with a large number of Bibles from the same 
corpus. A characteristic phenomenon in many ‘near-model’ and 
‘common’ Bibles from the Cairo Geniza is the presence of a diz-
zying array of vowel sign interchanges in seemingly idiosyncratic 
ways from manuscript to manuscript. Especially in Arrant 
(2021), it was established that such interchanges are neither ran-
dom nor meaningless. Different patterns of vowel sign inter-

 
16 There are a few other non-standard features that characterise these 
manuscripts, but not at the consistent level of a pattern: there are occa-
sional irregularities in begedkefet notation; many of these Byzantine 
Triad MSS (along with other MSS with close palaeographies) place the 
shin dot within the shin (or even double the dot, with a dot inside the 
shin and a dot atop the shin); at times the dagesh in the zayin of הזה ‘this’ 
is dropped. These features deserve further exploration outside of the 
current study.  
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change correlate statistically with codicological features, re-
gional distinctions in palaeography, and each other in distinct 
patterns that are linguistically meaningful.17 

Arrant (2020) gives an overview of the Triad features and 
vowel sign interchanges of eight MSS discussed in the present 
study: T-S NS 21.6, T-S NS 248.5, T-S NS 248.11, T-S NS 248.12, 
T-S NS 248.16, T-S NS 248.17, T-S Misc.2.75, and Or.1080 
A.4.18. As the present study examines an additional three MSS—
T-S AS 64.238, Or.1080 A.4.20, and Or.1080 A.4.3—it provides 
an updated picture of the vowel sign interchange data available 
for Bibles with the Byzantine Triad of features. 

Arrant (2020, 514) notes that the MSS analysed in that 
study presented interchange patterns fitting Schema Patterns X, 
Y, 1, and 1a. To review: 

• Pattern X: MSS with this pattern have regular interchange 
of shewa (usually vocalic) with pataḥ, indicating that the 
MSS belong to a tradition which pronounced shewa as [a].  

• Pattern Y: MSS with this pattern feature a three-way inter-
change of shewa, ḥireq, and ṣere, probably reflecting raising 
of the quality of vocalic shewa.  

• Pattern 1: in MSS with this pattern, pataḥ and qameṣ freely 
interchange, on the one hand, and ṣere and segol freely in-
terchange, on the other. There is no exchange between a- 

 
17 The statistical backing for this correlation is strong; approximately 
409 codices (out of around 1400 codices comprising 1851 leaves) in the 
corpus of Arrant (2020; 2021) had such ‘non-standard’ Tiberian vocali-
sation and, so, can be considered sufficient for a representative sample. 
Cf. Arrant (2021, 29–63) for the statistical methodology. 
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and e-class vowels. This effectively reduces the vowel in-
ventory to five, with single /a/ and /e/ vowels.  

• Pattern 1a: related to, but unlike Pattern 1, in this pattern 
qameṣ and pataḥ remain distinct (so that there are two re-
alisations a-class vowels), but ṣere and segol have merged 
into a single e-class vowel (as indicated by their free inter-
change throughout the manuscript in question). 

In Arrant (2020; 2021), patterns X and Y were described as ‘no-
tational’ interchanges, where vocalic shewa was simply replaced 
with the vowel sign of the equivalent vocalic quality, i.e., pataḥ, 
ṣere, or ḥireq, depending on the pattern.18 Patterns 1 and 1a con-
sist of true phonological interchanges of vowels, reflecting a 
vowel system in the Hebrew pronunciation of the MSS that dif-
fered from that of the standard Tiberian pronunciation. Such an 
inventory has been identified as ‘Palestinian’ in quality 
(Heijmans 2013). Thus, it appears that the vocalisers of these 
MSS sought to preserve syllable structure according to the rules 
of the Tiberian Masoretic system, though their individual phono-
logical profile differed along the trend of realising vocalic shewa 
as a raised vowel, and in some MSS, of reducing the vocalic in-
ventory to that of a five-vowel system of pronunciation, which is 
characteristic of the Palestinian pronunciation tradition.  

 
18 It is important to distinguish the two: the interchange between ṣere and 
segol is a true vowel interchange, where the two /e/ vowels have merged 
into one pronunciation. The interchange of high vowels with shewa—
which in these Bibles had an /e/ realisation (rather than the /a/ realisa-
tion of Pattern X)—is a notational, rather than a phonetic, distinction. 
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The MSS analysed in Arrant (2020) were of professional 
codicological quality. Their diacritic differences show striving to-
wards the preservation of the syllabification and pronunciation 
of the consonants, while their vowel sign interchanges may re-
flect the realities of Hebrew pronunciation in the region(s) in 
which they were copied and used. As mentioned above, they 
range in palaeography from Italian to Levantine Oriental, and 
their vowel sign interchange (with its Palestinian Hebrew associ-
ations) appears to go in hand with such regional designations. In 
this study we have added three additional fragments (two of 
which are related) which appear to be codicologically and palae-
ographically similar to the MSS studied in Arrant (2020), with 
the exception of one (discussed below). However, they are less 
formal than the MSS studied in Arrant (2020); for example, they 
lack masora, and one is smaller and has only one column. The 
three fragments here (T-S AS 64.238, Or.1080 A.4.20, and 
Or.1080 A.4.3), therefore, represent a slight expansion in terms 
of codicological features from the originally identified Byzantine 
Triad group. Here, therefore, we explore whether there is a 
slightly wider profile of vocalic interchange present alongside a 
slightly wider codicological and palaeographic range.19  

 
19 One may notice here my reticence to mention palaeographic dating. 
I am hesitant to ascribe dates to manuscript fragments, mainly because 
both script styles and linguistic features can become fossilised and per-
sist for quite some time. While I do give tentative dating estimates be-
low, it is more meaningful here, in my opinion, to show relationships 
between objectively verifiable features (such as similarity of script or 
vowel sign interchange), than to make an argument for trends based on 
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Table 2 summarises the vowel interchanges in the 2020 
case study contrasted with those of the three additional manu-
scripts included in this study. 
Table 2: Comparative summary of vowel interchanges in MSS studied 
in Arrant (2020; 2021); NI= notational interchange; VSI= vowel sign 
interchange reflecting deviation from Tiberian pronunciation; numbers 
in parentheses indicate count of occurrences 
2020 Case Study ‘Near-Model’ Torahs 
Or.1080 A.4.18: Patterns X, Y, 1 
NI: pataḥ/ḥaṭef pataḥ and (silent) shewa (1) 
VSI: pataḥ for qameṣ (2); qameṣ for pataḥ (9); segol for ṣere (2); ṣere for segol (1); 
ṣere for ḥireq (1); ṣere for pataḥ* (1) 
*Note minimal interchange between ṣere and pataḥ, violating Pattern 1. 
T-S NS 248.11: Patterns X, 1 
NI: pataḥ for ḥaṭef pataḥ (5) 
VSI: segol for ḥaṭef pataḥ* (1); shewa for pataḥ (1); segol for ṣere (1); ṣere for segol 
(1); pataḥ for qameṣ (1) 
* ר   כַאֶשֶ   for ר  ;appears to be a unique case of vowel harmony (Lev. 16.15) כַאֲשֶ 
every other instance of אַשֶר in the MS is vocalised with pataḥ instead of ḥaṭef 
pataḥ (and no pataḥ-segol interchange). 
T-S NS 248.17: Pattern 1?* 
VSI: ḥireq for pataḥ (1): ך ך for מִלְאַ֨ חְ  qameṣ for pataḥ (1) ;(Num. 22.35) מַלְאַ֨  וַיִזְבֵָ֥
for ח  (Num. 22.40) וַיִזְבֵַ֥
*This manuscript is an outlier; unlike most of the other manuscripts, it does not 
have any notational interchange, and its vowel interchanges are very minimal.  
T-S NS 21.6: Patterns 1, Y* 
VSI: pataḥ for qameṣ (1); shewa for ḥireq (5); ṣere for segol (2) 
*Like T-S NS 248.17, this manuscript has no notational interchange. 
T-S Misc.2.75: Patterns X, 1a20 
VSI: shewa for qameṣ (1); ṣere for segol (1) 

 

palaeographic dating (though this does not reduce my estimation of the 
usefulness of palaeographic dating in other scientific contexts). 
20 Contrary to my 2020 article that identified it erroneously as Pattern 
Y, the MS does not interchange shewa, ḥireq, and segol. 



 A Further Analysis of the ‘Byzantine Triad’ of Features  189 

T-S NS 248.5: Patterns X, 2a 
NI: ḥaṭef pataḥ for pataḥ (1); ḥaṭef qameṣ for qameṣ (1) 
VSI: qameṣ for pataḥ (1); qameṣ for segol (1); segol for ṣere (1); shewa for pataḥ 
(4); shewa for segol (1) 
T-S NS 248.12: Pattern Y? 
VSI: shewa for segol (2) 
T-S NS 248.16: Patterns Y 
NI: ḥaṭef pataḥ for shewa (1); ḥaṭef qameṣ for qameṣ (1) 
VSI: ḥireq for shewa (1); ḥireq for shureq (1), pataḥ for qameṣ* (1) 
*Some minimal indication of Pattern 1, but incomplete. 
2021 PhD Torahs (with basic codicological information) 
T-S AS64.238 (+ join with OR.1080 A.4.20; two-column parchment codex, 
portrait format,21 no Masoretic notes): Pattern X 
NI: pataḥ for ḥaṭef pataḥ (6); pataḥ for shewa (1); shewa for furtive pataḥ (1); 
shewa for ḥaṭef pataḥ (4) 
VSI: qameṣ for pataḥ* (1) 
**Some minimal indication of Pattern 1, but incomplete. 
Or.1080 A.4.20 (two-column parchment codex, portrait format, no Masoretic 
notes): Patterns X, 2a 
NI: ḥaṭef pataḥ for pataḥ (1); pataḥ for ḥaṭef pataḥ (9); shewa for pataḥ (2); segol 
for ḥaṭef segol (1); shureq for qubbuṣ (2); shureq for shewa* (1) 
VSI: pataḥ for segol (1); qameṣ for pataḥ (1) 
*The shureq for shewa occurs once, on ֹו וֹ for וּזַרְעֹ֖   .(Num. 14.24) וְזַרְעֹ֖
Or.1080 A.4.3 (1 column parchment codex, landscape format, no Masoretic notes) 
Patterns X, 2b 
NI: ḥaṭef pataḥ for pataḥ (6); shewa for furtive pataḥ (2); shewa for ḥaṭef pataḥ (3) 
VSI: pataḥ for segol (1); segol for ṣere (1); ṣere for segol (2) 

The table above indicates a trend of interchange consistent with 
Patterns X, Y, 1, and 1a. A minority of MSS in the 2020 case study 
have vowel sign interchange patterns that are typically seen in 
Bibles where the vowel inventory is reduced under (presumably) 
Arabic phonological influence (specifically, patterns 2a and 2b) 
(see Arrant 2021, 157ff.). Two of the additional three MSS in-
cluded in the present study also have 2a/2b.  

 
21 Portrait format = length (of a page) > width; landscape format: 
width > length. 
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The defining feature of these MSS as a whole seems to be 
the rarity of interchange phenomena; when vowel sign inter-
changes occur, they are not pervasive, but usually occur only 
once or twice. Notational interchanges tend to happen with 
greater frequency than vowel sign interchanges. There seems to 
be no meaningful difference between the MSS in the 2020 case 
study and the additional three MSS in terms of vowel sign or no-
tational interchanges.  

Therefore, the profile of Byzantine Triad Bibles seems to be 
a tendency for: 

• frequent notational interchange between ḥaṭef vowels, 
pataḥ, and shewa; 

• relative infrequency of vowel sign interchanges indicative 
of ‘Palestinian’ Hebrew phonology (Patterns Y, 1, 1a); 

• outliers with very minimal interchanges indicative of a re-
duced vowel inventory (in Patterns 2a and 2b).  

This picture is consistent, then, with a general ‘Palestino-Tiberi-
an’ association of linguistic phenomena regarding vocalisation.  

2.0. The ‘Book-Type’ of the Byzantine Triad of 
Features 

As Arrant (2020; 2021) has demonstrated that vocalisation and 
codicological features are mutually informative and that patterns 
between vocalisation and codicology often correlate, only a few 
cursory observations about the codicology of Byzantine Triad Bi-
bles are necessary. Arrant (2020) contextualised the ‘near-model’ 
Byzantine Triad MSS (two–three columns, on parchment, with 
partial masoretic notes) among other ‘near-model’ Bibles lacking 
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the Byzantine Triad. Arrant (2021) dealt with the three addi-
tional, ‘non-model’ Byzantine Triad MSS within the context of 
other Bibles without the Triad, but with a similar codicology.22 
Because Bible codices with the Byzantine Triad of features share 
codicological styles with Bibles that lack these features, they are 
not completely codicologically distinct from Bibles with standard 
and non-standard Tiberian vocalisation. However, their codicil-
ogy is still informative as to the contexts in which they were used. 
In this section I will discuss the codicological relationship be-
tween ‘near-model’ and ‘non-model’ Bibles with the Triad fea-
tures, give observations on their palaeographic range, and make 
inferences about their practical function(s). 

2.1. Near-Model Byzantine Triad Codices 
The codices examined in Arrant (2020) were ‘near-model’: all are 
written on parchment and have partial masoretic notes. The first 
observation of note is that all but one of these Byzantine Triad 
codices (T-S NS 248.12) has two columns rather than three and, 
so, are by default smaller and less grandiose than full, exemplary, 
three-column Masoretic Bibles. They are ruled, tend to be pricked 
on the outside margin (T-S Misc.2.75 is pricked on both margins, 
while Or.1080 A.4.20 and T-S AS 64.238 are not pricked at all). 
They are plain, with no illumination or ornate decoration. Their 
script is smaller than that seen in the grandiose Oriental exem-
plary codices (though this is expected, as smaller script is typical 
of Italian, Byzantine, and Southwestern Oriental script types). All 

 
22 See Arrant (2021, chs. 3–4) for a contextualised discussion of Byzan-
tine ‘Trio’ Bibles within the larger corpus.  
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of them have masora parva, but not masora magna. They range in 
size from 18.4–31.7 cm long x 15.65–25.3 cm wide, i.e., on the 
smaller side of Bible codices.23 They all have a portrait format 
(length greater than width). They have a range of 19–27 lines per 
page. Indeed, the combination of their general minimalist ap-
pearance, skilled writing, careful vocalisation, and small size 
seems to indicate that these codices were carefully written, yet 
intended for practical use. 

They have the following palaeographic and codicological 
ranges: 

• T-S Misc.2.75: two columns, 26.6 x 22.7 cm, 26 lines, Ital-
ian, 12th or 13th c. 

• T-S NS 21.6: two columns, 21 x 19.8 cm, 20 lines, Italian-
Byzantine, probably 12th c. 

• Or.1080 A.4.18: two columns, 18.4 x 15.6 cm, 19 lines, 
Italian, 12th c. 

• T-S NS 248.5: two columns, 22.2 x 9.2 cm, 21 lines, Levan-
tine Oriental-Byzantine (from the Levant; Syria-Palestine, 
but not an earlier calligraphic hand such as seen in the 
Aleppo Codex; appears to have some scattered ‘Byzantine’ 
features).  

• T-S NS 248.11: two columns, 21.4 x 19 cm, 23 lines, Levan-
tine Oriental-Byzantine.  

 
23 For example, Arrant (2020) discusses a type of Bible there termed 
‘Large Monumental Levantine Codex’, which ranges in size from 35–
38.2 cm long and 32–35 cm wide, and had 25–30 lines. Multiple groups 
are discussed in Arrant (2020; 2021), all of which are significantly 
larger than the eleven MSS studied here. 
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Figure 1: Near-Model Byzantine Triad Codices: T-S Misc.2.75r (top left), 
T-S NS 248.11r (top right), Or.1080 A.4.18v (bottom)  
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• T-S NS 248.17: two columns, 24.3 x 19.3 cm, 23 lines, Le-
vantine Oriental-Byzantine.  

• T-S NS 248.12: two columns, 31.7 x 25.3 cm, 27 lines, Le-
vantine Oriental-Byzantine. 

• T-S NS 248.16: two columns, 21.7 x 23.1 cm, 20 lines, Ital-
ian-Byzantine. 

2.2. ‘Non-Model’ Byzantine Triad Codices 

The three additional codices studied here were analysed in Arrant 
(2021). As the thesis did not study any ‘near-model’ codices, 
these are slightly distinct from the group above. Two of the frag-
ments are similar to the above ‘near-model’ group in terms of 
size, column number, and number of lines: 

• Or.1080 A.4.20: two columns. 22.2 x 19.3 cm, 23 lines, Le-
vantine Oriental to Byzantine  

• T-S AS 64.238: two columns. 20.7 x 18.9 cm, 23 lines, Le-
vantine Oriental to Byzantine  

Further analysis of the handwriting and the fact that they have 
consecutive passages (T-S AS 64.238 has Num. 13.7–14.6, 
Or.1080 A.4.20 Num. 14.7–35) indicates that they are in fact two 
leaves from the same Bible codex. Visually, they are nearly iden-
tical to the MSS of the above group, except that they lack maso-
retic notation. 

Our final Bible, Or.1080 A.4.3, is unique. It is a single-col-
umn parchment codex in landscape format (12.5 cm long x 16.1 
cm wide). It appears to have Italian (circa 12th c.) palaeography. 
Unlike the other two Bibles here or those in the near-model 
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Figure 2: ‘Non-Model’ Byzantine Triad Codices: Or.1080 A.4.20r (top 
left), T-S AS 64.238r (top right), and Or.1080 A.4.3v (bottom) 
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group, it has only 15 lines per page. Its compact size, small writ-
ing, wide margins, and format make it appear informal, but the 
quality of the script is exquisite. 

It appears that, with the exception of Or.1080 A.4.3 (be-
cause of its landscape format), the Bibles with the Byzantine 
Triad of features are very similar in appearance and come from a 
restricted range of palaeographic regions.  

Given their features, what can we infer about their pur-
pose? We must remember the careful vocalisation which seeks to 
ensure correct syllabification and pronunciation of gutturals. 
Such usage of the signs appears to indicate that these manuscripts 
were read aloud, as the signs themselves have no independent 
grammatical meaning except to ensure the prescribed syllable 
pronunciation. One could read the text silently without these 
signs and still grasp the correct grammar and understand the con-
tent. When read aloud these signs fulfil their purpose. 

The small size of these Bibles indicates that they were not 
grandiose endeavours and were not meant to be perfect speci-
mens of an elaborate, beautiful, masoretic work. They are care-
fully made and vocalised, yet still have an informal character. 
While we can only guess as to whether they were read at home, 
or in the synagogue, or both, we can clearly see that they were 
to be studied and read aloud. The rewriting on T-S AS 64.238, 
indicates that it was used for quite some time and may have 
needed repair. I propose that they may have been made for the 
purpose of study and preparation for reading the Torah aloud in 
a didactic setting (whether a synagogue service or at home) and, 
therefore, are ‘personal’, yet ritualistic. They are small enough to 
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be easily carried and held, yet written with sufficient care to be 
professional, skilful, aesthetically pleasing, and textually reliable. 

3.0. Conclusions 
This article has assessed eleven Bible codices from the Geniza 
which are strongly similar on linguistic and codicological 
grounds. In conclusion, I will briefly discuss their diacritic, codi-
cological, and palaeographic connections to other kinds of Bibles, 
and finally, the terminology we may choose to use to describe 
them. 

3.1. Vocalisation: Connections to ‘Extended Tiberian’ 

These Bibles have many of the features that scholars have come 
to associate with ‘Extended Tiberian’ vocalisation, to the degree 
that they may be considered an integral part of that phenomenon. 
However, they are a distinctive subgroup of the extended Tiberi-
an tradition in their manifestation of particular features. These 
include their regular application of shewa to word-final gutturals, 
the further extension of what we typically consider ‘extended 
dagesh’ to cover nearly all instances where a sonorant, especially 
nasal or labial, consonant begins a word (regardless of the sylla-
ble or accentuation status of the preceding word), and their 
placement of dagesh in consonantal ʾalef. This subtype of Ex-
tended Tiberian is closely related to Palestino-Tiberian, with its 
close association with Palestinian pronunciation. Further re-
search may be necessary to distinguish any other patterns within 
such MSS. 
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3.2. Codicology and Palaeography: Connections from 
the Levant to Italy 

The Bibles in this study have been assessed codicologically in 
terms of functional implications. We have also noted that they 
seem to represent a palaeographic range from the Levant up to 
Italy. The book type represented has connections to other Bibles 
studied in Arrant (2020, esp. 536; 2021, esp. 220) from Italy, and 
the handwriting and extended vocalisation is very similar to that 
of Codex Reuchlinianus, for example. Though they are few, I 
would argue that such coherence is potentially evidence of 
scribal connections through regions, from the Levant, through 
Syria and Greece, into Italy, and then up into Ashkenaz.24  

3.3. A ‘Byzantine’ Triad of Features? 

The final aspect of these Bibles that I will address here is the ad-
jective which I have used to describe them: ‘Byzantine’. It is sim-
ultaneously accurate, and in some ways also misleading. It is true 
that the script type of these Bibles ranges from Italian, to Italian-
Byzantine, to Levantine Oriental-Byzantine. The original motiva-
tion for calling them Byzantine was because this range of repre-
sentation covers the region of Western Asia Minor and slightly 
beyond, up to Italy and down to Palestine. Therefore, ‘Italian-

 
24 Note that Khan and other scholars also trace the features of Extended 
Tiberian from Italy up into Ashkenaz (cf. Khan, 2017, 270). The im-
portance of this observation for our understanding of the history of the 
transmission of the Hebrew Bible in the medieval period will be ex-
plored further in the future expanded and updated publication of my 
PhD thesis. 
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Levantine’ is also an accurate descriptor. However, this is only a 
palaeographic factor. Their unique pattern of vocalisation also 
can be described in ways other than three chosen features; for 
example, these three features do not cover the extensive place-
ment of rafe, or the vowel sign interchanges involved.25 Classifi-
cation on the bases of these three features also does not indicate 
the inherent connections these Bibles have to the Extended Tiber-
ian tradition. Yet the Byzantine Triad of features was specifically 
chosen, because Bibles with all three features appear very simi-
lar; there are many other kinds of Bibles which have one or two 
features of the Triad, but differ from these both codicologically 
and textually. In short, there is no single term perfectly apt for 
describing these Bibles in all their nuances. I submit that for the 
time being, Byzantine Triad, or even Italian-Levantine Triad, 
must suffice. However, it is possible that with further research, 
additional manuscript fragments with these features will surface, 
and further analysis on other aspects may turn up more suitable 
descriptors. This conclusion, therefore, is certainly not the final 
word on these fascinating Bible manuscripts. 
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HEBREW VOCALISATION SIGNS IN 
KARAITE TRANSCRIPTIONS OF  

THE HEBREW BIBLE INTO 
ARABIC SCRIPT 

Geoffrey Khan 

1.0. The Karaite Transcriptions 
In the 10th and 11th centuries CE many Karaite scribes in the 
Middle East used Arabic script to write not only the Arabic lan-
guage, but also the Hebrew language. Such Hebrew texts in Ara-
bic transcription were predominantly Hebrew Bible texts. These 
were sometimes written as separate manuscripts containing con-
tinuous Bible texts. Some manuscripts in Arabic script contain 
collections of biblical verses for liturgical purposes. Arabic tran-
scriptions of verses from the Hebrew Biblical or individual Bibli-
cal Hebrew words were in many cases embedded within Karaite 
Arabic works, mainly of an exegetical nature, but also in works 
of other intellectual genres. Several Karaite Arabic works also 
contain Arabic transcriptions of extracts from Rabbinic Hebrew 
texts (Tirosh-Becker 2011). The Karaites transcribed into Arabic 
script only texts with an oral reading tradition, as was the case 
with the Hebrew Bible and rabbinic texts in the Middle Ages. The 
transcriptions reflect, in principle, these oral traditions. It is for 
this reason that their transcription of the Hebrew Bible represents 

© 2022 Geoffrey Khan, CC BY-NC 4.0   https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0330.06



204 Khan 

 

the qere (the orally transmitted reading tradition of the text) ra-
ther than the ketiv (the written tradition). Other types of Hebrew 
text that were written by Karaites during the Middle Ages with-
out an oral tradition, e.g., documents, commentaries, law books, 
were always written in Hebrew script (Khan 1992). 

Most of the known manuscripts containing Karaite tran-
scriptions of Hebrew into Arabic script are found in the British 
Library (Khan 1993), the Firkovitch collections of the National 
Library of Russia in St. Petersburg (Harviainen 1993), and in the 
Cairo Geniza collections (Khan 1990). These manuscripts ema-
nate from Palestinian circles of Karaites or Karaites in Egypt who 
had migrated to Egypt from Palestine after the capture of Jerusa-
lem by the Crusaders in 1099. The majority of them were written 
in the 10th and 11th centuries.  

Most of the transcriptions of Biblical Hebrew reflect the Ti-
berian reading tradition or an attempt to reflect this tradition. 

The Tiberian pronunciation tradition of Biblical Hebrew 
was regarded as prestigious and authoritative in the medieval 
Middle East. It is likely that the authoritativeness of the Tiberian 
tradition had its roots primarily in its association with the Pales-
tinian Yeshiva ‘Academy’, the central body of Jewish communal 
authority in Palestine, which was based in Tiberias from late an-
tiquity until the Middle Ages. The Masoretes were closely associ-
ated with the Palestinian Yeshiva (Khan 2020b, I:86). Due to its 
authority and prestige, the Tiberian pronunciation was the ideal 
target in the oral reading of the Bible in communities. In such 
situations, outside the inner circles of the masoretic masters of 
Tiberias, there was always a risk that the ideal target would have 
been missed, resulting in an imperfect performance of the Tibe-
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rian tradition. In a previous paper (Khan 2020a), I discussed var-
ious aspects of the imperfect performance of the Tiberian tradi-
tion that are reflected by some of the manuscripts of Karaite tran-
scriptions form the British Library. This imperfect performance 
was attributed to the impact of the phonological system of the 
vernacular language of the scribes. In the current paper I shall 
expand on the previous study by examining reflections of imper-
fect performance in a wider range of manuscripts from the British 
Library. I shall discuss aspects of imperfect performance discern-
ible in the distribution of the vocalisation signs that are used in 
the manuscripts. Many of the Karaite transcriptions have Tibe-
rian vocalisation signs. In several manuscripts these correspond 
to the distribution of signs in the standard tradition of Tiberian 
vocalisation, as it appears in the model Tiberian masoretic codi-
ces. In many manuscripts, however, some of the signs deviate 
from this standard distribution. The paper will focus in particular 
on (i) deviations in the distribution of vowel signs that reflect 
imperfect performance of Tiberian vowel qualities and (ii) devi-
ations in the distribution of shewa and ḥaṭef signs that reflect im-
perfect performance of Tiberian syllable structure. In such man-
uscripts these types of deviation in the use of signs do not take 
place in every case and a certain proportion of the marking of 
signs corresponds to the standard Tiberian usage. 

The corpus that has been used for this study includes the 
following manuscripts (BL =British Library): 

BL Or 2539 MS A, fols 56–114 
BL Or 2549 MS A, fols 1–140 
BL Or 2549 MS B, fols 141–308 
BL Or 2551 MS A, fols 1–30 
BL Or 2551 MS B fols 31–101 
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BL Or 2552 MS A, fols 1–89 
BL Or 2556 
BL Or 2559 

2.0. Vowel Quality 
The Tiberian vowel signs reflect in principle distinctions in qual-
ity (Khan 2020b, I:244–45). Deviations from the standard distri-
bution of the signs could, in principle, reflect either the applica-
tion of the Tiberian signs to represent a different pronunciation 
tradition or an inability to distinguish correctly the qualities of 
the Tiberian vowels. It is the latter explanation that is the most 
satisfactory for the majority of the cases of deviation in distribu-
tion of the vocalisation signs in the corpus of manuscripts studied 
in this paper. 

The deviations that are found in the manuscripts have been 
classified into the following categories: 

(1) pataḥ for segol (but not vice versa) 
(2) pataḥ-segol interchange 
(3) pataḥ-segol interchange, marginal pataḥ-qameṣ inter-

change 
(4) pataḥ-segol interchange, pataḥ-qameṣ interchange 

2.1. Pataḥ for segol (but not vice versa) 

BL Or 2559 fols 1–53 

 ٓ פֶש  L1 || (BL Or 2559, fol. 5v, 4)̇ن۟اف۟س   corpse’ lit. ‘soul’ (Lev. 22.4)‘ נֶֹ֔

 
1 L = Codex Leningradensis, which is the basis of BHS (Biblia Hebraica 
Stuttgartensia). Biblical citations are from BHS unless otherwise indicated. 
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ام  ם  L || (BL Or 2559, fol. 6v, 8)̇وۖات ّ۟۟  and you (MPL)’ (Gen. 9.7)‘ וְאַתֶֹ֖

BL Or 2549 MS A fols 140–41 

لب۟اهۖم۟آ   ثو   (BL Or 2549, fol. 58r, 6) || L  ת  and for the‘ וּלְבֶהֱמַָ֣

beast of’ (Jer. 7.33) 

In this manuscript ḥaṭef pataḥ occurs in place of ḥaṭef segol: 

וֹר  L || (BL Or 2549, fol. 2v, 2) اۜعۘبًوۢر   I will‘ (אעבד :ketiv) אֶעֱבָ֑

transgress’ (Jer. 2.20) 

ا  ٰٖۜ ה׃  L || (BL Or 2549, fol. 22r, 8) اۜعۘس ۜ  ’I will (not) make‘ אֶעֱשֵֶֽ

(Jer. 4.27) 

ااۘل۠اه۟يّّ۠۟ٓ   (BL Or 2549, fol. 72r, 14) || L  א הַיָֹ֔  the gods’ (Jer. 10.11)‘ אֱלָָ֣

BL Or 2551 MS A, fols 1–30 

ך׃ L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 21r, 12) ا۟بۖط۟حٓب۠اخ   I will‘ אֶבְטַח־בֵָֽ

trust in you’ (Ps. 55.24) 

2.2. Pataḥ-segol Interchange 

BL Or 2552 MS A, fols 1–89 

2.2.1. Pataḥ for segol 

اروٓ و۟يّ۟ٓ۟  حۖفٰٖ۠ۜ  (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 12r, 11) || L רוּ׃  and they‘ וַיֶחְפֵָֽ

were ashamed’ (Job 6.20) 

ר  L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 52r, 8) ي۟عۖت۟اࣴر   he prays’ (Job 33.26)‘ יֶעְתַ 
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اح۟ق  بࣦوۢٓ-ه۟اثۖس ۟  (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 84v, 11) || L  ֹו תְשַחֶק־בּ֭  הֵַֽ

‘will you play with him?’ (Job 40.29) 

In this manuscript ḥaṭef pataḥ occurs in place of ḥaṭef segol: 

 ٓۜ ا  ا  عۘس ۜ  (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 36v, 6) || L  ֶעֱש ה אֵֶּֽ֭  ‘[What] shall 

I do?’ (Job 31.14) 

עֱר֨וֹץ L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 41r, 5) اۜعۘرࣸوۢصٓ   ’I tremble‘ אֵֶֽ

(Job 31.34) 

احۘصࣧوٓ   וּהוּ L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 85r, 3) ي࣭ۜ חֱצִׁ֗  will they‘ יֶֶ֝

divide him?’ (Job 40.30) 

2.2.2. Segol for pataḥ 

ם  L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 56r, 9) مۜعۖب۠اذۛيهۜاًم  דֵיהֶָ֑  their‘ מַעְבֵָֽ

works’ (Job 34.25) 

2.3. Pataḥ-segol, pataḥ-qameṣ (Marginal) Interchange 

2.3.1. Pataḥ for segol 

BL Or 2549 MS B fols 141–308 

ب۟احۘذ۠اشۚيمٓ    and‘ וּבֶחֳדָשִים   L || (BL Or 2549 MS B, fol. 306r, 8) و 

in the new moons’ (Ezek. 45.17) 

BL Or 2551 MS B fols 31–101 

يخ۠ا-ه۟رۖح۟ب  ف࣬ۚ  (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 41r, 4) || L  ָיך  הַרְחֶב־פִִֶׁ֝֗

‘make wide your mouth!’ (Ps. 81.11) 



 Hebrew Vocalisation in Karaite Arabic-Script Transcriptions 209 

 

-they are trust‘ נֶאֶמְנ֬וּ  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 62r, 14) نا۟مۖنو 

worthy’ (Ps. 93.5) 

BL Or 2556 

ע  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 4r, 9) بۖا۟ذۖر۠اࣵع   by force’ (Ezra 4.23)‘ בְאֶדְרֵָ֥

اۖل۟لۖخوۢن  ۖ س   L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 16r, 13) (sic with two lāms) ̇يࣰۜ

שְ  אֲלֶנְכוֹןיִ֠  ‘requires of you’ (Ezra 7.21)  

In this manuscript ḥaṭef pataḥ occurs in place of ḥaṭef segol: 

اخۖٓ  اۘل۠اهً۠ (̇BL Or 2556, fol. 15v, 12) || L  ך  your God’ (Ezra 7.19)‘ אֱלָהָָ֑

اذۖنوٓ   ̇وۖهۜاعۘم۟ࣴ (BL Or 2556, fol. 69v, 12) || L ּדְנו  and we‘ וְהֶעֱמַ 

placed’ (Neh. 10.33) 

ياوٓ   יאוּ  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 84r, 12)̇هۜاحۘطّۚ  ’made sin (CPL)‘ הֶחֱטִֹ֔

(Neh. 13.26) 

اسۜذ-اۜعۘسۜا  حۜ  ̇(BL Or 2556, fol. 112r, 1) || L  סֶד עֱשֶה־חֶָ֣  I will‘ אֵֶֽ

deal loyally’ (1 Chron. 19.2) 

2.3.2. Segol for pataḥ 

BL Or 2549 MS B fols 141–308 

ال۠آ  לָה׃  L || (BL Or 2549 MS B, fol. 169r, 12) ه۟اح۟شۖمٰٖۜۜ  הַחַשְמֵַֽ

‘gleaming metal’ (Ezek. 8.2) 

In this manuscript ḥaṭef segol occurs in place of ḥaṭef pataḥ: 
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לָה   L || (BL Or 2549 MS B, fol. 234v, 3) اۗمول۠اࣩ   sick’ (Ezek. 16.30)‘ אֲמ 

BL Or 2551 MS B fols 31–101 

مور۠اࣵ  ۖ ה  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 57v, 4) وۖاۜس   and a‘ וְאַשְמוּרֵָ֥

watch’ (Ps. 90.4) 

 for the help‘ לְעֶזְרַת L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 68v, 1) لۖعۜزۖرۜث 

of’ (commentary on Ps. 102.14) 

لۖتوۢٓ  ۜ וֹ L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 76r, 11) مۜمۖس  -his do‘ מֶמְשַלְתָ֑

minion’ (Ps. 103.22) 

 he will (not)‘ יֵֶֽחֱרַץ־  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 32r, 1) يۜحۜرۜاص 

sharpen’ (Exod. 11.7) 

BL Or 2556 

ذۙذۚي ّّ۟ٓ  ۖ وۢثاۜس   (BL Or 2556, fol. 83r, 7) || L וֹת  :ketiv) אַשְדֳּדִיֹ֔

 women of Ashdod’ (Neh. 13.23)‘ (אשדודיות

2.3.3. Qameṣ for pataḥ (Marginal) 

BL Or 2549 MS B fols 141–308 

اثخ۠ر۠ ٓ   (BL Or 2549 MS B, fol. 224v, 16) || L  ת  it was [not]‘ ־כָרַָ֣

cut off’ (Ezek. 16.4) 

ת L || (BL Or 2549 MS B, fol. 159v, 12) لۖا۠ذۖم۟اࣵث   to the‘ לְאַדְמֵַ֥

land of’ (Ezek. 7.2) 
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In this manuscript ḥaṭef pataḥ occurs very marginally in place of 
ḥaṭef qameṣ: 

ب۟احۘذ۠اشۚيمٓ    and‘ וּבֶחֳדָשִים   L || (BL Or 2549 MS B, fol. 306r, 8) و 

in the new moons’ (Ezek. 45.17) 

BL Or 2551 MS B fols 31–101 

ר׃ L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 58v, 10) تۚ سۖت۠ات۠ار   it will be‘ תִסְתַתֵָֽ

hidden’ (Isa. 29.14) 

BL Or 2556 

ִּֽיִן L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 6v, 2) ب۠انٰٖ۠ۜايۚن   they are building’ (Ezra‘ בָנֵַֽ

5.4) 

2.4. Pataḥ-segol, pataḥ-qameṣ Interchange 

BL Or 2539 MS A, fols 56–114 

2.4.1. Pataḥ for segol 

 ٓ  and + object‘ וְאֶת־ L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 63r, 6) وا۟ث 

marker’ (Gen. 21.10) 

ل۟خو۟تۛيٓ    (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 63v, 8) || L  לֶך  ’and she went‘ וַתֵָ֣

(Gen. 21.14) 

ا  ۜٓقّ۟ ثس   (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 64r, 3) || L  שֶת  a bow’ (Gen. 21.16)‘ קֶֹ֔
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2.4.2. Segol for pataḥ 

ع۟ره۟نۜآ    (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 63v, 2) || L הַנַָ֣עַר ‘the boy’ (Gen. 

21.12) 

כְנָה  L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 77r, 9) وتۛيلۜاخۖن۠ا   and they‘ וַתֵלַֹ֖

(FPL) walked’ (Gen. 24.61) 

ل۠اخࣵٓ  ن۠اثۜن   (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 95r, 4) || L   ך׃ תַן־לֵָֽ  he gave‘ נֵָֽ

to you (MS)’ (Deut. 8.10) 

2.4.3. Pataḥ for qameṣ 
עְתִי  L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 67v, 9) ي۟اد۟اعۖتي     I know’ (Gen. 22.12)‘ יָדִַׁ֗

ם L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 68r, 5) ا۟بۖرا۟ه۠ا࣫م   ’Abraham‘ אַבְרָהָ֛

(Gen. 22.14) 

ّ۠ٓه۟ااۚٓ  اسٓ   (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 70r, 8) || L ה אִשָֹ֔  ’the woman‘ הֵָֽ

(Gen. 24.5) 

י L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 84r, 1) دۖب۠ارًا۟ي   ’my words‘ ־דְּבָרָָ֑

(Deut. 4.10) 

يۚمٓ  יִם׃ L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 85v, 6) ه۟ش۠ام۟اٰٖۜ -the heav‘ ־הַשָמֵָֽ

ens’ (Deut. 4.19) 

2.4.4. Qameṣ for pataḥ 

ק L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 85v, 4) ح۠ال۠ا࣬قٓ   ’he divided‘ חָלִַּ֜

(Deut. 4.19) 
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ים L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 94r, 8) ا۠رۖبا۠عࣵيۚم   .forty’ (Deut‘ אַרְבָעִֵ֥

8.4) 

2.5. Discussion 
The deviations from the standard distribution of the Tiberian vo-
calisation signs indicate that the scribes were not copying the 
signs directly from model Tiberian Bible codices. They must ei-
ther have been copied from manuscripts with a non-standard dis-
tribution of signs or marked independently by the Karaite scribes 
in an attempt to represent an oral reading tradition of the text. 
In effect, the cause in both scenarios amounts to the same pro-
cess. If they were copied from other manuscripts with non-stand-
ard Tiberian vocalisation, the non-standard distribution in such 
manuscripts would itself have been the result of an attempt to 
represent an oral reading tradition. It can be assumed, therefore, 
that the phenomenon is the result of the assigning of signs to 
represent an oral tradition. This oral tradition can be assumed to 
be the Tiberian pronunciation tradition. The deviation in distri-
bution is most easily explained as the result of imperfect learning 
and performance of the standard Tiberian tradition rather than 
the reflection of a different pronunciation tradition, such as the 
Palestinian or Babylonian pronunciation, or an extended type of 
Tiberian pronunciation tradition. This is because the vocalisation 
and transcription of the manuscripts do not reflect distinctive fea-
tures of these other traditions of pronunciation. These would in-
clude features such as the lack of distinction between segol and 
ṣere, which is a feature of the Palestinian pronunciation (Revell 
1970), distinctive Babylonian syllabic structure (Yeivin 1985, 
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283–398), or the extended use of dagesh to all non-guttural con-
sonants as a marker of syllable onset after a preceding closed syl-
lable, which is characteristic of the extended Tiberian tradition 
(Morag 1959; Yeivin 1983; Khan 2017). 

The various different typologies of deviation in the distri-
bution of the signs from the standard Tiberian vocalisation that 
are presented above in §§2.1–4 reflect different degrees of imper-
fect learning and performance of the Tiberian pronunciation tra-
dition. The manuscripts in categories §§2.1–2 exhibit deviations 
only with regard to the pataḥ and segol signs. The manuscripts in 
categories §§2.3–4, however, exhibit deviations with regard to 
the distribution of pataḥ, segol, and qameṣ. It is important to ob-
serve that there is an implicational hierarchy in the typology of 
the categories. If there are deviations with regard to qameṣ, this 
implies that there are also deviations with regard to pataḥ and 
segol. If there are deviations with regard to pataḥ and segol, how-
ever, this does not imply that there is necessarily deviation with 
regard to qameṣ.  

This hierarchy corresponds to different degrees of imper-
fection in the learning and performance of the Tiberian tradition. 
Manuscripts with deviation only in the distribution of pataḥ and 
segol reflect a lesser degree than those with deviations also with 
regard to qameṣ. 

It can be safely assumed that the vernacular language of 
the scribes was Arabic. The fact that some manuscripts reflect 
deviations only with regards to pataḥ and segol, which had the 
qualities [a] and [ɛ] in the Tiberian pronunciation, indicates that 
the Arabic-speaking scribes had greatest difficulty distinguishing  
these qualities. This can be explained by the hypothesis that He-
brew [a] and [ɛ] and their respective long counterparts [aː] and 
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[ɛː] were matched by the scribes with the similar sounding Arabic 
phonemes /a/ and /aː/. This is a recognised process when two 
languages are in contact. It involves the convergence of phono-
logical systems of the languages, whereby phonetic tokens in one 
language are matched with a phoneme in a contact language.2 
The Arabic phonemes /a/ and /aː/ would have had a range of 
allophones, as in the modern Arabic dialects, that included not 
only the quality of [a] and [aː], but also the higher quality of [ɛ] 
and [ɛː], by the process of raising (ʾimāla), and the back quality 
[ɑ] by the process of suprasegmental pharyngealisation (tafkhīm) 
(Barkat-Defradas 2011b; 2011a; Levin 2011). This would have 
facilitated the interchange of the qualities of Tiberian pataḥ [a] 
and [aː] and Tiberian segol [ɛ] and [ɛː]. Due to both of these qual-
ities being matched by the Arabic-speaking scribes with the Ara-
bic prototypes [a] and [aː], the speakers had difficulty distin-
guishing their quality in the reading tradition and so imperfectly 
applied the standard Tiberian distribution of the signs. 

The fact that the scribes were able to maintain the standard 
Tiberian distribution of the qameṣ and make the correct morpho-
lexical contrasts with pataḥ could be explained by the assumption 
that the qameṣ phonetic token [ɔː] that was heard in the Tiberian 
reading was not matched with the /aː/ phoneme of Arabic. This 
is likely to have been due to its being sufficiently distinct in qual-
ity from the phonetic tokens of Arabic /aː/ for it to be kept apart. 
It is a recognised phenomenon in the research of second language 
acquisition that learners can more easily acquire a phoneme that 
is not similar to one in the native language than a phoneme that 
has phonetic tokens that are similar to those of a phoneme in the 

 
2 For more details of the process see Blevins (2017). 
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native language. When there is a high degree of resemblance be-
tween distinct sounds in the target and native languages, they are 
more liable to be wrongly matched.3 The scribes of manuscripts 
in categories §§2.1–2, therefore, correctly learnt the distribution 
of Tiberian qameṣ and kept it separate from the vowel system of 
their Arabic vernacular.  

The scribes of manuscripts in categories §§2.3–4, however, 
not only failed correctly to learn the Tiberian distribution of 
pataḥ and segol, but also imperfectly learnt the distribution of 
qameṣ. The vast majority of cases of Tiberian qameṣ that are in-
correctly vocalised in the manuscripts are long qameṣ, but there 
are a few sporadic examples of short qameṣ. This imperfect learn-
ing and performance would have come about since the scribes 
matched also the qameṣ with prototypes in the vowel system of 
their vernacular speech. These, again, would have been Arabic 
/a/ and /aː/. As remarked, Arabic /a/ and /aː/ were realised with 
a range of qualities, including [ɛ] and [ɛː], by the raising process 
of ʾimāla, and [ɑ] and [ɑː], by the backing process of tafkhīm. The 
backed allophones [ɑ] and [ɑː] occurred in the environment of 
the Arabic emphatic, i.e., pharyngealised, consonants, such as /ṣ/ 
and /ṭ/. The matching of the Hebrew qameṣ vowel, which had 
the quality [ɔ], [ɔː], with Arabic /a/, /aː/, would have been fa-
cilitated by the existence of the similar sounding, though not 
identical, backed allophones [ɑ] and [ɑː] of Arabic /a/ and /aː/.  

In order to explain fully the distribution of vowel signs ex-
hibited in the data presented in §§2.1–4, it must be assumed that 

 
3 See, for example, Eckman and Iverson (2003) and the literature cited 
there. 
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the scribes had learnt the correct phonetic realisation of the Ti-
berian vowel signs (i.e., pataḥ [a], [aː], segol [ɛ], [ɛː], qameṣ [ɔ], 
[ɔː]). In fact, it is likely that Tiberian pataḥ had a back realisation 
[ɑ] in the environment of emphatic consonants such as ṭet and 
tsade (Khan 2020b, I:248), so the scribes would have learnt that 
the pataḥ sign had the range of qualities [a, aː, ɑ, ɑː]. The scribes 
did not, however, identify perfectly the sounds of the signs with 
what they heard in the reading tradition.  

This assumption is necessary to explain why the segol and 
pataḥ signs interchange and the pataḥ and qameṣ signs inter-
change, but segol and qameṣ do not interchange, although all 
three vowels have been matched with the Arabic prototypes /a/, 
/aː/. 

The realisation of the qualities of the vowel signs in ques-
tion have the following relative position in the buccal vowel 
space: 
Figure 1: Segol [ɛ]—pataḥ [a, ɑ]—qameṣ [ɔ] in the buccal vowel space 

The quality of segol [ɛ] was articulated adjacent to the 
range of pataḥ [a, ɑ]. The quality range of pataḥ [a, ɑ] was adja-
cent to both [ɛ] on one side and [ɔ] on the other. The quality of 
[ɛ], however, was not adjacent to [ɔ]. The qualities of the Tibe-
rian vowel signs that the scribe had learnt were confused with 
qualities adjacent to them in the reading tradition heard by the 
scribe. This can be represented as follows: 
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Table 1: Vowel adjacency and association 

 vowel sign 
associated sounds in the 

oral reading tradition 
1 pataḥ [a, ɑ] [ɛ], [a, ɑ] 
2 segol [ɛ] [ɛ], [a, ɑ] 
3 pataḥ [a, ɑ] [ɛ], [a, ɑ], [ɔ] 
4 qameṣ [ɔ] [a, ɑ], [ɔ] 

In manuscripts in category §2.1 only process 1 is attested. 
In category §2.2 processes 1 and 2 are attested. In categories 
§§2.3–4 all four processes are attested. 

The fact that manuscripts in category §2.1 exhibit only the 
marking of pataḥ for segol and not vice versa, i.e., process 1, may 
possibly be linked to the relative frequency of pataḥ and segol in  
the Tiberian Masoretic Text. Pataḥ occurs considerably more fre-
quently than segol. A count of the tokens of pataḥ and segol in the 
whole Tiberian Masoretic Text using BibleWorks reveals the fol-
lowing statistics: 
 pataḥ sign 65,067 
 segol sign 21,874 

This statistical dominance of pataḥ may have made it easier 
to confuse segol for pataḥ than pataḥ for segol. Process 1, there-
fore, would be the most liable to occur. The other processes 
would be increasingly liable to occur as the degree of imperfect 
learning of the reading tradition increased.  

It should be remarked that deviation in vocalisation relat-
ing to qameṣ is only marginal in manuscripts of category §2.3. 
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This would reflect, therefore, a lower degree of imperfect learn-
ing than is reflected by manuscripts of category §2.4, in which 
pataḥ and qameṣ are frequently confused. 

3.0. Shewa and ḥaṭef Signs 
The deviations in the corpus from the standard Tiberian marking 
of shewa and ḥaṭef signs are presented in various categories be-
low. 

3.1. Shewa for ḥaṭef  

3.1.1. Shewa for ḥaṭef pataḥ on Guttural Consonants 

BL Or 2539 MS A 

ار۠ا  س ۠ ה  L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 71r, 2) عۖࣸ  ten’ (Gen. 24.10)‘ עֲשָרָ֨

יִם L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 71r, 4) ن۟اهۖرۜايۚمࣦ  הֲרַֹ֖ ַ  ’Naharaim‘ נֵֽ

(Gen. 24.10) 

رۚيم  ים׃  L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 74r, 8) و۟احۖموۢࣵ -and don‘ וַחֲמ רִֵֽ

keys’ (Gen. 24.35) 

BL Or 2540 

انتۜ ـٓعۖز۟بۖٓ   (BL Or 2540, fol. 7r, 7) || L ן  ’you (FPL) have left‘ עֲזַבְתֶָ֣

(Exod. 2.20) 

-حۖث۟ن   (BL Or 2540, fol. 13r, 2) || L  חֲתַן־ ‘bridegroom of’ (Exod. 

4.25) 
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BL Or 2547 

امو۟اۖم۟رۖتۜ ٓ   (BL Or 2547 fol. 4v, 13) || L ם  and you (MPL) will‘ וַאֲמַרְתֶָ֣

say’ (Josh. 4.7) 

م  ים  L || (BL Or 2547 fol. 5r, 1) ه۠اۖب۠انۚي   the stones’ (Josh. 4.7)‘ הָאֲבָנִ֨

يم  ים  L || (BL Or 2547 fol. 2r, 2) وۖه۟كوۢهۖنۚࣧ  ’and the priests‘ וְהַכ הֲנִִׁ֗

(Josh. 3.14) 

וּ  L || (BL Or 2547 fol. 6r, 6) و۟يۖم۟اهۖروٓ   -and they (MPL) has‘ וַיְמַהֲרֵ֥

tened’ (Josh. 4.10) 

BL Or 2549 

م  يٓ-نۖاو  اۖذوۢن۠اٰٖۜ  (BL Or 2549, fol. 2r, 1) || L י ם־אֲד נֵָ֥  utterance of‘ נְא 

the Lord’ (Jer. 2.19) 

لب۟اهۖم۟آ   ثو   (BL Or 2549, fol. 58r, 6) || L  ת  and for the‘ וּלְבֶהֱמַָ֣

beast of’ (Jer. 7.33) 

اي  י L || (BL Or 2549, fol. 87r, 6) لٰٖۚۜمۖن۟اۖصّ۟ מְנַאֲצַֹ֔  to those who‘ לִֵֽ

despise me’ (Jer. 23.17) 

לָּחֲמ֛וּ L || (BL Or 2549, fol. 95v, 3) تٰٖۚۜل۠احۖمࣵوٓ    ’you will fight‘ תִֵֽ

(Jer. 32.5) 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

-frost’ (com‘ חֲנָמַל  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 31r, 2) حۖن۠ام۟ال 

mentary on Ps. 78.47) 
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BL Or 2552 MS A 

 
لّۖٓ۟ او۟اۖس ۟ ذ۠   (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 10r, 12) || L  ה  and I shall‘ וַאֲסַלְּדָָ֣

rejoice’ (Job 6.10) 

ار  ࣴ ۜ רּ֭  L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 18r, 12) ل۟اۖس   ’into whose‘ לַאֲשֶ 

(Job 12.6) 

 also?’ (Job 41.1)‘ הֲגַֹ֖ם  L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 85v, 4) هۖغࣦ۟ام 

חְיֵֶ֥ה L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 23v, 6) هۖيۚيحۖيۜاࣵ   ’?will he live‘ הֲיִ 

(Job 14.14) 

BL Or 2556 

רְנָא  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 6v, 1) اۖمࣲ۟ارۖن۠ا   we said’ (Ezra 5.4)‘ אֲמַָ֣

י  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 19v, 5)̇و۟اۖنۚ ى   and I’ (Ezra 7.28)‘ וַאֲנִָ֣

 and it was’ (Ezra 4.24)‘ וַהֲוָת   L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 4v, 2)̇و۟اهۖو۠اث 

اك۠اهۖنّ۟ٓ۟  ي۠ࣸ ̇(BL Or 2556, fol. 12r, 9) || L  א  the priests’ (Ezra 6.16)‘ כָהֲנַיָ֨

3.1.2. Shewa for ḥaṭef pataḥ on Non-guttural Consonants in L 

BL Or 2549 MS B 

نُّو  נוּ׃ L || (BL Or 2549 MS B, fol. 148r, 14) توۢخۖلاٰٖۜۜٓ  you (MS)‘ ת אכֲלֵֶֽ

will eat it’ (Ezek. 4.9) 
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ר  L || (BL Or 2549 MS B, fol. 177v, 8) وۖنۛيشۖاࣦر   was (I)‘ וְנֵֵֽאשֲאַֹ֖

left’ (Ezek. 9.8) 

BL Or 2551 MS A 

י L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 19r, 12) مۚقۖر۠بٓلي   and‘ מִקֲרָב־לִָ֑

from war against me’ (Ps. 55.20) 

قۖر۠بلۚبوۢٓ  וֹ  L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 20r, 10) و  בֵ֥ קֲרָב־לִ   and war‘ וֵּֽ

was in his heart’ (Ps. 55.22) 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

ارۖخࣵو  וּ L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 63v, 11) ب ۠  ’bless! (MPL)‘ בָרֲכֵ֥

(Ps. 100.4) 

BL Or 2552 MS A 

نۚي  و  וּנִי L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 37v, 13) بۛيرۖخ   they (did‘ בֵרֲכָ֣

not) bless us’ (Job 31.20) 

نّٓ۟ اۘٓ  وٓ ق۠ارۖبۜاٰٖۜ  (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 42r, 12) || L נוּ׃  I will go‘ אֲקָרֲבֵֶֽ

near to him’ (Job 31.37) 

 ٓ اس  ש  L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 52r, 4) روطۖف۟  טֲפַָ֣ ֵֽ  it will be‘ ר 

fresh’ (Job 33.25) 

يلۖلوًۢٓ  וֹ L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 83v, 4) صٰٖۚۜ לֲלָ֑  ’his shadow‘ צִֵֽ

(Job 40.22) 
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BL Or 2556 

ام  ذ۠ࣵ لۖل۟م ۖ ם  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 1r, 6) و ٰٖۜ לֲלַמְדֵָ֥  ’and to teach them‘ וֵּֽ

(Dan. 1.4) 

اࣩ  ה  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 22r, 7)̇و۠اۜشسٓقۖل۠ࣸ  and I weighed‘ וָאֶשְקֲלָ֨

out’ (Ezra 8.26) 

וּ L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 75v, 10) و۟ايب۠ارۖخࣦوٓ   ִּֽיְבָרֲכֹ֖  And they (M)‘ וֵַֽ

blessed’ (Neh. 11.2)  

לֲלוּ   L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 81r, 8)̇ص۠لۖلو ٟٓ   ’began to be dark (MPL)‘ צֵָֽ

(Neh. 13.9)  

3.1.3. Shewa for ḥaṭef segol on Guttural Consonants 

BL Or 2539 

ים׃  L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 66v, 6) ه۠الۖوۢهࣵيۚم   .God’ (Gen‘ הָאֱלֹהִֵֽ

22.3) 

BL Or 2547 

י׃ L || (BL Or 2547 fol. 15r, 2) ه۠اۖمورۚيࣦٓ   ’the Amorites‘ הָאֱמ רִֵֽ

(Josh. 13.4) 

יכוּ L || (BL Or 2547 fol. 18v, 15) هۜاۖرۚيࣴخوٓ    ’they outlived‘ הֶאֱרִ 

(Judg. 2.7) 

 Edom’ (Judg. 11.17)‘ אֱד֨וֹם׀ L || (BL Or 2547 fol. 29v, 16) اۖذࣸوۢم 
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BL Or 2552 MS A 

וּא  L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 43v, 5) اۖلۚيهوٓ    Elihu’ (Job 32.2)‘ אֱלִיהָ֣

 ٓ וֹש  L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 52r, 9) لۜااۖنࣧوۢس  אֱנִׁ֗  to man’ (Job‘ לֶֶ֝

33.26) 

יתִי L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 52v, 7) هۜاعۖوۛيثۚي   I have‘ הֶעֱוִֵׁ֗

perverted’ (Job 33.27) 

ي  א  L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 70r, 5) هۖوۛࣻ  fall!’ (Job 37.6)‘ הֱוֵ 

BL Or 2556 

 will be’ (Dan. 2.28)‘ לֶהֱוֵֹ֖א  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 3r, 3)̇لۜاهۖوۛىࣦ 

ا  א  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 4v, 2)̇اۖل۠اهّ۠  the God’ (Ezra 4.24)‘ אֱלָהָֹ֔

יִן  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 6v, 13)̇وۜاۖذ۟ا࣫يۚن   and then’ (Ezra 5.5)‘ וֶאֱדַ֛

3.1.4. Shewa for ḥaṭef segol on Non-guttural Consonants in L 

י  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 4r, 7)̇قۖرۚࣷى   was read’ (Ezra 4.23)‘ קֱרִֶּ֧

3.1.5. Shewa for ḥaṭef qameṣ on Guttural Consonants 

BL Or 2552 MS A 

י  L || (BL Or 2552 MS A, fol. 40r, 4) ا۠هۖلًۚي   my tent’ (Job 31.31)‘ אָהֳלִָ֑
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3.1.6. Shewa for ḥaṭef qameṣ on Non-guttural Consonants in L 

BL Or 2556 

يم  ٰٖۜ ۚ د۠اس  ים  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 122v, 1)̇ه۟ق ۖ  the dedicated‘ הַקֳדָשִֵֽ

gifts’ (1 Chron. 28.12) 

م-قۖد۠م  رۖح࣫و   (BL Or 2556, fol. 4r, 7) || L  קֳדָם־רְח֛וּם ‘before Re-

hum’ (Ezra 4.23) 

يل  ̇ل۠اقۖبۛࣧ (BL Or 2556, fol. 11r, 12) || L  ל  according to’ (Ezra‘ לָקֳבִֵׁ֗

6.13) 

قۖبۛ يل-ك۠ل  ̇(BL Or 2556, fol. 15r, 11) || L  ל  in accordance‘ כָל־קֳבֵָ֣

with’ (Ezra 7.17) 

ام  ם  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 14r, 13)̇قۖد۠ࣸ  before’ (Ezra 7.14)‘ קֳדָ֨

BL Or 2559 

 
ذ۠اشۚيمه۟قۖ ّٓ۟ ̇(BL Or 2559, fol. 3v, 5) || L   הַקֳדָשִים ‘the sacred do-

nations’ (Lev. 22.3) 

 
ذ۠اشۚيمب۟قۖ ّٓ۟ ̇(BL Or 2559, fol. 5r, 12) || L   בַקֳדָשִים ‘of the sacred 

donations’ (Lev. 22.4) 

3.2. Shewa for Vowel in Unstressed Closed Syllables 

Shewa occurs for pataḥ in closed unstressed syllables in L: 
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BL Or 2539 MS A 

ت۟اح  ۖ ח L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 73v, 8) و۟يۖف   and he‘ וַיְפַתַֹ֖

opened’ (Gen. 24.32) 

 and you will‘ וְלָקַחְתֵָ֥  L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 74v, 4) وۖل۠اقۖحت۠ࣵآ 

take’ (Gen. 24.38) 

קֶר  L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 74v, 6) بۖبّوۢقۜر   ’in the morning‘ בַב ֹ֔

(Gen. 24.54) 

BL Or 2540 

رۖاۜاࣵه۟مّۖٓ۟   (BL Or 2540, fol. 8r, 4) || L  ה  the sight’ (Exod. 3.3)‘ הַמַרְאֵֶ֥

خۖٓ  ך  L || (BL Or 2540, fol. 8r, 2) مۖلۖا۟ࣸ  the angel of’ (Exod. 3.2)‘ מַלְאַ֨

BL Or 2551 MS B 

اخۖٓ   .and he smote’ (Ps‘ וַיִַָּֽ֣ך  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 32r, 6) وۖي ۟

78.51) 

ה  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 39r, 13) وۖه۟مۖمۖلا۠خ۠ا   and‘ וְהַמַמְלָכָ֛

the kingdom’ (Isa. 60.12) 

ايم  ي۟اࣦعۖمۖدو  مٰٖ۠ۜ  (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 80v, 4) || L יִם׃  the‘ יֵַֽעַמְדוּ־מֵָֽ

waters stood’ (Ps. 104.6) 

BL Or 2556 

يم  ים  L || (BL Or 2556, fol. 116v, 8)̇لٖۖۖمۚسۖمۖر࣮ۚ מִסְמְרִּ֞  for nails’ (1‘ לֵַֽ

Chron. 22.3)  
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3.3. Ḥaṭef for shewa in L 

Ḥaṭef pataḥ occurs for shewa on non-guttural consonants in L: 

BL Or 2539 MS A 

ر۠ا  נַעֲרִָׁ֗  L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 71v, 9) وۘه۟ن۟اعۘࣧ  ’and the girl‘ וְהֵַֽ

(Gen. 24.16) 

وۢل۠اغۘٓ  ذ   (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 93r, 2) || L  ה  great’ (Deut. 7.23)‘ גְד לָֹ֔

BL Or 2549 MS B 

 
י־מָלְא֨וּ L || (BL Or 2549 MS B, fol. 174v, 10) كۚيٓم۠الۘاوٓ  -be‘ כִֵֽ

cause they filled’ (Ezek. 8.17) 

וֹכְכֶָ֑ם L || (BL Or 2549 MS B, fol. 157r, 1) بۖثوۢخۘحۜاًم   in the‘ בְתֵֽ

midst of you’ (Ezek. 6.7) 

3.4. Ḥaṭef for Vowel in Unstressed Closed Syllables 

3.4.1. Ḥaṭef pataḥ for pataḥ in Unstressed Closed Syllable 

BL Or 2539 MS A 

קֶר  L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 74v, 6) بۖبّوۢقۜر   ’in the morning‘ בַב ֹ֔

(Gen. 24.54) 

 you (MS)‘ וְלָקַחְתָ   L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 74v, 8) وۖل۠اقۘحت۠اࣴٓ 

will take’ (Gen. 24.40) 

ٓلۘغـه۟فيۚٓ  يۚمٓ س   (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 78v, 5) || L   ילַגְשִים  the‘ הַפִֵֽ

concubines’ (Gen. 25.6) 
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املۖم۟اعۘنٓ   خّۜ  (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 81r, 5) || L ם עַנְכֶֹ֔  because‘ לְמַָ֣

of you (MPL)’ (Deut. 3.26) 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

قوࣵنۚي  נִי L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 83v, 1) ي۟اعۘس  ֵ֥  let them‘ ־יַעַשְְק 

[not] oppress me’ (Ps. 119.122) 

اۘرۖتࣵوۢٓ  ۖ ثف  וֹ L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 34r, 12) وٰٖۖۜ תִפְאַרְתֵ֥  and his‘ וְֵֽ

glory’ (Ps. 78.61) 

עַג  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 38v, 10) ل۟اعۘغ   mocking’ (Ps. 79.4)‘ לֵַ֥

اعۘسۖخ۠ا  עַסְךָָ֣  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 46r, 1) ك ۟  ’your anger‘ כֵַֽ

(Ps. 85.5) 

3.4.2. Ḥaṭef segol for segol in Unstressed Closed Syllable 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

וֹן  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 33r, 13) عۗلۖيوۢن   high’ (Ps. 78.56)‘ עֶלְיָ֑

וֹ  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 47r, 2) اۗلٓع۟موۢٓ  -to his peo‘ אֶל־עַמֵ֥

ple’ (Ps. 85.9) 
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3.5. Ḥaṭef for Vowel in Stressed Closed Syllables 

3.5.1. Ḥaṭef pataḥ for pataḥ in Stressed Closed Syllables 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

تۚي  בְתִי L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 82v, 4) ا۠هۘابۖ   .I love’ (Ps‘ אָהֵַ֥

119.119) 

3.5.2. Ḥaṭef qameṣ for qameṣ in Stressed Closed Syllable 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

בְתִי׃  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 90r, 2) ا۠هۙابۖتٰٖۚۜي   .I love’ (Ps‘ אָהֵָֽ

119.163) 

3.6. Vowel for shewa 

Pataḥ is marked in place of shewa in a number of manuscripts: 

BL Or 2539 MS A 

וּ L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 65v, 3) و۟يخۚر۟ثو ࣵٓ   and they‘ וַיִכְרְתֵ֥

(MPL) cut off’ (Gen. 21.27) 

ر  اوۢٓ  س ۟ ص۟با۠ࣧ  (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 66r, 3) || L ֹו  chief of‘ שַר־צְבָאֹ֔

his army’ (Gen. 21.32) 

ٓف۟لۚٓ  مس  تۚيٰٖۜ  (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 66r, 4) || L  ים׃  ’Philistines‘ פְלִשְתִֵֽ

(Gen. 21.32) 
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BL Or 2540 

وثٓ مۚسۖك۟نٓ    (BL Or 2540, fol. 4r, 7) || L   מִסְכְנוֹת ‘supplies’ (Exod. 

1.11) 

ִּֽיִשְרְצ֛וּ  L || (BL Or 2540, fol. 3v, 7) و۟ايۚشۖر۟صو ࣫ٓ   and they (MPL)‘ וֵַֽ

swarmed’ (Exod. 1.7) 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

يۚدۖر۟خو-لا   (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 35v, 10) || L   ּא־יִדְרְכו  they‘ ל ֵֽ

will not tread’ (1 Sam. 5.5) 

وۢر۟رۚيم   the‘ הַמְש רְרִים  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 55v, 1) المۖس 

singers’ (commentary on Ps. 87.7) 

BL Or 2559 

نۚخۖر۟ث۠اوۖٓ  ̇(BL Or 2559, fol. 3v, 12) || L  ה  and she shall be‘ וְנִכְרְתָּ֞

cut off’ (Lev. 22.3) 

3.7. Vowel for ḥaṭef 

3.7.1. Pataḥ for ḥaṭef pataḥ on Guttural Consonants 

BL Or 2539 MS A 

اخ۠ا  ךָ L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 63v, 2) ا۟م۠اثّۜ -your hand‘ ־אֲמָתֶֹ֔

maid’ (Gen. 21.12) 

آࣦ  ۠  ’your seed‘ זַרְעֲךָֹ֖  L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 63v, 5) ز۟رع۟خ 

(Gen. 21.13) 
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 like the‘ כִמְטַחֲוֵָ֣י L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 64r, 3) كۚمۖط۟اح۟ويٓ  

shots of’ (Gen. 21.16) 

BL Or 2549 

شت۟اح۟وࣦوۢث  ת L || (BL Or 2549, fol. 47v, 8) لۖهٰٖۚۜ שְתַחֲוֹֹ֖ -to wor‘ לְהִֵֽ

ship’ (Jer. 7.2) 

BL Or 2551 MS A 

י׀  L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 9v, 10) و۟ان۟ي   but I’ (Ps. 52.10)‘ וַאֲנִ 

עֲנָן  L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 9v, 10) ر۟اع۟ن۠ان   green’ (Ps. 52.10)‘ רַּ֭

ֹ֖ה  L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 10r, 7) و۟ا۟ق۟وۜا   .and I will wait’ (Ps‘ וַאֲקַוֶּ

52.11) 

 is there?’ (Ps. 53.3)‘ הֲיֵָ֣ש  L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 11r, 9) ه۟يۛش 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

 ٓ  ’I will seek‘ אֲבַקֵש   L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 37r, 12) ا۟ب۟قۛاس 

(Ezek. 34.16) 

יו L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 58v, 10) ح۟خ۠ام۠او   its wise‘ חֲכָמָֹ֔

men’ (Isa. 29.14) 

ي  ࣦ ה  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 84r, 2) ع۟س ۛ  .act! (MS)’ (Ps‘ עֲשֵֹ֖

119.124) 
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يبۛنًو  ۚ נוּ L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 39v, 3) ه۟س   !restore us‘ הֲשִיבֵָ֑

(MS)’ (Ps. 80.20) 

BL Or 2559 

ار  ۜ ר  L || (BL Or 2559, fol. 6v, 2)̇ا۟س   which’ (Lev. 22.5)‘ אֲשֶָ֣

3.7.2. Pataḥ for ḥaṭef pataḥ on Non-guttural Consonants in L 

BL Or 2539 MS A 

וּ  L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 68v, 4) و۟هۚثب۠ار۟خو ٓ    and they‘ וְהִתְבָרֲכָ֣

will bless themselves (MPL)’ (Gen. 22.18) 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

 !and bless‘ וֶּ֝בָרֲכוּ L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 99r, 1) وب۠ار۟خو 

(MPL)’ (Ps. 134.2) 

3.7.3. Segol for ḥaṭef segol on Guttural Consonants 

BL Or 2539 MS A 

ז L || (BL Or 2539 MS A, fol. 68r, 3) نۜااۜح۟اࣦز   ’it was caught‘ נֶאֱחֵַ֥

(Gen. 22.13) 

BL Or 2540 

 
وهۚيمٓ اۜلٓ   (BL Or 2540, fol. 8v, 6) || L   אֱלֹהִים ‘God’ (Exod. 3.14) 

عۜۜسۜا  ה  L || (BL Or 2540, fol. 10r, 6) اٰٖۜ עֱשֶֹ֖ ֶ  I shall do’ (Exod. 3.20)‘ אֵֽ
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BL Or 2549 MS B 

י׃  L || (BL Or 2549 MS B, fol. 238v, 3) اۜمورٰٖۚۜي   ’Amorite‘ אֱמ רִֵֽ

(Ezek. 16.45) 

BL Or 2551 MS A 

ים  L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 9v, 3) اۜلوۢهۚيم   God’ (Ps. 52.9)‘ אֱלֹהִִׁ֗

תָה L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 12v, 3) هۜبيشوۢث۠ا  בִש ִׁ֗  you put to‘ הֱֶ֝

shame’ (Ps. 53.6) 

וֹש L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 17v, 1) اۜنوۢش   man’ (Ps. 55.14)‘ אֱנָ֣

ז  L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 21v, 5) بۜاۜحوۢز  אֱח ֨  ’when holding‘ בֵֶֽ

(Ps. 56.1) 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

يبوۢث۠ا  ۚ וֹתָ  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 45v, 2) هۜس  שִיבִׁ֗  you caused‘ הֱֶ֝

to return’ (Ps. 85.4) 

3.7.4. Qameṣ for ḥaṭef qameṣ on Guttural Consonants 

BL Or 2540 

י L || (BL Or 2540, fol. 8v, 6) ع۠نۚـࣵـى   affliction’ (Exod. 3.7)‘ עֳנִֵ֥

BL Or 2551 MS A 

צָהֳרַיִם  L || (BL Or 2551 MS A, fol. 19r, 8) وۖص۠اه۠ر۟ايم   ’and noon‘ וְּ֭

(Ps. 55.18) 
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BL Or 2551 MS B 

اايۚم  ם  L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 81v, 7) ع۠ف ۠ פָאיִִׁ֗  .foliage’ (Ps‘ עֳֶ֝

104.12) 

3.7.5. Qameṣ for ḥaṭef qameṣ on Non-guttural Consonants in L 

BL Or 2556 

وۢثع۟م۠نيࣦ ّٓ۟  ̇(BL Or 2556, fol. 83r, 7) || L  וֹת  (עמוניות :ketiv) עַמֳנִיֹ֖

‘women of Ammon’ (Neh. 13.23)  

3.8. Discussion 

In the Tiberian pronunciation tradition, a vocalic shewa in prin-
ciple represents a short vowel in an open syllable (CV).4 Its qual-
ity was by default the same as that of the pataḥ vowel sign, i.e., 
the maximally low vowel [a], e.g., 
ה  ָּ֥  you (MS) cover’ (Job 21.26)‘ [tʰaχasˈsɛː] תְכַסֶּ
ים  ֹּ֣  speaking’ (MPL) (Est. 2.14)‘ [maðabbaˈʀi̟ːim] מְדַבְר 

When vocalic shewa occurs before a guttural consonant or 
the letter yod, it was realised with different qualities through as-
similatory processes. Before a guttural (i.e., ע ,ח ,ה ,א) it was re-
alised as a short vowel with the quality of the vowel on the gut-
tural, e.g., 

רְכְךִׁ֛̇   by your evaluation’ (Lev. 5.15)‘ [bɛʕɛʀk̟ʰaˈχɔː] בְעֶּ
ֹּ֖ה  י   and it became’ (Gen. 2.10)‘ [vɔhɔːˈjɔː] וְה 
ר   ’well‘ ̟[beˈʔeːeʀ] בְאֵֵ֫

 
4 For further details concerning shewa and ḥaṭef vowels in the Tiberian 
pronunciation tradition, see Khan (2020b, I:305–47). 
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וֹד   ’very‘ [moˈʔoːoð] מְאֵ֫

Before yod, it was realised as a short vowel with the quality 
of short ḥireq [i], e.g., 

וֹם   on the day’ (Gen. 2.17)‘ [biˈjoːom] בְיִׁ֛
אֵל֙̇  שְר   to Israel (Gen. 46.2)‘ [lijisrˁɔːˈʔeːel] לְי 

The shewa sign is combined with some of the basic vowel 
signs to form the so-called ḥaṭef signs. In such signs the vocalic 
reading of the shewa as well as its quality are made explicit. The 
vocalic shewa and the ḥaṭef vowels were quantitatively equiva-
lent. In all cases they form short open syllables (CV). 

In the Tiberian pronunciation the CV of a vocalic shewa or 
a ḥaṭef vowel cannot stand alone, but is prosodically dependent 
on the following syllable, which must be bimoraic (CVV or CVC). 
The CV syllable is bound with the following syllable in a single 
metrical foot. It is a metrically weak syllable and the following 
bimoraic syllable is the strong syllable of the foot. This can be 
represented thus: (. *), where the brackets enclose the syllables 
of the foot, the star * represents the strong prominent syllable, 
and the dot the weak syllable. On a prosodic level, therefore, the 
phonetic realisation of a word such as ּו סְפְרֹּ֖  would [tʰispʰaˈʀu̟ː] ת 
consist of three syllables parsed into two feet: 
 [(tʰis.) (pʰa.ˈʀu̟ː)] 
 (*) (. *) 

This dependent prosodic status of vocalic shewa and ḥaṭef 
vowels is associated with the fact that they have the status of 
epenthetic vowels that break up consonant clusters at syllable 
onset. On an underlying phonological level, a word such as ּו סְפְרֹּ֖  ת 
[tʰispʰaˈʀu̟ː] would have the form /tispruː/, with the shewa [a] as 
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an epenthetic that breaks the onset cluster /pr/ on the phonetic 
level. The fact that vocalic shewa is zero on the phonological level 
appears to be the reason why the Masoretes marked it with the 
same sign as they used to mark silent shewa. The ḥaṭef signs ap-
pear to be later developments of the notation system that made 
the reading of shewa as vocalic explicit in certain contexts. 

Some of the deviations from the standard Tiberian vocali-
sation with regard to shewa and ḥaṭef vowels that are presented 
above from the Karaite manuscripts may be regarded as reflect-
ing a more primitive stage of the development of the Tiberian 
vocalisation system. This may apply to the marking of shewa in-
stead of a ḥaṭef sign on guttural consonants (§3.1), in which the 
reading of a shewa on a guttural was not marked explicitly as 
vocalic by the addition of a vowel sign next to the shewa sign. 
This phenomenon is found in many Hebrew manuscripts in He-
brew script with Non-Standard Tiberian vocalisation (Khan 
2020b, I:340). This may also apply to the marking of shewa where 
L has a ḥaṭef sign on a non-guttural consonant (§§3.1.2, 3.1.4, 
§3.1.6). The model masoretic codices are not consistent in the 
marking of ḥaṭef in this context and some have shewa where L has 
a ḥaṭef (Khan 2020b, I:343–46). 

The majority of the deviations, however, can be explained 
as being the result of a reanalysis of the syllable structure in the 
Tiberian pronunciation. This reanalysis resulted in shewa and 
ḥaṭef being interpreted as short vowels on the phonological level 
rather than phonetic epenthetic vowels. They were, therefore, 
equivalent to short vowels in closed CVC syllables. This arose 
since the monomoraic syllable CV with shewa or ḥaṭef vowels 
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came to be analysed as a legitimate syllable on the phonological 
level. As is the case with the phonological reanalysis of the qual-
ity of vowels, the reanalysis of CV as a legitimate phonological 
syllable is likely to have been induced by convergence with the 
phonological system of Arabic, which was the vernacular of the 
scribes. In Classical Arabic and also in the modern eastern Arabic 
dialects, such as those of Egypt and the Levant, CV is a legitimate 
syllable at the phonological level, whether stressed or unstressed, 
e.g. Modern Cairene Arabic: ká.tab ‘he wrote’, ka.tábt ‘I/you (ms) 
wrote’ (Mitchell 1962, 26; Watson 2007, 56–58). A word such as 
 in the Tiberian pronunciation would have [tʰasappʰaˈʀu̟ː] תְסַפְרוּ
the phonological syllable structure /tsappruː/. If, however, 
[tʰasappʰaˈʀu̟ː] were parsed according to Arabic syllabic princi-
ples, the CV syllables would be analysed as phonological syllables 
rather than the result of phonetic epenthesis, thus /tasapparuː/. 
As a result, the /a/ in the open CV syllables /ta/ and /pa/ would 
be interpreted as having the same phonological status as the /a/ 
in the closed syllable /sap/. It would follow from this reanalysis 
that a shewa sign and a pataḥ sign in a closed syllable represented 
vowels that were equivalent and this facilitated the interchange 
of the signs. The same would apply to ḥaṭef signs, which, after 
this syllabic reanalysis according to Arabic principles, would 
come to be interpreted as representing vowels that were equiva-
lent to the vowel represented by a vowel sign of the same quality 
that is used to represent a short vowel in unstressed closed sylla-
bles, e.g., in a word such as ם ָ֑  .you (MPL) spoke’ (Gen. 43.27)‘ אֲמַרְתֶּ
According to this Arabic type of parsing of syllable structure, the 
notational distinction between shewa, ḥaṭef, and full vowel signs 
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lost its original function of distinguishing between phonological 
vowels and phonetic epenthetics, and so the signs were freely in-
terchanged in open CV and closed CVC syllables. 

All cases of shewa marked in closed syllables in the corpus 
are in unstressed closed syllables, in which the vowel would have 
been short. The vast majority of cases of ḥaṭef signs in closed syl-
lables are likewise in unstressed syllables. There are only two 
cases in stressed syllables, viz., 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

تۚي  בְתִי L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 82v, 4) ا۠هۘابۖ   ’I loved‘ אָהֵַ֥

(Ps. 119.119) 

BL Or 2551 MS B 

בְתִי׃ L || (BL Or 2551 MS B, fol. 90r, 2) ا۠هۙابۖتٰٖۚۜي   ’I loved‘ אָהֵָֽ

(Ps. 119.163) 
The practice of marking shewa and ḥaṭef signs in closed un-

stressed syllables is sporadically found even in some of the Stand-
ard Tiberian Masoretic codices,5 e.g.  
ם  ֹּ֖ מ  חֲרְט  ַ  on the magicians’ (L Exod. 9.11)‘ ב 
ם  י  עֲרְבַֹּ֖  the evening’ (L Exod. 30.8)‘ ה 
וּ  חֱזְקֹּ֣  they are strong’ (L 2 Sam. 10.11)‘ יֶּ
רְךָּ֥̇   he brings trouble on you’ (L Josh. 7.25)‘ יַעְכֳּ
 and we will kill him’ (L Judg. 16.2)‘ וַהֲרְגְנ  הוּ 
ךְ  לֶּ ךְ L || (BL Or. 4445) לְמ ָ֔ לֶּ  to Molech’ (Lev. 20.3)‘ לַמ ָ֔

 
5 Yeivin (1968, 18), Dotan (1985). 
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This practice in the vocalisation of the model codices may 
also have been facilitated by contact with Arabic syllable struc-
ture, as described above. 

4.0. Concluding Remarks 
In this paper I have presented various examples of the use of Ti-
berian vocalisation signs in the Karaite transcriptions of the He-
brew Bible into Arabic script. The focus in the paper has been on 
cases of vocalisation signs in the manuscripts that deviate from 
the distribution of the signs that are found in the Standard Tibe-
rian Masoretic tradition. These deviations relate to the distribu-
tion of signs representing different vowel qualities and to the dis-
tribution of shewa and ḥaṭef signs. In both sets of cases, it was 
argued that the deviations can be explained by the hypothesis 
that the Hebrew of the scribes had undergone a convergence with 
the phonological structure of their Arabic vernacular. In the case 
of vowel qualities, this convergence would have resulted in diffi-
culties in distinguishing between some of the Tiberian vowel 
qualities. In the case of shewa and ḥaṭef vowels, the convergence 
resulted in a reanalysis of epenthetic CV syllables of shewa and 
ḥaṭef as phonological syllables. It followed that the distinction 
between shewa and ḥaṭef signs in open CV syllables and vowel 
signs in CVC syllables became redundant and the signs, therefore, 
were interchanged. 
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DISSONANCE BETWEEN MASORETIC 
VOCALISATION AND CANTILLATION IN 

BIBLICAL VERSE DIVISION 
Yochanan Breuer 

1.0. Introduction 
The Masora of the Hebrew Bible rests on three pillars: consonants 
or written form (ketiv), vocalisation (niqqud), and cantillation 
(ṭeʿamim) which combine to produce the Masoretic Text. 

These three facets are not separate, but inextricably inter-
connected. It is impossible to vocalise a biblical verse without 
first clarifying its written form, and it is impossible to cantillate 
a verse before its vocalisation has been set. 

The cantillation depends on the vocalisation, by way of ex-
ample, in the rules for exchanging of disjunctives and in deter-
mining some of the conjunctive cantillations. These all depend 
on word length —and the precise length of a word can be deter-
mined only in accordance with its precise vocalisation. Equally, 
vocalisation depends on cantillation: for example, in the rules for 
the pronunciation of the begadkefat consonants at the beginning 
of a word after an open syllable, for which purpose it is important 
to know whether the preceding word has a disjunctive or a con-
junctive cantillation. Similarly, pausal forms depend on the main 
disjunctive accents.  

© 2022 Yochanan Breuer, CC BY-NC 4.0   https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0330.07
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When the Masoretes embarked on the task of determining 
the precise format of the biblical text, they were, accordingly, 
required to establish this format not in a single aspect, but in all 
these three aspects together. In each verse, their task was not 
only to fix the spelling, vocalisation, and cantillation, but also to 
ask themselves whether these three foundations were consistent. 
Although the agreement between the three foundations is indeed 
firm in most cases, there are instances when each of these foun-
dations heads in a different direction. 

The most prominent example of dissonance between the 
different foundations is the phenomenon of the distinction be-
tween the written form (ketiv) and the form that is read out (qere). 
Dissonance can also be found between the ketiv and the cantilla-
tion, albeit only in rare instances (M. Breuer 1981). In this article 
I intend to show this same phenomenon, but this time regarding 
the connection between the vocalisation and the cantillation. A 
careful observer of the meaning of the biblical text as indicated 
by the vocalisation will find that this is not always consistent 
with the meaning dictated by the cantillation. 

For each verse I have attempted to present the disagree-
ments among the biblical commentators regarding its interpreta-
tion. This will add to the objectivity of my examination: the two 
interpretations I propose in each case have not been invented 
merely to resolve the dissonance between the cantillation and the 
vocalisation. These differences were present in the exegetical lit-
erature. This means that such cases of dissonance are not to be 
seen as results of artificial masoretic interpretation. Instead, it is 
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an expression of a genuine problem in the interpretation of the 
verse.1 

What follows is not an exhaustive list of verses in the He-
brew Bible that display dissonance between vocalisation and can-
tillation. Instead, the verses below exemplify four different areas 
in which dissonance occurs: 

Absolute versus construct: word groupings that were re-
garded by the cantillators as construct phrases, but whose words 
were separated by the vocalisers, or vice versa; 

Definiteness: words that were considered definite by the vo-
calisers, but indefinite by the cantillators;  

Pausal versus non-pausal: words that are vocalised as pausal 
forms, but cantillated with weak disjunctive (or conjunctive) ac-
cents, and words vocalised as non-pausal, but cantillated with 
strong disjunctives; 

One word versus two words: words perceived as a single word 
by the vocalisers, but as two by the cantillators. 

2.0. Absolute versus Construct 

2.1. Construct in the Vocalisation, Absolute in the 
Cantillation 

ה (1) ם  יפִתוּחֵָ֣   אֶבֶןֶ֒  חָרַש    מַעֲשֵָ֣ י  תְפַתַח    ח תִָׁ֗ ים  אֶת־שְתֵָ֣ ת  הָאֲבָנִֹ֔ ל   בְנֵָ֣י  עַל־שְמ ֹ֖   יִשְרָאֵָ֑

ת סַב ֛ וֹת מ  ב מִשְבְצֵ֥ ה זָהָֹ֖ ם׃ תַעֲשֵֶ֥ א תֵָֽ  

 ‘With the work of an engraver in stone, like the engravings 
of a signet, shalt thou engrave the two stones, according to 

 
1 The version of the biblical text is according to M. Breuer (1989). The 
Aramaic Targum versions quoted are according to Sperber 1959–1973.  
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the names of the children of Israel; thou shalt make them 
to be enclosed in settings of gold.’ (Exod. 28.11)2 

The vocalisation of  חרש shows that we have here a construct: 
 i.e. “an engraver in stone” or a “stone-engraver.” In ,חרש- אבן
other words, the onyx stones should be made by a stone-en-
graver. The division of the vocalised text is therefore: 

 אבן  חָרַש  מעשה

Rashi interpreted the verse as follows:  
 לתיבה   הוא  דבוק  זה  חרש.  אבנים  של  אומן  מעשה  -   אבן  חרש  מעשה

  של   חרש,  קו  נטה  עצים  חרש  וכן,  בסופו  פתח   נקוד  הוא  ולפיכך,  שלאחריו

 ופתוחים דבוקים אלה כל , מעצד ברזל חרש  וכן . עצים

The work of a master of stones. This חרש is affixed to the 
following word, and accordingly its final vowel is a pataḥ. 
Similarly, we have  קו   נטה   עצים  חרש  (Isa 44:13), “an en-
graver of wood”; and מעצד  ברזל  חרש  “an engraver of iron” 
(Isa. 44.12); all these are in the construct and vocalised 
with a pataḥ. 

Rabbi Shmuel Ben Meir offered the same commentary. 
Yet the cantillation divides the verse differently: 

 אבןֶ֒   חרש   המעשָ֣ 

The meaning here is that the onyx stones should be fashioned by 
an engraver, and that they should be made of stone. Here, then, 
 work’. This same meaning is‘ מַעֲשֵה stone’ is a complement of‘ אֶבֶן
conveyed by the Aramaic translations: מרגלייתא,  יהויין  אומן  עובד  ‘the 
work of an artisan the pearls will be’ (Ps.-Jonathan);  ܕܐ  ܥܒ 

 
2 The English translations are taken from the online edition of Mechon 
Mamre (https://www.mechon-mamre.org/p/pt/pt0.htm). 

https://www.mechon-mamre.org/p/pt/pt0.htm
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ܬܐ ̈ܓܠܝܦ ̇ܦܐ̈ܟܐ .̇ܕܐܘܡܢܐ݂   ‘the work of an artisan, engraved stones’ 
(Pesh.).  

Luzzatto sensed the contradiction between the vocalisation 
and the cantillation in this verse, commenting that the zarqa 
should be on  מעשה rather than on  חרש (he quotes Rashi on the 
verse). Since he interpreted the verse according to the vocalisa-
tion, he failed to recognise that the cantillation reflects a different 
interpretation and should not be corrected. 

Which interpretation embodies the plain meaning of the 
verse? It is difficult to determine. Rashi cites עֵצִים  חָרַש  ‘carpenter’ 
and  בַרְזֶל  חָרַש  ‘blacksmith’ in support of the construct form חָרַש  

 as indicated by the vocalisation. We should add that it is ,אֶבֶן
possible to find constructs that are extremely similar to אֶבֶן   חָרַש  
in:   

ם  וַיִשְלַח ר   חִירָ֨ לֶך־צ ֵ֥ י  אֶל־דָּוִדֶ֒  מַלְאָכִים    מֵֶֽ ים  וַעֲצֵָ֣ י  אֲרָזִֹ֔ ץ   וְחָרָשֵָ֣ י  עֵֹ֔ רָשֵֹ֖ בֶן   וְחֵָֽ   אֶָ֣

יר יִת קִָ֑ וּ־בַֹ֖ ד׃  וַיִבְנֵֽ לְדָוִֵֽ  

 ‘and Hiram king of Tyre sent messengers to David, and ce-
dar-trees, and carpenters, and masons—and they built a 
house for David.’ (2 Sam. 5.11) 

In the account of the making of the Tabernacle itself, we find:  
שֶת בֶן וּבַחֲר ֵ֥ את אֶ֛ שֶת  לְמַלּ ֹ֖ ץ וּבַחֲר ָ֣ ... עֵָ֑  

 ‘and in cutting of stones for setting, and in carving of 
wood…’ (Exod. 31.5; 35.33) 

Accordingly, it is possible that here, too, we have a construct 
form אבן - חרש . 

However, there is another subject that must be examined 
regarding this verse. The verse includes the root עשה (do, make) 
and the noun  אבן (stone). We must ask what the connection is 
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between the verb עשה, which appears frequently in the descrip-
tion of the building of the Tabernacle, and the material from 
which the tools of the Tabernacle are made. Is the material con-
nected to the verb  עשה, as implied here by the cantillation: מעשה -

אבן  –  רשח , or is it not connected to עשה, in which case the ap-
proach is parallel to that of the vocalisation, which does not con-
nect אבן and מעשה. We find divergent practices in this regard. 

In some instances, the material is connected to עשה: 
יתָ   ִּֽיִם וְעָשִ֛ ים שְנֵַ֥ בִֹ֖ ב  כְר  ... זָהָָ֑  

 ‘And thou shalt make two cherubim with gold…’ (Exod. 
25.18) 

יתָ   חַ  וְעָשִֵ֥ י אֶת־הַמִזְבֵֹ֖ ים  עֲצֵָ֣ ...שִטִָ֑  

 ‘And thou shalt make the altar with acacia-wood…’ (Exod. 
27.1) 

יתָ   ים וְעָשִֵ֥ י אֶת־הַבַדִֹּ֖ ים  עֲצֵָ֣ ... שִטִָ֑  

 ‘And thou shalt make the staves with acacia-wood…’ (Exod. 
30.5)   

ח וַיַ֛עַש רֶת  אֶת־מִזְבֵַ֥ י הַקְט ֹ֖ ים עֲצֵָ֣ ... שִטִָ֑  

 ‘And he made the altar of incense with acacia-wood…’ 
(Exod. 37.25) 

ח וַיַ֛עַש  ה אֶת־מִזְבֵַ֥ י הָע לָֹ֖ ים עֲצֵָ֣ ... שִטִָ֑  

 ‘And he made the altar of burnt-offering with acacia-
wood…’ (Exod. 38.1) 

In these verses, each material is clearly connected with עשה. 
Elsewhere, however, we find that although the verb עשה 

and the material appear in the same verse, they are not connected 
to each other. In these instances, the material is bound to the 
name of the item being made in a construct phrase: 
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יתָ   ים וְעָשִּ֕ י חֲמִשִֹ֖ ב קַרְסֵָ֣ ... זָהָָ֑  

 ‘And thou shalt make fifty clasps of gold…’ (Exod. 26.6)  
יתָ  יו וְעָשִָ֣ לֶת רִמ נֵי   עַל־שוּלִָׁ֗ עַת וְאַרְגָמָן   תְכֵ  י וְתוֹלַָ֣ ... שָנִֹ֔  

 ‘And upon the skirts of it thou shalt make pomegranates of 
blue, and of purple, and of scarlet…’ (Exod. 28.33) 

ה  ד  לָהֶם   וַעֲשֵ  ... מִכְנְסֵי־בָֹ֔  

 ‘And thou shalt make them linen breeches…’ (Exod. 28.42) 
וּ  ב פַעֲמ נֵֹ֖י וַיַעֲשֵ֥ וֹר זָהָָ֣ ... טָהָ֑  

 ‘And they made bells of pure gold…’ (Exod. 39.25) 
In one verse, the text even repeats a noun in order to force the 
words into a triple construct form: 
יתָ   חַ  בַדִּים   וְעָשִ  י לַמִזְבֵֹ֔ י  בַדֵֹּ֖ ים עֲצֵָ֣ ... שִטִָ֑  

 ‘And thou shalt make staves for the altar, staves of acacia-
wood…’ (Exod. 27.6) 

In this case, the second בדי is not necessary; it appears here 
merely in order to present the material as a complement and not 
as governed by ועשית. 

In the instances presented thus far, the syntactic status of the 
material is clear from the text itself. Sometimes, however, it is not 
possible to determine the status on the basis of the text. For example: 
יתָ   רֶת וְעָשִֵ֥ ב כַפ ֹ֖ וֹר זָהָָ֣ ... טָהָ֑  

 ‘And thou shalt make an ark-cover of/with pure gold…’ 
(Exod. 25.17) 

יתָ   יץ וְעָשִֵ֥ ב צִֹ֖ וֹר זָהָָ֣ ... טָהָ֑  

 ‘And thou shalt make a plate of/with pure gold…’ (Exod. 
28.36) 

In some cases, the matter was determined by the vocalisers and 
the cantillators in harmony with one another:  
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יתָ   וֹת שְתֵי   וְעָשִִׁ֗ ב טַבְעָ֣ ... זָהָֹ֔  

 ‘And thou shalt make two rings of gold…’ (Exod. 28.26, 27) 
יתָ   ב  זֵֵ֥ר לּ֛וֹ וְעָשִֵ֥ יב  זָהָֹ֖ ... סָבִֵֽ  

 ‘And thou shalt make unto it a crown of gold round 
about…’ (Exod. 30.3) 

וֹר יתָ וְעָשִִּ֜   שֶת כִיֵ֥ וֹ נְח ֛ שֶת וְכַנֵ֥ ה   נְח ֹ֖ ... לְרָחְצָָ֑  

 ‘Thou shalt also make a laver of brass and its brass base, …’ 
(Exod. 30.18) 

וּ  ִּֽיַעֲשִׁ֗ ת שְתֵי   וֵַֽ ב טַבְע ָ֣ ... זָהָֹ֔  

 ‘And they made two rings of gold…’ (Exod. 39.19, 20) 

In other instances, the verses appear to unambiguously fa-
vour one interpretation, yet despite this both the vocalisers and 
the cantillators adopted an alternative interpretation: 
ִּֽיַעֲש֛וּ  ת וֵַֽ ש אֶת־הַכָתְנ ֵ֥ ה שֵֹ֖ ג   מַעֲשֵָ֣ ... א רֵָ֑  

 ‘And they made the tunics of fine linen with woven work…’ 
(Exod. 28.39) 

עַש  ת וַיִַׁ֗ וֹר אֵֵ֚ שֶת הַכִיָ֣ ת נְח ֹ֔ וֹ  וְאֵֹ֖ שֶת כַנָ֣ ... נְח ָ֑  

 ‘And he made the laver of brass and its brass base,…’ (Exod. 
38.8) 

ש הַמִצְנֶָ֣פֶת וְאֵת    י  שֵֹ֔ ת וְאֶת־פַאֲרֵֵ֥ ש הַמִגְבָע ֹ֖ ... שֵָ֑  

 ‘And the mitre of/with fine linen, and the goodly head-tires 
with fine linen…’ (Exod. 39.28) 

In these instances, the product is in the definite state while the 
material is in the indefinite; nevertheless, both the vocalisers and 
the cantillators perceived the forms as construct forms, contrary 
to conventional grammar. 

In some cases, verses that are virtually identical are treated 
differently. The differences take the form of alternate readings of 



 Dissonance between Masoretic Accentuation and Cantillation 251 

 

the biblical text itself or of the vocalisation or cantillation. Com-
pare the following verses: 
ה וַיֵַ֥עַש  ב  אֶת־הַמְנ רָֹ֖ וֹר  זָהָָ֣ ... טָהָ֑  

 ‘And he made the candlestick with pure gold…’ (Exod. 
37.17) 

יתָ   ת וְעָשִֵ֥ ב  מְנ רַֹ֖ וֹר  זָהָָ֣ ... טָהָ֑  

 ‘And thou shalt make a candlestick of pure gold’ (Exod. 
25.31) 

יתָ   ם וְעָשִֵ֥ י בְרִיחִֹ֖ ים  עֲצֵָ֣ ... שִטִָ֑  

 ‘And thou shalt make bars with acacia-wood’ (Exod. 26.26) 
י וַיֵַ֥עַש  י בְרִיחֵֹ֖ ים  עֲצֵָ֣ ... שִטִָ֑  

 ‘And he made bars of acacia-wood…’ (Exod. 36.31) 
In the above sets of verses, the alternatives in each pair are ex-
plicit in the form of the text itself. Elsewhere, the differences are 
manifest only in the cantillation: 
ִּֽיַעֲשִׁ֗   ת שְתֵי   וּוֵַֽ ב מִשְבְצ ָ֣ ... זָהָֹ֔  

 ‘And they made two settings of gold…’ (Exod. 39.16) 
ת יתָ וְעָשִֵ֥   ב  מִשְבְצ ֹ֖ ... זָהֵָֽ  

 ‘And thou shalt make settings with gold…’ (Exod. 28.13) 
In other instances, the alternatives are only in the vocalisation:  
ן וַיֵַ֥עַש  לְחָֹ֖ י אֶת־הַש  ים  עֲצֵָ֣ ... שִטִָ֑  

 ‘And he made the table with acacia-wood…’ (Exod. 37.10) 
ים..     י שִטִָ֑ ן עֲצֵָ֣ לְחָֹ֖ יתָ ש  וְעָשִֵ֥  

 ‘And thou shalt make a table with acacia-wood…’ (Exod. 
25.23) 

ל וַיֶַּ֧עַש  ן  בְצַלְאֵ֛ י אֶת־הָאָר ֹ֖ ים עֲצֵָ֣ ... שִטִָ֑  

 ‘And Bezalel made the ark with acacia-wood…’ (Exod. 
37.1) 
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וּ  וֹן וְעָשֵ֥ י אֲרֹ֖ ים  עֲצֵָ֣ ... שִטִָ֑  

 ‘And they shall make an ark of acacia-wood…’ (Exod. 
25.10) 

The word לְחָן  table’ appears consistently as an independent‘ ש 
word in Exod 37.10 and 25.23. By contrast,  אָרוֹן ‘ark’ is presented 
in the construct state in 25.10. Although it is impossible to deter-
mine the matter by cantillation, the vocalisers decided that the 
form is a construct state. The net result is that this verse differs 
both from the analogous verse about the ark and the similar 
verses about the table. 

In summary: the verb עשה is very common in verses de-
scribing the construction of the Tabernacle, and it appears along-
side the material from which the relevant item in the Tabernacle 
is made: wood, copper, gold, or marble. We find two customs 
regarding the relationship between עשה and the material: some-
times they appear as complements and in other cases not. The 
distinctions between these two approaches are sometimes re-
flected in the biblical text itself, while elsewhere they are implied 
by the vocalisation or cantillation. The custom of attaching the 
material to עשה as a complement follows the approach of the can-
tillators in our case: אֶבֶן  חָרַש ־מַעֲשֵה  ‘an engraver’s work in stone’. 
The alternative custom mirrors the approach of the vocalisers 
here:  אבן- חרש מעשה  ‘the work of a stone-engraver’. The only dif-
ference between this verse and others is that in this instance, the 
Masora presents both approaches in a single verse, through the 
vocalisation, on the one hand, and the cantillation, on the other. 
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ן (2) ד הֵ֛ ים עֵֵ֥ יו  לְאוּמִֹ֖ יד נְתַתִָ֑ ים׃  וּמְצַוֵֹּ֖ה נָגִֵ֥ מִֵֽ לְא   

 ‘Behold, I have given him for a witness to the peoples, a 
prince and commander to the peoples.’ (Isa. 55.4) 

The cantillation here establishes the following division: 
ים   ה ומצוֹ֖  ידנגֵ֥   לאמֵֽ

According to this division, מִים -peoples’ is not part of a con‘ לְא 
struct, but complements the verb יו  I have given him’. The‘ נְתַתִָ֑
word must then be analysed as the preposition  ְל -  before the noun 
מִים מָה but of ,לְא ם peoples’, reflecting the plural not of‘ א  -Ac .א 
cordingly, neither נָגִיד nor וּמְצַוֵּה are construct forms. 

However, the vocalisers pointed וּמְצַוֵּה with a ṣere, reflecting 
the construct state. According to this approach, the division is:  

מִים  וּמְצַוֵּה נָגִיד   לְא 

In this case, מִים - לְ  does not represent לְא  מִים  +   but is the plural ,א 
form of לְא ם.  

The Aramaic translations appear to analyse the verse in the 
same way as the cantillators: כל  על  ושליט  מלך,  מניתיה  לעממיא  רב  הא  

 Behold, a leader for peoples I appointed him, a king and‘ מלכותא
ruler over all the kingdoms’ (TJ);  ̇ܫܠܝܛܐ.̇ܝܗܒܬܟ̇ܡ ܐ̈ܠܥܡ ̇ܣܗܕܐ݂ ̇ܗܐ

.ܘܬܐ ̈ܠ ܐܡ ̇ܘܡܕܒܪܢܐ   ‘Behold, a witness to peoples I made him, a ruler 
and leader to peoples’ (Pesh.). The change here in the second 
word (מלכותא or  ܘܬܐ ̈ܐܡ , rather than עממיא/ ܡ ܐ̈ܥܡ  ) implies that 
they read  ְל - מִים  +   .as does the cantillation ,א 

Qimḥi also follows the cantillation, and accordingly ques-
tions the vocalisation: כמנהג  שלא,  י"בצר   ומצוה  ,with a ṣere ומצוה‘ 
contrary to custom’. Luzzatto is more ambivalent:  
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  נתתיו ומצוה נגיד , אמם משורש  והשני...  לאום משורש  לי נראה  הראשון

  שניהם  שיהיו ייתכן  וגם;  לסגול  וראויה,  סמוכה  בלתי   ומצוה  ומלת ,  לעמים

 אמם  משורש  משניהם או לאם משורש 

The first instance appears to me to be from the root לאם… 
and the second from the root אמם, i.e., I have given him a 
prince and commander to the peoples; the word ומצוה is 
not in the construct state and should properly have a segol; 
but it is also possible that both of them come from the root 
 .אמם or that both come from the root לאם

Neither of these commentators mentions the fact that both these 
possibilities are present before us in the masoretic form: one in 
the vocalisation and the other in the cantillation.3  

It is difficult to decide which reading represents the correct 
interpretation of this verse. It only remains to add that according 
to the division reflected by the cantillation, the two legs of the 
parallelism contain two different words pronounced identically 
מִים) מִים+לְ  and לְא  א  ), and this may be regarded as poetic refine-
ment and elevation. This consideration is not decisive, but it adds 
credence to the division of the cantillators. 
ד (3) י־ש דֵ  ל'  ה    כִֵֽ ד  אֶת־בָבֶֹ֔ נָה  וְאִבֵַ֥ וֹל  מִמֶֹ֖ וֹל  קָ֣ וּ  גָדָ֑ יִם  גַלֵּיהֶם    וְהָמ  ים  כְמַָ֣ ן   רַבִֹ֔   נִתֵַ֥

וֹן ם׃  שְאֹ֖ קוֹלֵָֽ  

 ‘For the LORD spoileth Babylon, and destroyeth out of her 
the great voice; and their waves roar like many waters, the 
noise of their voice is uttered.’ (Jer. 51.55) 

וֹן -noise’ is vocalised here as a construct form, and the vocali‘ שְאֹ֖
sation presupposes the following division: 

 קולם שְאוֹן נתן

 
3 See also M. Breuer (1982, 386); Ḥakham (1984, 590, n. 23). 
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The subject is ‘the noise of their voice’, and as Rashi interprets 
צעקתם קול נשמע  ‘the sound of their shouting was heard’.  

However, the cantillation presents a different division: 
ן ון נתֵ֥ ם   שאֹ֖  קולֵֽ

The division in the cantillation guides us to the reading *שָאוֹן , in 
the absolute state. Accordingly, the subject is קוֹלָם ‘their voice’ 
alone, while *שָאוֹן  is not part of the subject, but an adverb com-
plementing נִתַן ‘is uttered’. According to the cantillation, the 
meaning of the phrase is ‘their voice is uttered noisily’, that is 
‘their voice rose in volume’, or, as Qimḥi explained: שאון  כמו  והיה  

-And their voice was like a noise’. The Targum follows a sim‘ קולם
ilar approach:  ון קלה  באתרגושא   וירימון  ‘and they raise with noise 
their voice’.  קלהון is the object, while  באתרגושא translates  שאון. 
Again, therefore, שאון serves as an adverb, as implied by the di-
vision in the cantillation.4 

The difference between the two interpretations of this verse 
centres on the question as to whether קול and  שאון have identical 
meanings. If they do, their combination may be regarded as an 
instance of hendiadys— קול־שאון ; the inverse version of this com-
bination— שאון־קול —appears elsewhere in the Bible (Isa. 13.4; 
66.6). The vocalisers (and those who follow their approach) in-
terpret our verse in this manner. If the meanings of the two words 
are not identical, however, then we do not have a single phrase 
here. Since they are not identical, the sound ( קול) can be under-
stood to be made in a manner similar to a שאון. In this reading, 

 
4 Wickes (1887, 68) rearranges the cantillation marks to suit the con-
struct form; see also Ginsburg (1926a, 207). 
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 carries its own distinct semantic weight that is capable of שאון
both describing קול and adding to it something it does not carry 
on its own. 

2.2. Absolute in the Vocalisation, Construct in the 
Cantillation 

י־כ ָ֣  (4) ר  ה׀כִֵֽ י'  הִׁ֗   אָמַָ֣ לֶיהָ   הִנְנִָ֣ ה־אֵ֠ ר  נ טֵֶֽ וֹם  כְנָהָ֨ ף  וּכְנֶַּ֧חַל  שָלִּ֜ וֹד  שוֹטֵ֛ ם   םגוֹיִֹ֖   כְבֵ֥ ינַקְתֶָ֑   וִֵֽ

אוּ עַל־צַד   יִם תִנָשֵֹ֔ עוּ׃ וְעַל־בִרְכַֹ֖ תְשָעֳשֵָֽ  

 ‘For thus saith the LORD: Behold, I will extend peace to her 
like a river, and the glory of the nations like an overflowing 
stream, and ye shall suck thereof: Ye shall be borne upon 
the side, and shall be dandled upon the knees.’ (Isa. 66.12) 

The prevailing interpretation among the commentators is ‘be-
hold, I will extend to her like a river—peace; and like an over-
flowing stream—the glory of the nations’. According to this ap-
proach, ‘like a river’ is a description parallel to ‘like an overflow-
ing stream’, while ‘peace’ is an object parallel to ‘the glory of the 
nations’. Accordingly, this interpretation adopts the following di-
vision: 

 גוים  כבוד – שוטף וכנחל שלום  – כנהר

This division is followed, for example, in the Peshitta:  ܐ̇ܗܐ ̇ܪܡ 

ܠܡ ܐ݂ ̇ܥܠܝܗ  ̇ܐܢܐ .ܢܗܪܐ ̇ܐܝܟ̇ܫ   ‘Behold I cast upon her peace like a 
river’. The Sages appear to have shared this understanding: 

  נוטה   הנני'  ה  אמר  כה  ד" הה,  שלום  אליה  לנטות  עתיד  שאני  אומה  –  השולמית

שלום  כנהר  אליה -refers to the nation to which I shall ex – השולמית‘ 
tend peace, as it is written: ‘thus saith the LORD: “Behold, I will 
extend peace to her like a river”’ (Genesis Rabbah 66.2). 
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However, Luzzatto already noted that the cantillation does 
not lead to this interpretation. According to the above reading, 
 ,should have carried an accent of the third degree (tevir) שלום
which in this position would have been stronger than the tevir on 
 shows that the cantillation actually שלום The geresh over .שוטף
adopts the following division: 

 םגויֹ֖  ודכבֵ֥  ף שוט֛  חלוכנֶּ֧  וֹםשלִּ֜  רכנה֨ 

According to this division, there is only one object in this verse: 
גוים  כבוד  and the two ,נהר is not an object, but describes שלום .

images we have here are ‘as a peaceful river’ and ‘as an overflow-
ing stream’. 

This is certainly the meaning intended by the cantillators; 
it remains for us to ask only what the vocalisers intended. In 
other words, which of the two above-mentioned meanings is im-
plied by the vocalised text before us: שלום̇כְנָהָר ? 

Since שלום is a noun, and not an adjective, whenever it de-
scribes the preceding noun it must form part of a construct. For 
example: י וֹם̇דִּבְרֵֵ֥ שָלֹ֖  ‘words of peace’ (Deut. 2.26); י וֹם̇מַלְאֲכֵָ֣ -mes‘   שָלֹ֔
sengers of peace’ (Isa. 33.7); וֹם̇וַעֲצַָ֣ת  ’and the counsel of peace‘   שָלֹ֔
(Zech. 6.13). And to quote examples when the construct state is 
dependent on the vocalisation: וֹם̇בִנְוֵָ֣ה שָלָ֑  ‘in a peaceable habita-
tion’ (Isa. 32.18); וֹת שָלוֹם  ̇מַחְשְב   ‘thoughts of peace’ (Jer. 29.11); 

וֹן ם̇חֲזָ֣ שָלָֹ֑  ‘vision of peace’ (Ezek. 13.16);  ט וֹם̇וּמִשְפַָ֣ שָלֹ֔  ‘and judgment 
of peace’ (Zech. 8.16). Accordingly, if שלום indeed describes  נהר, 
the proper vocalisation here would be  שלום   כִנְהַר ; the vocalised 
form שלום̇כְנָהָר  is, therefore, not a possible reflection of this in-
terpretation. 
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Accordingly, the vocalised text before us— שָלוֹם̇כְנָהָר — 
clearly indicates that this is not a phrase consisting of a noun and 
an adjective, but rather an adverb and an object. In other words, 
and in keeping with the opinion of the commentators as we 
quoted at the beginning of our discussion: 

 גוים  כבוד – שוטף וכנחל שלום –  כְנָהָר

Thus, we see that the difference between the vocalisers’ ap-
proach and that of the cantillators centres on the interpretation 
of שלום, and hence also of כנהר. The vocalisers read  שלום  כְנָהָר  and 
regard שלום as an object, i.e., ‘I will extend peace to her like a 
river’; the cantillators read  שלום  כִנְהַר  and understand ‘peace’ as 
describing ‘river’, i.e., ‘I will extend to her as a river of peace’. 
ן (5) דָם מַתָָ֣ יב אָּ֭ וֹ יַרְחִָ֣ ים  וְלִפְנֵֹ֖י  לָ֑ נוּ׃ יַנְחֵֶֽ  גְד לִָ֣  

 ‘A man’s gift maketh room for him, and bringeth him before 
great men.’ (Prov. 18.16) 

According to the cantillation, the division here is:  
ן דָם  מַתָָ֣ יב אָּ֭ וֹ  יַרְחִָ֣  לָ֑

The meaning is that a man’s gift will expand him or make room 
for him. This is reflected in the Targum: מרוחא  נשא  דבר  מוהבתיה  

-and Ibn Ezra also interpreted these words in the same man ,ליה
ner. 

However, ן -is vocalised with a qamets, indicating the ab מַתָָ֣
solute rather than construct state. Accordingly, the vocalisers did 
not see a construct here, but rather interpreted מַתָן as focal. Ac-
cordingly, their division is: 

 לו  ירחיב אדם  מַתָן
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And the meaning can be represented with a cleft sentence: ‘it is 
a gift that makes room for a man’ (Eichel 1790, first introduction). 

3.0. Definiteness 
תַח (6) וּבוּ צוּּ֭ר פָָ֣ יִם  וַיָזָ֣ וּ מָָ֑ לְכִׁ֗ וֹת הֶָ֝ ר׃  בַצִיֵ֥ נָהֵָֽ  

 ‘He opened the rock, and waters gushed out; they ran, a 
river in the dry places.’ (Ps. 105.41) 

The most probable division is that proposed by the vocalisation:  
 נהר   בַצִיוֹת הלכו

The commentators understood the verse according to this divi-
sion. However, this creates a disagreement between the singular 
subject נָהָר ‘river’ and the predicate’s plural verb ּהָלְכו ‘ran’. Vari-
ous solutions can be proposed in this respect. Some commenta-
tors suggested that the noun מָיִם ‘water’ (plural in Hebrew) also 
governs the second part of the verse, so that the meaning would 
be ּנָהָר  מֵי  בַצִיוֹת  הָלְכו  ‘the waters of the river flowed in the dry 
places’ (Ibn Ezra). Others argued that the singular ‘river’ here ac-
tually stands for a plural, so that the meaning is ‘the rivers flowed 
in the dry places’ (Rashi). Still others opined that the meaning is 
‘(the above-mentioned waters) flowed in the dry places like a 
river’, e.g., נהרא  היך  בצחותא  הליכו  (Targum). In any case, this in-
terpretation clearly understands צִיוֹת as the plural of צִיָה ‘a wil-
derness’ (the only occurrence of a plural form of this word in the 
Hebrew Bible). 

The cantillation, however, divides the verse in a different 
manner: 

ר  ותבציֵ֥  ולכִׁ֗ הֶ֝   נהֵֽ
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What meaning is implied by this division? It would seem to be 
founded on an interpretation proposed by the Sages, who suggest 
that צִיוֹת is not the plural of צִיָה, but rather of צִי ‘ship’. The Tosefta 
comments: אצל זה ובאין באיספקאות יושבין הן...  גדולים נחלים נעשית  והיא  

נהר  בציות  הלכו'  שנ,  זה  ‘And it becomes mighty rivers… they sit in 
ships and come to each other, as it is written: נהר  בציות  הלכו ’ (t. 
Sukkah 3.12); and more explicitly in Bemidbar Rabba:  אשה  

  הלכו '  שנא,  בספינה   מהלכת  היתה  לדגל  מדגל  חברתה  אצל  לילך  צריכה  שהיתה

יעברנו  לא   אדיר  וצי '  שנא,  ספינות  אלא   ציות  ואין ,  נהר  בציות  ‘a woman who 
needed to go to her friend from a tribe to another tribe would go 
by ship, as it is said נהר   בציות  הלכו , and ציות means ships, as it is 
written:  יעברנו   לא  אדיר  וצי  ‘a mighty ship cannot cross it’ (Bemidbar 
Rabba 19.26).5 According to this interpretation, ציות  נהר is a con-
struct chain, and the meaning of נהר  בציות  הלכו  is ‘they went in 
riverboats’.  

However, according to this interpretation,  ִתוֹיצ  cannot be 
definite. In other words, the interpretation implied by the cantil-
lation requires a bet vocalised with shewa, rather than the pataḥ 
reflecting the definite article according to the received vocalisa-
tion (Ḥakham 1981, 277). 
בֶטֶן (7) ל א־בַּ֭ נִי הֲֵֽ הוּ ע שֵָ֣ נוּ עָשָָ֑ נִֶׁ֗ יְכ  חֶם וֶַ֝ ד׃  בָרֵֶ֥ אֶחֵָֽ  

 ‘Did not He that made me in the womb make him? And did 
not One fashion us in the womb?’ (Job 31.15) 

The cantillation establishes the following division: 
ד  חםברֵ֥   נויכנִׁ֗ וֶ֝   אחֵֽ

 
5 See also Tanḥuma Ḥuqat 21. And see Ben-Yehuda (1908–1958, 5646a, 
n. 1). 
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According to this division, the phrase here is  אֶחָד  רֶחֶם  ‘one 
womb’, whereby ‘one’ describes ‘womb’. Since אֶחָד is not definite, 
 must also be construed as indefinite, and accordingly the רֶחֶם
cantillation requires the reading  בְרחם, with bet vocalised with 
shewa. Several commentators interpreted the verse in this man-
ner, including the translator of the Peshitta: ܢܢ̇ܡܪܒܥܐ݂ ̇ܘܒܚܕ ܬܩ  .  

However, the vocalisation gives us the definite form בָרחם, 
thereby establishing that we do not have a single phrase here. 
According to the vocalisation, the division is as follows: 

 אחד   בָרֶחֶם ויכננו

This interpretation makes  אחד the subject of the sentence, rather 
than a complement of רחם, as interpreted by Ibn Ezra, among 
others:  אחד  אל  ברחם   ויכננו  ‘One God fashioned us in the womb’ 
(Norzi 1742–1744, VI:50a; Ḥakham 1970, 238, n. 91; Qafih 
1973, 263). 
בוּ׃  פֶלבַשֵֵ֥  יםוַעֲשִירִֹ֖  ים רַבִָ֑  יםרוֹמִֹ֖ בַמְ  כֶלהַסֶֹ֔  ןנִתַָ֣  (8) יֵשֵֵֽ  

 ‘Folly is set on great heights, and the rich sit in a low place’ 
(Eccl. 10.6) 

The division according to the cantillation is: 
בו  פלבשֵ֥  יםועשירֹ֖         ים רבָ֑  יםבמרומֹ֖  כלהסֹ֔  ןנתָ֣   ישֵֽ

Here  רבים   מרומים  is a phrase (‘great heights’) whereby רבים de-
scribes במרומים. This interpretation was followed by Rashi, for 
example:  גובה  במרומי   והרשע  השטות  שניתן  ‘For foolishness and evil 
was placed at a great height’. Once again, the syntactic difficulty 
is glaring: the noun is definite while its adjective is not. However, 
the definite character of בַמרומים is indicated not in the written 
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text itself, but in the vocalisation. Therefore, it seems that the 
cantillators read  רבים  בִמְרוֹמִים , as an indefinite construction. 

By establishing the definite vocalisation בַמְרוֹמִים, the vocal-
isers disconnected the two words, resulting in the following divi-
sion:  

 ישבו  בשפל ועשירים רבים   בַמְרוֹמִים הסכל נתן

According to this interpretation, רבים is not an adjective 
complementing במרומים, but rather joins the second half of the 
verse, alongside ועשירים. Ibn Ezra accordingly comments: ופירוש  

גדולים  כמו  רבים  ‘And the meaning of רבים is like (that of)  גדולים 
“great ones”’ (Yalon 1971, 331). 

Lauha (1978, 183) adopted a similar line: “Nach 
masoretischer Akzentuierung Gehört רבים zu V. 6a, aber wegen 
seiner Artikellosigkeit kann es nicht als Attrubut zu  במרומים 
gehören und muss mit V 6b kominiert werden” (‘According to the 
cantillation, רבים belongs to the first part of the verse. However, 
since רבים is indefinite, it cannot serve as an adjective of  במרומים 
and must join the second part of the verse’).  

These comments are very pertinent but require a slight cor-
rection. The indefinite character of רבים indeed disconnects it 
from במרומים—if that word is definite. But its definite character 
is conveyed solely by the vocalisation. It is thus evident that by 
joining the two words together, the cantillators read not ם בַמְרוֹמִי , 
but rather בִמְרוֹמִים, and according to this reading there is no dif-
ficulty in connecting the two words. The dissonance here, then, 
is not one between the cantillation and the rules of grammar, as 
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Lauha’s comments may imply, but merely one between the can-
tillation and the vocalisation (see also Zer-Kavod 1973, 63, n. 
15). 

4.0. Pausal versus Non-pausal 

4.1. Introduction 

This section will discuss exceptions to the usual rules concerning 
pausal and non-pausal forms in the Bible. As a general rule, 
pausal forms appear with strong disjunctives, while non-pausal 
forms accompany weaker disjunctives and conjunctives. Clear ex-
ceptions to these rules can sometimes be found, however, and 
these can be explained according to the underlying message of 
this article: the vocalisation may be exceptional because it is 
fixed according to a different division. 

In order to do so, we should mention some basic fundamen-
tals regarding pausal and non-pausal forms: 

(1) A vowel that stems from an original i vowel does not 
change in pause, as נְתִי ט ;I am old’ (Gen. 27.2)‘ זְָקַָ֑  softly’ (1 Kgs‘ אֵַֽ
ת ;(21.27  ;as a daughter’ (2 Sam. 12.3) (Breuer 1980, 244–46‘ כְבֵַֽ
Blau 1981). Sometimes a vowel does not change when its origin 
is not certain, such as ן ִּֽן   מִזִַׁ֗ ל־זֵַ֥ אֶ   ‘all kinds of stuff’ (Ps. 144.13); 
ר  ל ;the steward’ (Dan. 1.11)‘ הַמֶלְצַָ֑  .Michal’ (1 Sam. 14.49)‘ מִיכֵַֽ
Such forms cannot be considered non-pausal forms, as they do 
not change in pause. 

(2) Pausal forms may appear with accents other than the 
chief disjunctives, e.g., ּו ל  וְיַעֲשֶּ֧ סַח  בְנֵי־יִשְרָאֵ֛ וֹ  אֶת־הַפָֹ֖ בְמוֹעֲדֵֽ  ‘let the chil-
dren of Israel keep the Passover in its appointed season’ (Num. 
9.2). Consider, for example: 
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ב  בִנְיָמִין    ף זְאֵָ֣ קֶר  יִטְרָֹ֔ אכַל בַב ֹ֖ ד י ָ֣ רֶב        עַָ֑ ק וְלָעֶֹ֖ ל׃  יְחַלֵֵּ֥ שָלֵָֽ  

 ‘Benjamin is a wolf that raveneth; in the morning he de-
voureth the prey, and at even he divideth the spoil.’ (Gen. 
49.27) 

We may be tempted, according to the forms, to propose a 
different division: 

 שלל  יחלק ולערב עַד יאכל בבקר       יִטְרָף זאב  בנימין

While this division may indeed be more plausible, we cannot 
reach this conclusion due to the considerations discussed above. 
On the one hand, a pausal form of the type found here— ף יִטְרָֹ֔  —
may appear with a strong disjunctive, such as the first zaqef in a 
verse. On the other hand, it is doubtful whether  עַד is truly a non-
pausal form, since there is no instance of this word vocalised with 
a qameṣ in a pausal context (pace Schlesinger 1962, 88–89). 

(3) There are various types of pausal forms, and each type 
behaves differently. Some types readily tend to adopt the pausal 
form, while others do so only with the chief disjunctives. Let us 
take the following example (the division here follows the cantil-
lation): 
ךָ   ךָ  בְשִבְתְ   רֶך  וּבְלֶכְתְךָָ֣  בְבֵיתֶ  בְשָכְבְךָֹ֖         בַדֶֹּ֔ ךָ  וֵּֽ וּבְקוּמֵֶֽ  

 ‘When thou sittest in thy house, and when thou walkest by 
the way, and when thou liest down, and when thou risest 
up’ (Deut. 6.7) 

It is clear that the only reasonable division of this verse is 
according to the cantillation. However, we should not compare 
the pair of forms ָבֵיתֶךָ/בֵיתְך with the pair דָּרֶך /דֶּרֶך, since the ten-
dency to the pausal form is extremely weak in the latter type. 

The situation is further illustrated by the following example: 
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ךָ̇אנַעְבְרָה־נָָ֣   ה̇נַעֲב ר  ̇אל    בְאַרְצִֶׁ֗ רֶם̇בְשָדֶָ֣ א      וּבְכֶֹ֔ ה̇וְל ֵ֥ י̇נִשְתֶֹ֖ ר ̇מֵָ֣ בְאֵָ֑  
 ‘Let us pass, I pray thee, through thy land; we will not 

pass through field or through vineyard, neither will we 
drink of the water of the wells.’ (Num. 20.17) 

Based on the forms in this verse, we should ostensibly depart 
from the cantillation and divide this verse as follows: 
באר   מי נשתה ולא וּבְכֶרֶם בשדה נעבר  לא       בְאַרְצֶךָ נעברה־נא   

Here, too, although this is a more plausible division than that 
established by the cantillation, we cannot claim that it is dictated 
by the vocalisation. The pair ָאַרְצְךָ/ אַרְצֶך  cannot be compared to 
the pair כָרֶם/כֶרֶם, since the former is far more prone to adopt the 
pausal form than the latter (Ben-David 1995, 8–9). 

Accordingly, when comparing pausal and non-pausal forms 
in the same verse, we must draw conclusions only if the com-
pared forms belong to the same type. 

4.2. Pausal Form in Context 
ה׃  גֶלהָעֵֵ֥  אוַיֵצֵֹ֖  שבָאֵֹ֔  הוּוָאַשְלִכֵָ֣  יוַיִתְנוּ־לִָ֑  קוּהִתְפָרָֹ֖  בזָהָֹ֔  ילְמִָ֣  לָהֶם   רוָא מַ   (9) הַזֵֶֽ  

 ‘And I said unto them: “Whosoever hath any gold, let them 
break it off; so they gave it me; and I cast it into the fire, 
and there came out this calf.’ (Exod. 32.24) 

In this story, Aaron tells Moses about the sequence of events that 
ultimately led to the sin of the Golden Calf. His speech includes 
an ambiguous verbal form ּהִתְפָרָקו. This word can be understood 
in two ways, both grammatically and contextually: either as an 
imperative form or as a third person plural past tense. If it is an 
imperative, then it is part of Aaron’s words to the people that are 
being quoted here, as he tells them ‘whosoever hath any gold—
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break it off’. Thus Aaron is repeating his comments as reported 
earlier in the story itself: אמֶר ן̇אֲלֵהֶם  ̇וַי   רְקוּ  ̇אַהֲר ֹ֔ י̇פֵָֽ ב̇נִזְמֵָ֣ ̇בְאָזְנֵָ֣י̇אֲשֶר  ̇הַזָהָֹ֔

ם ם̇נְשֵיכֶֹ֔ יאוּ ̇וּבְנ תֵיכֶָ֑ם̇בְנֵיכֶֹ֖ י׃̇וְהָבִֹ֖ אֵלֵָֽ  ‘And Aaron said unto them: “Break 
off the golden rings, which are in the ears of your wives, of your 
sons, and of your daughters, and bring them unto me”’ (Exod. 
32.2). If this is a third person past tense form, then י ֹּ֣ ב̇לְמ  ה ָ֔ ז   ‘who-
soever hath any gold’ are the only words here that Aaron actually 
spoke at the time of the event, while the following section—

קוּ ֹּ֖ ר  תְפ  י̇̇ה  ָ֑ תְנוּ־ל  וַי  —describes the people’s resulting action: ‘they 
broke off and gave it to me’—paralleling the content of the story 
itself:   ּרְקו ם̇וַיִתְפֵָֽ י̇כָל־הָעָֹ֔ ב̇אֶת־נִזְמֵֵ֥ ר̇הַזָהָֹ֖ ם̇אֲשֶָ֣ יאוּ̇בְאָזְנֵיהֶָ֑ ן׃̇וַיָבִֹ֖ ל־אַהֲר ֵֽ אֵֶֽ  ‘And 
all the people broke off the golden rings which were in their ears, 
and brought them unto Aaron’ (Exod. 32.3). 

According to the cantillation, the division of the verse is as 
follows: 

 י ויתנו־לָ֑  קוהתפרֹ֖    בזהֹ֔  ילמָ֣  להם   רואמ  

The meaning according to this division is clear: Aaron’s speech is 
short, and confined solely to the words זָהָב ̇לְמִי , while ּהִתְפָרָקו is a 
past tense form describing the people’s actions, and combined in 
the division of the verse with the adjacent וַיִתְנוּ־לִי. Rashi followed 
this interpretation:  אחד   דבר  –  להם  ואמר '   מהרו  והם;  לבד',  זהב  למי: 

לי  ויתנו  והתפרקו   ‘And I told them – one thing only: “Who has gold?” 
And they hurried and broke [it] off and gave [it] to me’. 

This interpretation reflects a desire to limit Aaron’s speech 
during this affair to the minimum, thereby also mitigating his sin: 
he spoke only two words, and did not himself tell the people to 
break off their gold. The main sin is that of the people, who broke 
off their gold without having been told to do so. The desire to 
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limit Aaron’s speech is not confined to the exegesis, however, and 
can be seen in Aaron’s words as reported. Even if we extend his 
speech to include the word ּקו ר  תְפ   this is still markedly concise ,ה 
by comparison to his words as quoted in the story itself:   ּרְקו י ̇פֵָֽ ̇נִזְמֵָ֣

ב ם̇יבְאָזְנֵָ֣̇אֲשֶר  ̇הַזָהָֹ֔ ם̇נְשֵיכֶֹ֔ יאוּ̇וּבְנ תֵיכֶָ֑ם̇בְנֵיכֶֹ֖ י׃̇וְהָבִֹ֖ אֵלֵָֽ  ‘Break off the golden 
rings, which are in the ears of your wives, of your sons, and of 
your daughters, and bring them unto me’ (Exod. 32.2). Accord-
ingly, even setting aside exegesis, it seems that Aaron was eager 
to shorten his speech, for understandable reasons. The commen-
tators followed this trend, truncating Aaron’s quoted speech still 
further. 

However, the vocalisers pointed ּהִתְפָרָקו as a pausal form. A 
pausal form in this context, with a ṭippeḥa after a zaqef (which is 
the second king in a verse that also includes an ʾatnaḥ) is an un-
usual occurrence. Accordingly, they appear to have divided the 
verse differently: 

 לי ויתנו   הִתְפָרָקוּ זהב למי להם  ואמר

According to this division,  ּהִתְפָרָקו is included in the quote of Aa-
ron’s speech: ‘whosoever hath gold—break it off!’ The people’s 
actions are now confined to וַיִתְנוּ־לִי ‘and they gave it me’. This 
interpretation also has support among the commentators. Avar-
banel, for example, explains: התפרקו—זהב  למי:  אליהם   אמרתי  ולכן  !

ימעיט   והמעט  מתנתו  ירבה  הרב,  לו  שיש   מה  כפי  מהזהב  יתן  אחד  כל:  לומר  רוצה  
‘…And so I told them: whoever has gold—take it off! That is to 
say: each person will give gold according to how much they have, 
those with much will give more and those with less, less’. 

As noted, the thrust of Aaron’s comments leaves room for 
both these interpretations. The same is true of the comparison to 
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the original story in the text, which includes both an imperative 
form   ּרְקו רְקוּ   and the past form פֵָֽ -the form here may be con ;וַיִתְפֵָֽ
sidered to mirror either of these. If we turn to the plain meaning 
of the verse, however, there seems to be no alternative but to 
read ּהִתְפָרָקו as an imperative form, for a simple reason. A past 
tense form would be expected to appear in an inverted tense 
form, as is usual in a narrative chunk and in keeping with the 
surrounding past forms: ר א ...  וָאַשְלִכֵָ֣הוּ...  ־ וַיִתְנוּ...  לָהֶם  ̇וָא מַ  וַיֵצֵֹ֖  ‘and I 
said to them… and they gave… and I cast it… and (this calf) 
came out…’ (Exod. 32.24). The exceptional form here shows that 
this is an imperative concluding Aaron’s words. 

For our purposes, what is important is not the original in-
terpretation of the form, but the interpretation adopted by the 
vocalisers and the cantillators, and in this respect they were di-
vided: the vocalisers interpreted התפרקו as an imperative, while 
the cantillators saw it as a third person past form. 

4.3. Pausal Forms in Non-Pausal Contexts and Vice-
Versa 

יִל̇הֵבִיאוְ֠  (10) ים̇אַָ֣ אן̇תָמִֶּ֧ ם̇בְעֶרְכְךֵָ֥ ̇מִן־הַצ ֛ ן̇לְאָשָֹ֖ יו̇וְכִפֶר  ̇אֶל־הַכ הֵָ֑ ן̇עָלָ֨ ל̇הַכ הִֵּ֜ ̇עַָ֣

וֹ וּא ̇אֲשֶר־שָגָ֛ג̇שִגְגָתֶּ֧ ע̇וְהֵ֥ א־יָדַֹ֖ ח̇ל ֵֽ וֹ׃̇וְנִסְלֵַ֥  לֵֽ
 ‘And he shall bring a ram without blemish out of the flock, 

according to thy valuation, for a guilt-offering, unto the 
priest; and the priest shall make atonement for him con-
cerning the error which he committed, though he knew 
it not, and he shall be forgiven.’ (Lev. 5.18) 
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This verse describes the sacrifice known by the Sages as תלוי   אשם  
‘contingent guilt offering’. The cantillation establishes the follow-
ing division: 

א־ידֹ֖  ואוהֵ֥  גאשר־שג֛  ושגגתֶּ֧  לעָ֣  ו  חונסלֵ֥           עלֵֽ  לֵֽ

The first part of this clause includes two grammatically similar 
verb forms: שגג and ידע. As noted above, such a situation is opti-
mal for purposes of comparison, since in such a case the forms 
are equally prone to pausal formation and they occur within a 
single verse. Yet as we see, the pausal form appears on the weaker 
cantillation mark, while the principal mark carries a non-pausal 
form. Accordingly, the vocalisation implies a different division: 

 לו  ונסלח יָדַע לא והוא   שָגָג אשר  שגגתו על

Thus the cantillation and the vocalisation disagree as to whether 
the intermediate section ל א־יָדַע̇וְהוּא  is to be attached to the first 
part of this clause or to the second (Ben-David 1995, 154, n. 146). 
What is the background to this uncertainty? 

We should firstly note that the words ל א־יָדַע̇וְהוּא  stand out 
here, since they do not appear in the analogous verses concerning 
other sacrifices, such as: 

ר... יו̇וְכִפֶ֨ ן̇עָלֶָּ֧ וֹ̇הַכ הֵ֛ ח̇מֵחַטָאתֹ֖ וֹ׃̇וְנִסְלֵַ֥ לֵֽ   
‘…and the priest shall make atonement for him as concern-
ing his sin, and he shall be forgiven.’ (Lev. 4.26)  

ר... יו̇וְכִפֶ֨ ן̇עָלֶָּ֧ וֹעַל־חַטָ ̇הַכ הֵ֛ א̇אתֵ֥ ח̇אֲשֶר־חָטָֹ֖ וֹ׃̇וְנִסְלֵַ֥ לֵֽ   
‘…and the priest shall make atonement for him as touching 
his sin that he hath sinned, and he shall be forgiven.’ (Lev. 
4.35)  



270 Breuer 

 

Accordingly, the inclusion of these words here is inherently prob-
lematic. On the one hand, it is possible to assume quite simply 
that ידע  לא  והוא  is merely a reiteration in different words of שגגתו  

שגג   אשר  . This is surely the understanding implied by the cantilla-
tion in combining these two phrases. 

However, the Sages saw in these words a specific reference 
to the special law concerning this sacrifice, the contingent guilt 
offering. They explain that contingent guilt occurs only when a 
person is not certain that he has committed a sin. This offering 
cannot atone for a sin unless the sinner is unaware of his sin and 
as far as he does not have certainty. Even after making this offer-
ing, if he learns that he indeed sinned, he is obliged to make a 
new sacrifice—the sin offering (חַטָאת)—like a regular sinner: וזהו  

  בודאי   לו  שיודע  עד  לו  ותולה   הספק  על  מכפר  שהוא  מפני—תלוי  אשם  הנקרא

חטאתו  ויקריב  בשגגה  שחטא  ‘And this is what is known as the contin-
gent guilt [offering]—since it atones for doubt and remains pend-
ing until he knows with certainty that he sinned in error and he 
makes his sin offering” (Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Shegagot 
5.1). Sifra (Finkelstein, 1983, 209) explains:  לו  ונסלח  ידע  לא  והוא ,

  שנערפה   פי  על  אף,  ערופה  לעגלה   דומה  זה  למה   הא,  לו  מיתכפר  אינו  ידע  אילו   הא

יהריג  זה   הרי  ההורג  נמצא  כך  ואחר  ‘“And he knew it not and is for-
given”’—implies that if he did know it, he is not atoned. What 
does this resemble? The red heifer, that if the murderer was 
found after the heifer’s neck had been broken, he will be exe-
cuted’. In these comments, the expression  ל א־יָדַע̇וְהוּא  ‘and he 
knew it not’ clearly refers to the post factum situation, and if he 
later learns that he indeed sinned, his atonement is nullified, as 
Rashi explains here: עד  זה  באשם  לו  נתכפר   לא,  זמן  לאחר  ידע  אם  הא  
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חטאת  שיביא  ‘Yet if he knew later, he is not atoned for this guilt 
until he has brought a sin offering’. According to the Sages, then, 
forgiveness depends and is conditioned on the sinner not having 
been aware of his sin; as soon as he becomes aware of it, the 
atonement is nullified. This would seem to explain why the vo-
calisers formed the unit לוֹ̇וְנִסְלַח ̇ל א־יָדַע̇וְהוּא , to emphasise that he 
is only forgiven for as long as he is unaware. 

ן ̇אמֶרוַי ֶּ֧  (11) ד̇יְהוֹנָתָ֛ וֹם̇לֵָ֣ך̇לְדָוִֹ֖ עְנוּ̇אֲשֶר  ̇לְשָלָ֑ ינוּ̇נִשְבַ֨ חְנוּ̇שְנִֵּ֜ ם ̇אֲנִַׁ֗ ר'̇ה  ̇בְשֵ  '̇הּ֞ ̇לֵאמ ֹ֔

הְיֶָ֣ה׀ י̇יִֵֽ ךָ̇בֵינִָ֣ ין̇וּבֵינִֶׁ֗ ין̇י זַרְעִ֛   וּבֵֵ֥ ם׃̇זַרְעֲךָֹ֖ ̇וּבֵֵ֥  עַד־עוֹלֵָֽ
 ‘And Jonathan said to David: “Go in peace, forasmuch as 

we have sworn both of us in the name of the Lord, saying: 
‘The Lord shall be between me and thee, and between my 
seed and thy seed, forever.’”’ (1 Sam. 20.42) 

The cantillation establishes the following division:  
היָ֣ ' הּ֞  ם    זרעךֹ֖  יןובֵ֥  י זרע֛   יןובֵ֥  ךובינִׁ֗  יבינָ֣  ה׀יֵֽ  עד־עולֵֽ

However, the vocalisation of the forms here challenges this divi-
sion, since ָוּבֵינֶך is vocalised as a pausal form, while ָזַרְעֲך appears 
in a non-pausal form. Here, too, the two words belong to the 
same category (shewa in the non-pausal form versus segol in the 
pausal form in a second person masculine singular pronominal 
suffix), and again they appear in a single verse. According to the 
vocalisers, then, the division is: 

 עד־עולם זַרְעֲךָ   ובין זרעי ובין  וּבֵינֶךָ  ביני יהיה' ה

The vocalisers and the cantillators disagreed as to whether 
עולם  עד  in this verse is attached solely to זרעך   ובין  זרעי  בין  (as the 

vocalisation dictates), or also to ובינך  ביני  (as the cantillation im-
plies) (Ben-David 1995, 72, n. 110).  
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The question whether עולם  עד  properly describes only the 
following generations or also the current one arises in numerous 
verses. In several places in the Bible, we find the emphatic parti-
cle עולם used to strengthen זֶרַע ‘seed’. The following is one exam-
ple of such a verse: ... ַת יוְנָ֨ רֶץ̇תִִּ֜ את̇אֶת־הָאֶָּ֧ יךָ̇לְזַרְעֲךֵָ֥ ̇הַז ֛ זֵַ֥ת̇אַחֲרֶֹ֖ ם׃ ̇אֲח  עוֹלֵָֽ  
‘…and I will give this land to thy seed after thee for an everlasting 
possession.’ (Gen. 48.4) 

Conversely, עולם sometimes undoubtedly also refers to the 
current generation, as in the verse shortly before the one we are 
discussing here: ... י̇' ה֛ ̇הִנֵֶּ֧ה ם׃̇וּבֵינְךָֹ֖ ̇בֵינִֵ֥ עַד־עוֹלֵָֽ  ‘…behold, the LORD is 
between me and thee forever.’ (1 Sam. 20.23) 

In several verses, however, the question involves the divi-
sion of the verse, and the commentator or cantillator must decide 
what is complemented by the word עולם. This is the case in our 
verse, where the cantillation determined that עולם refers to this 
generation, as well as future ones. The same is true in the follow-
ing verses: 

...םעוֹלָָ֑  יתלִבְרִָ֣        םלְד ר תָֹ֖   יךָאַחֲרֶ֛  זַרְעֲךֶָּ֧  ין וּבֵ֨  ךָוּבֵינִֶׁ֗  יבֵינִָ֣ ...   
‘…between Me and thee and thy seed after thee throughout 
their generations for an everlasting covenant…’ (Gen. 17.7) 

ם׃       םוְלִבְנֵיהֶֹ֖  ם לָהֶ֛  ביִיטֵַ֥  עַןלְמַ֨ ... לְע לֵָֽ   
‘…that it might be well with them, and with their children 
forever.’ (Deut. 5.25) 

שֶה־חֶֶּ֧ ... ם׃       וֹוּלְזַרְעֹ֖  דלְדָוִֵ֥  וֹלִמְשִיח֛  סֶדוְע ֵֽ עַד־עוֹלֵָֽ   
‘…and showeth mercy to His anointed, to David and to his 
seed, for evermore.’ (2 Sam. 22.51) 

ם׃ המֵעַתָֹ֖ '     הֹ֔  ראָמַָ֣   זַרְעֲךָ    רַעזֶ ִּֽ  יוּמִפִ֨  זַרְעֲךִָּ֜  יוּמִפִ֨  מִפִיךָ  ...  וְעַד־עוֹלֵָֽ   
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‘…(they will not depart) out of thy mouth, nor out of the 
mouth of thy seed, nor out of the mouth of thy seed’s seed, 
saith the Lord, from henceforth and forever.’ (Isa. 59.21) 

However, we also find a different pattern of division, 
whereby the cantillation establishes that עולם refers solely to the 
seed: 

לְזַרְעֲךָֹ֖       נָהאֶתְנֶָ֑  לְךָָ֣  הר אֶֹ֖   האֲשֶר־אַתֵָ֥  רֶץאֶת־כָל־הָאָ֛  יכִֶּ֧  ם׃ וֵּֽ עַד־עוֹלֵָֽ   
‘for all the land which thou seest, to thee will I give it, and 
to thy seed forever.’ (Gen. 13.15) 

בְזַרְעֲךָֹ֖       תוּלְמוֹפֵָ֑  וֹתלְאֹ֖  בְךָֹ֔  וּוְהָיָ֣  ם׃ וֵּֽ עַד־עוֹלֵָֽ   
‘and they shall be upon thee for a sign and for a wonder, 
and upon thy seed forever.’ (Deut. 28.46) 

...םלְע לָָ֑  וֹזַרְעֹ֖   אשוּבְר ֵ֥       ביוֹאָֹ֔  אשבְר ָ֣  דְמֵיהֶם   בוּוְשָ     
‘so shall their blood return upon the head of Joab, and upon 
the head of his seed forever...’ (1 Kgs 2.33) 

עֲמָן   עַתוְצָרַ   דְבַק־בְךָֹ֔  נֵַֽ בְזַרְעֲךָֹ֖       תִֵֽ ...םלְעוֹלָָ֑  וֵּֽ   
‘the leprosy therefore of Naaman shall cleave unto thee, 
and unto thy seed forever...’ (2 Kgs 5.27) 

It emerges that the cantillation itself follows two ap-
proaches, sometimes establishing that עולם relates solely to the 
coming generations and sometimes includes this generation. Ac-
cordingly, it is hardly surprising that in our verse, too, the Maso-
retes disagreed regarding the division, though in this instance the 
disagreement was between the cantillators, on the one side, and 
the vocalisers, on the other.  
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5.0. One Word or Two? 

 שלהבתיה  ,מאפליה .5.1

̇דְבַר־הֹ֔ ̇וּרְאָ֣   אַתֶם  ̇וֹרהַדִּׁ֗  (12) ר' תִי  ̇הֲמִדְבָ  ל̇הָיִי  ם̇לְיִשְרָאֵֹ֔ רֶץ̇אִ֛ לְיָָ֑ה̇אֵֶ֥ וּעַ ̇מַאְפֵֹ֖ ̇מַדִּּ֜

וּ דְנוּ̇עַמִי  ̇אָמְר  וֹא̇רַֹ֔ וֹא־נָבֵ֥ וֹד̇לֵֽ יךָ׃ ̇עֹ֖  אֵלֵֶֽ
 ‘O generation, see ye the word of the LORD: have I been a 

wilderness unto Israel? or a land of thick darkness? 
Wherefore say My people: “We roam at large; we will come 
no more unto Thee”?’ (Jer. 2.31) 

ם̇נִישִימֵ֨  (13) חוֹתִָּ֜ ךָ̇כֵַֽ חוֹתָם  ̇עַל־לִבִֶׁ֗ ךָ̇כֵַֽ י־עַזָ ה̇עַל־זְרוֹעֶֹ֔ וֶת  ̇כִֵֽ ה̇האַהֲבָֹ֔ ̇כַמָ  וֹל ̇קָשֵָ֥ ̇כִשְאֹ֖

ה  יהָ ̇קִנְאָָ֑ י ̇רְשָפֶּ֕ ש̇רִשְפֵּ֕ בֶתְיֵָֽה׃ ̇אֵֹ֖  שַלְהֵֶ֥
 ‘Set me as a seal upon thy heart, as a seal upon thine arm; 

for love is strong as death, jealousy is cruel as the grave; 
the flashes thereof are flashes of fire, a very flame of the 
Lord.’ (Song 8.6) 

The two words we shall discuss here,  מאפליה and שלהבתיה, are 
similar in two respects: (A) They both end with the same -yah 
suffix; (B) The first part of the word, before the suffix, is also 
found in the Bible as an independent word: מאפל (Josh 24:7), 
 is also יה Needless to say, the suffix .(Ezek 21:3; Job 15:30) שלהבת
well-known as an independent word. Accordingly, the obvious 
question regarding each of these two words is whether they con-
stitute a single word, lengthened by the suffix, or two separate 
words joined as a construct form. 

-this form is usually considered a single word. Opin :מאפליה 
ion is divided as to its precise meaning—‘darkness’ or ‘wilder-
ness’—and regarding its vocalisation—מַאְפליה or  מְאַפליה (see, for 
example, Ginsburg 1880–1885, 602). However, there appears to 
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be a consensus that this is indeed a single word. The cantillation 
mark under the pe is not a ṭippeḥa and cannot be considered such, 
since a disjunctive can never occur in the word of another dis-
junctive. This mark is considered a meʾayla, and so it is recorded 
in the Masora Magna at Num. 28.26 (Breuer 1982, 106, n. 39). 
The meʾayla has the same appearance as the ṭippeḥa, but marks 
the place of secondary stress in the word and only ever appears 
in words marked with silluq or ʾatnaḥ. 

 some of the commentators and translators regard :שלהבתיה
this as a single word, such as the Peshitta:  ܫܠܗܒܝܬܐ. Others read 
two words here; the Targum, for example, has: דאישתא   לגומרין   דמין  

' ה  יתיה  דברא  דגהינם   ‘they are like coals of the fire of hell which God 
created’. Ibn Ezra commented:  מלה  היא   אם  המסרה   אנשי   בין   מחלוקת  

אל  כהררי  כמו  השם'  וסמיכ ,  שתים  שהיא  והקרוב.  שתים  או  אחת  ‘There is a 
dispute between the Masoretes as to whether this is one word or 
two. Most probably it is two, and the construct form with the 
Divine name is as in  אל  כהררי ’. See below for other testimonies 
concerning this word (Ginsburg 1926b, 574). 

These two words resemble others that raise a similar prob-
lem. We will briefly review what is known about these other 
words from the writings of the Sages. The sources for the discus-
sions about these words are of three types: (a) lists prepared by 
the various Masoretes; (b) the Masora of the Targum; (c) the Tal-
mudic discussion (b. Pesaḥim 117a).  

The following are the disputed words, with the identifica-
tion of the disagreeing parties: 

-throne of the Lord’ (Exod. 17.16 [L]): Western/East‘ כסיה
ern (Ginsburg 1880–1885, I:592, 709,  
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III:191; Yeivin 1968, 80–82); School of Sura/School of 
Neharde‘a (Yeivin 1968, 80–82; 1980, 121–22); Amoraim 
in the Talmud 
 Jedidiah’ (2 Sam. 12.25 [L]): Western/Eastern‘ ידידיה
(Ginsburg 1880–1885, I:593; Yeivin 1968, 80–82); Amo-
raim in the Talmud 
 hallelujah’ (Ps. 104.35 [L]): School of Sura/School‘ הללויה
of Nehardeʿa (Norzi 1742–1744, IV:22b–23a [Ps. 104.35]; 
Ginsburg 1880–1885, I:709–10; Yeivin 1968, 80–82) 
 with great enlargement’ (Ps. 118.5 [L]): School of‘ במרחביה
Sura/School of Nehardeʿa (Ginsburg 1880–1885, III:191; 
Yeivin 1968, 80–82) 
-a very flame of the Lord’ (Song 8.6): Ben‘ שלהבתיה
Asher/Ben-Naftali (Ginsburg 1880–1885, III:191; Lip-
schütz 1965, 53) 

Thus we have located five words where there is disagree-
ment as to whether we should read one or two words (Yeivin 
1968, 80–82). In addition to the sources quoted above, we must 
now consider how these words were presented in the biblical text 
(Ginsburg 1966, Introduction, 375ff; Yeivin 1968, 80–82): 

ה כֵָ֣ס ה/  יָֹ֔ סְיָֹ֔ כֵָ֣   

ידְיָָ֑ה   יְדִָ֣

לְלוּ־יֵָֽה  הֵַֽ

ב יֵָֽה  בַמֶרְחָָ֣  

בֶתְיֵָֽה  שַלְהֵֶ֥

If we look at these words as presented here, we can discern 
three different sources of opinion for the manner in which they 
are to be perceived: spelling, vocalisation, and cantillation. In re-
gard to the spelling, is the word written as one connected word 
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or as two separate ones? In regard to the vocalisation, does the 
he have a mappiq (implying that the latter part is perceived as the 
Divine name and hence the entire form is two words) or does it 
lack a mappiq (in which case the latter part is not perceived as 
the Divine name and the form is considered a single word)? In 
regard to the cantillation, does the word carry one cantillation 
mark or two? The following are the perceptions of these words 
according to these three sources: 

Tradition One word Two words 
Spelling כסיה  )?( 

 ידידיה 

 שלהבתיה 

 )?(   יה כס

 יה  הללו

 יה במרחב

Vocalisation  יָה  כֵס שַלְהֶבֶתְיָה 

 יְדִידְיָה 

 יָה  הַלְלוּ

 יָה  בַמֶרְחָב

Cantillation  ס ה  כָ֣  יֹ֔

ה  ידיָ֑  ידָ֣

ה   הללו־יֵֽ

ב ה במרחָ֣  יֵֽ

ה  בתיֵֽ  שלהֵ֥

Thus, we can see that the doubts detailed above were not 
settled in a uniform manner in the final form of the biblical text. 
The varying approaches led to the emergence of a mixed system, 
including not only differences between the words, but also be-
tween the three foundations—spelling, vocalisation, and cantil-
lation. It may be worth adding that the cantillation is the only 
one of these three foundations that adopts a consistent approach 
to all five forms, interpreting them as two words in each case. 
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From the standpoint of our subject here—dissonance be-
tween the vocalisation and the cantillation—only one of the 
words is relevant: שלהבתיה. As discussed here, the vocalisers fol-
lowed the spelling in reading a single word, and accordingly 
there is no mappiq in the he. The cantillators clearly took the po-
sition that this form constitutes two words, and accordingly it 
bears two cantillation marks.  

We may now turn to the second of the words on our list: 
-This form is not mentioned in the various dis .(Jer. 2.31) מאפליה 
agreements between the Masoretes, and ostensibly all agree that 
it constitutes a single word. This is supported by the above ex-
planation, that this form bears the rare cantillation mark meʾayla, 
which only appears in a word accented with a chief disjunctive. 
However, we must raise some questions in this regard. Firstly, 
even if we have not found disagreement among the Masoretes 
regarding this form, is it really impossible to understand it as 
constituting two words? After all, and as explained, this form also 
visibly comprises two words that exist independently in the Bible. 
And more than one commentator has indeed sensed that while 
this is one word (according to their perception and as determined 
by the spelling), it actually comprises two words:  

  פי   על  אף,  אחת  מלה  היא'  הספרי   בכל—'ב  בירמיה   מאפליה  ארץ   אבל

  'ודומ אל  הררי  דרך על , יה  מאפל כלומר, מלות' ב שענינה

But  מאפליה   ארץ  in Jeremiah 2—in all the books it is a single 
word, despite the fact that its meaning is as two words, vis. 
יה  מאפל , similar to אל   הררי  and so forth. (Sefer Shewaʿ She-

mot, in Ginsburg 1880–1885, III:191) 
  וסמך.  שלהבתיה  וכן ,  מלות  שתי   וענינה  אחת  מלה   היא   הספרים  ובכל

  מרוב  שלהבתיה  שסמך  כמו,  האפל  מרוב  יתברך  השם  אל  מאפל
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  כהררי  כמו,  השם  אל  אותו  סומך  להגדילו  שרוצה  דבר   כל  וכן.  השלהבת

 ציד  גבר ,  אלהים  נפתולי,  אלהים  לחרדת  ותהי ,  לאלהים  גדולה   עיר,  אל

  'ה לפני

And in all the books this is a single word, though its mean-
ing is as two words, and the same is true of שלהבתיה. And 
the construct of  מאפל with the Divine name emphasises the 
darkness, just as the construct שלהבתיה emphasises the 
flame. And thus when one wishes to amplify anything it is 
placed in construct with the Divine name, such as אל   כהררי  
‘as mighty mountains’, לאלהים  גדולה עיר  ‘an exceeding great 
city’,  אלהים  לחרדת  ותהי  ‘so it grew into a great terror’, נפתולי  

'ה  לפני  ציד  גבר ,’mighty wrestlings‘ אלהים  ‘a mighty hunter’. 
(Qimḥi, in Biesenthal and Lebrecht, 1847, 25, discussing 
the root ל "אפ ) 

Secondly, we must note the unusual cantillation here: this 
is the only place in the Bible where the meʾayla is preceded by a 
tevir and a merekha, accents that are usually subordinate to a 
ṭippeḥa (Breuer 1982, 106). This abnormality may ostensibly be 
resolved by noting that a meʾayla also behaves like a ṭippeḥa in 
an additional respect: in several instances it is preceded by a 
zaqef as the ultimate king before the chief disjunctive, and there 
is no ṭippeḥa at all. An example of this is  ָ֣םיבְכִֶּ֜ בְהַקְרִ֨   יםהַבִכוּרִִׁ֗   וֹםוּבְי  

הֹ֔   חֲדָשָה    המִנְחָ   ע ֹ֖ '  לֵַֽ םתֵיכֶָ֑ בְשָב   ‘also in the day of the first-fruits, when 
ye bring a new meal-offering unto the LORD in your feast of 
weeks’ (Num. 28.26). This phenomenon is found solely before a 
meʾayla. As has already been observed (Breuer 1982, 106), the 
melody was surely similar to that of the ṭippeḥa (as the graphic 
form also implies), and so it was possible to place a zaqef before 
it by way of a final king, despite the fact that the final king is 
always a ṭippeḥa. 
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However, this deviation is not particularly serious. A zaqef 
serving as a final king is subordinate to the chief disjunctive, as 
befits a king. The issue is only that it has not become a ṭippeḥa as 
is expected with the final king. The quandary may be resolved by 
means of the musical cantillation. Since the melody of the meʾayla 
already provides a fine preparation for the ʾatnaḥ, there is no 
longer any need to replace the zaqef with a ṭippeḥa. In other 
words, the zaqef and the ṭippeḥa enjoy equal status, and the dis-
tinction between them is a purely melodic one. Accordingly, ex-
changes between these two marks may be explained on melodic 
grounds. 

In our current case, however, the quandary is vastly more 
serious, since we have here a serious deviation in the basic rules 
of the cantillation. The dominion of the ʾatnaḥ contains only a 
single disjunctive, namely a tevir, so the dominion of the first-
degree disjunctive is divided by a third-degree disjunctive. Yet 
the basic rule of cantillation, from which all the other rules and 
details derive, is that the dominion of the disjunctive is divided 
by means of a disjunctive which is one rank lower. To the best of 
my knowledge, there is no other example of such a deviation in 
the Bible—regarding not only ʾatnaḥ, but all the cantillation 
marks. 

Above all, however, we must pose the following question: 
How can we be sure that this cantillation mark is indeed a meʾayla 
and not a ṭippeḥa? Let us recall that the sole evidence that this is 
indeed a meʾayla and not a ṭippeḥa is the fact that it appears on 
the word of the chief disjunctive, and we can find no other ṭippeḥa 
in this slot. However, the assumption that the cantillation mark 
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indeed appears here on the chief disjunctive word depends on the 
assumption that this is indeed a single word. If we assume that 
these are two separate words— ל יָָ֑ה  מַאְפֵֹ֖ —then this mark does not 
appear on the last word, and, accordingly, must be a ṭippeḥa and 
not a meʾayla, since a meʾayla appears solely on the last word. 
Thus, the interpretation of this mark as a meʾayla and the inter-
pretation of this form as a single word are mutually dependent: 
those who regard the form as a single word must argue that the 
cantillation mark is a meʾayla and vice versa; and those who per-
ceive the form as two words must assert that the mark is a ṭippeḥa 
and vice versa. 

If we recall our comment above that the cantillators con-
sistently regarded all the words discussed here as two separate 
words, it is not difficult to hypothesise that here, too, the cantil-
lators were faithful to their method. They perceived this form as 
two words and marked it with a ṭippeḥa and an ʾatnaḥ, which are 
preceded by marks customarily subservient to a ṭippeḥa. 

As the masoretic form took shape, a situation emerged 
whereby this word, like others, reflected a blending of contradict-
tory approaches: in this instance, spelling and vocalisation as one 
word, on the one hand, and cantillation as two words, on the 
other. Later Masoretes who saw this as a single word (under the 
influence of the spelling and vocalisation) could now only define 
the cantillation mark here as a meʾayla, since a disjunctive never 
appears in the same word with another disjunctive. 

If we accept this assumption, all that remains is for us to 
discuss the meaning of this verse according to the cantillation. 
First, we must discuss all the words perceived (by anyone) as two 
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words. Even if the word is perceived as two words, the second 
component—יה—may be in construct with the preceding word, 
so that the difference in terms of the reading is not great. This is 
the case, for example, with the words  יה   ידיד יה   כס , , and יה   שלהבת . 
However, once the form is perceived as two words, this creates 
the possibility of a different verse division, and of regarding  יה 
not as a suffix, but as filling some other grammatical role. This is 
what happened with the word  מרחביה: 

ן־הַּ֭   רמִֵֽ אתִי ̇מֵצֵַ֥ נִי ̇יָָ֑ה̇קָרָָ֣ ב̇עָנָֹ֖ יֵָֽה׃ ̇בַמֶרְחָָ֣  
 ‘Out of my straits I called upon the Lord; He answered me 

with great enlargement.’ (Ps. 118.5) 

Those who perceive מרחביה as a single word will, naturally, re-
gard the entire phrase as a descriptive complement. Those who 
regard the form as two words may also interpret it as a construct 
filling the same role, in which case the division remains the same. 
However, since they regarded the form as two words, the cantil-
lators went one step further, understanding yah as the subject of 
the sentence, so that the division is: 

 יה במרחב  ענני

rather than 
 יה  במרחב ענני 

What happened in our verse? Here, too, we may regard the 
form as comprising two words, but in a construct form, as Qimḥi 
notes in his commentary: שלהבת  וכן,  ה"י  למלת  אותו  סמך   האפל  ולהגדיל  

אלהים  לחרדת  ותהי,  לאלהים  גדולה  עיר,  אל  כהררי,  ה"י  ‘And to magnify 
the [concept of] darkness, he attached it to the word יה, as in 
יה  שלהבת אל   כהררי , לאלהים  גדולה  עיר  , אלהים  לחרדת  ותהי , ’. However, 
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the cantillators placed the ṭippeḥa (as we see it) on מאפל. Accord-
ingly, their division is: 

 ל לישראֹ֔    תי  היי    רהמדב  

 היָ֑  ל מאפֹ֖  רץ אֵ֥  םא֛ 

The meaning is thus: ‘Have I been like a wilderness to Israel? Or 
is the Lord a dark land?’ In other words, יה here is not in construct 
with מאפל, but is the subject of the sentence, paralleling הייתי in 
the first part of the verse. 

 ונבזביתך  .5.2

אל̇עָנֵָ֣ה̇יִןבֵאדִַּ֜  (14) ם ̇וְאָמַר  ̇דָנִיִֵׁ֗ א̇קֳדָָ֣ ך ̇מַתְנָתָך  ̇מַלְכָֹ֔ ן ̇לָָ֣ הֶוְיָֹ֔ ך ̇לֵֶֽ זְבְיָתָֹ֖ ן̇וּנְבֵָ֥ ב ̇לְאָחֳרָָ֣ ̇הַָ֑

ם א̇אאֶקְרֵָ֣ ̇כְתָבָא  ̇בְרִַׁ֗ א̇לְמַלְכָֹ֔ ה׃ ̇וּפִשְרָֹ֖  אֲהוֹדְעִנֵֵֽ
 ‘Then Daniel answered and said before the king: “Let thy 

gifts be to thyself, and give thy rewards to another; never-
theless, I will read the writing unto the king, and make 
known to him the interpretation.”’ (Dan. 5.17) 

 which appears ,נְבִזְבָה  is vocalised as the plural form of ונבזביתך
once in Biblical Aramaic in a similar context: שַגִיא   וִיקָר  וּנְבִזְבָה  מַתְנָן  
‘gifts and rewards and great honour’ (Dan. 2.6). However, our 
word appears with two cantillation marks, a pattern that is not 
found in similar circumstances. Accordingly, this cantillation 
would seem to be appropriate for those translations that see two 
words here, such as the Peshitta: ביתך   ואיקר . However, this read-
ing requires a division into two words and a change in the vocal-
isation: בַיְתָך  וּנְבָז . 

Thus, the cantillation and the vocalisation disagreed here. 
The vocalisation understands a single word—the plural form of 
 .נְבָז־בַיְתָך—the cantillators see here two words ;נבזבה 
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6.0. Conclusion 
The Masoretic Text of the Hebrew Bible was consolidated after 
many years of inspection and examination, and the Masoretes la-
boured tirelessly to clarify and shape its form. They were re-
quired to resolve numerous disagreements, some of which re-
mained unresolved even toward the end of the masoretic era. 

These disagreements emerge before us in the masoretic lists 
or as textual variants. Sometimes, however, these disagreements 
can be discerned within the final masoretic text. The qere-ketiv 
alternates are the most prominent example of this phenomenon, 
generally representing two ancient versions. The written and re-
cited forms were not finalised simultaneously, and we accord-
ingly find two different versions reflected in a single biblical 
form. 

In this article, I have attempted to show that a similar phe-
nomenon exists between the vocalisation and the cantillation: 
two different words or interpretations found their way into the 
biblical text before us and survived in their original forms. We 
find them before us now in a single version, one in the vocalisa-
tion and the other in the cantillation.  

The precise explanation for this phenomenon is not entirely 
clear. We may assume that there were from very early on two 
different traditions, each with its own vocalisation and cantilla-
tion. The different methods and numerous disagreements led to 
the blending of these distinct traditions as reflected in the final 
Masoretic Text. However, it may be that the cantillators were ac-
quainted with the vocalised form as we have it, yet nevertheless 
cantillated the text differently. 
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Even if the precise reasons behind this phenomenon have 
not yet been fully clarified, its recognition is nevertheless im-
portant. First, in regard to the interpretation of the verses, com-
mentators who strive to utilise all the tools in their possession 
must not only consider the vocalisation and the cantillation to-
gether, but must also examine each separately and determine 
whether they are compatible. Second, in regard to the study of 
the relations between the vocalisation and the cantillation, any-
one who wishes to examine the history of the crystallisation of 
the vocalisation and cantillation systems as we know them must 
also address the phenomenon of the dissonance that is sometimes 
found between this vocalisation and this cantillation. 
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WHY ARE THERE TWO SYSTEMS OF 
TIBERIAN ṬEʿAMIM? 

Daniel J. Crowther 

Unlike their Palestinian and Babylonian cousins, the Tiberian 
ṭeʿamim1 are found in two self-contained systems: one system for 
Psalms, Proverbs, and most of Job, and another system for the 
other books of the Hebrew Bible.2 By convention, the ṭeʿamim 
unique to Psalms, Proverbs, and Job are referred to as the ṭeʿamim 
of the Three and the ṭeʿamim used in the rest of the Hebrew Bible 

1 In this paper, the Hebrew term טעמים is used to denote the diacritical 
marks that are variously referred to in the literature as ‘cantillation 
marks’, ‘biblical accents’, and ‘masoretic punctuation’, alongside many 
other variations of these names. The transliterated Hebrew ṭeʿamim is 
preferred as it suggestive of all the functions of these marks. The English 
terms refer to more specific and limited functions, such as the marking 
of stress (accentuation), chant (cantillation), and syntax (punctuation), 
all of which can be included in a broad understanding of ‘the sense 
(ṭaʿam) of the text’ (Jacobson 2002, 3–24).  
2 There are many different forms of Palestinian and many different 
forms of Babylonian ṭeʿamim found in the manuscripts (and fragments 
of manuscripts). These texts bear witness not only to two traditions (be-
side the Tiberian) of marks for the ṭeʿamim, but also to a process of 
development of the technology of ṭeʿamim (Heijmans 2013; Shoshany 
2013).  
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are referred to as the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One.3 This paper ad-
dresses three questions:  

1.  Why are there two kinds of Tiberian ṭeʿamim? 
2.  What are the features of the books of Psalms, Proverbs, 

and (most of) Job that might best explain why these three 
books alone have been selected for a different system of 
ṭeʿamim? 

3.  What is the essential feature of the system of the ṭeʿamim 
in the Three that distinguishes it from the system of the 
ṭeʿamim in the Twenty-One? 

1.0. The Absence of Answers in Masoretic 
Treatises 

Extant masoretic treatises that refer to the ṭeʿamim are few in 
number and limited in the degree to which they can be used to 
answer any of the above questions. In so far as they do address 
the ṭeʿamim, these works appear to focus on the oral performance 
of the biblical text and so the function and workings of the 
ṭeʿamim tend to be presumed rather than explained.4 In regard to 

 
3 Following the tradition of counting the total number of books in the 
Hebrew Bible as 24, as exemplified in, for example, b. Bava Batra 14b. 
4 The world of early masoretic treatises is a unique place of particular 
interests. Much of the discussion focuses on the observation of minor 
grammatical variations in Hebrew that prove rules also observed in Ar-
abic linguistics. A second significant focus appears to have been the 
preservation of the correct pronunciation of the biblical text with its 
Tiberian markings, whether or not it seemed to follow these rules (Khan 
2000, 5–25; 2013).  
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the ṭeʿamim, the two most important masoretic treatises are the 
tenth-century Sefer Diqduqe ha-Ṭeʿamim (‘The Book of the Fine 
Details of the Ṭeʿamim’, in Hebrew) by Aaron ben Asher; and the 
eleventh-century Hidāyat al-Qāriʾ (‘Guidance for the Reader’, in 
Arabic) by the Karaite grammarian Abū al-Faraj Hārūn.  

1.1. Sefer Diqduqe ha-Ṭeʿamim 

The earliest copy of this work is found in the appendices of the 
Leningrad Codex, the opening folio of which dates the comple-
tion of the whole codex to 1008/9 CE.5 In the centre of an ornate 
and colourful end-folio (479r), the scribe reveals himself to be 
Samuel ben Jacob and declares himself to be a student of Aaron 
ben Moshe ben Asher (the author of Sefer Diqduqe ha-Ṭeʿamim). 
There is no reason to doubt these declarations—indeed the accu-
racy of the biblical text of the codex rather tends to support it. In 
the Leningrad Codex, Samuel ben Jacob’s copy of Sefer Diqduqe 
ha-Ṭeʿamim extends to ten folios (479v–488r).6 The material 
found in these ten folios can be summarised as follows: 

 
5 The text of Sefer Diqduqe ha-Ṭeʿamim appears to be in the same hand 
as the rest of the Codex. 
6 The text of Sefer Diqduqe ha-Ṭeʿamim is available in facsimile copies of 
Codex L. Many later copies are found in other codices, but there is much 
variation in their material, some of which is found in Baer and Strack 
1970 (1879). Aron Dotan (1963) produced a critical edition from the 
many variants. The resultant text is much more concise than that found 
in Codex L and so contains even less information pertinent to our ques-
tion.  
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1.  An introduction that offers various blessings and relates 
scripture to the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alpha-
bet (479v–480r).  

2.  Two piyyuṭim (liturgical poems) in which the nequddot7 
and ṭeʿamim are described and praised (480r–481v).  

3.  The main bulk of the work comprises lists of words that 
have the same consonants, but varied pronunciation ac-
cording to variations in their nequddot and ṭeʿamim 
(481v–488r).  

From this evidence it can be concluded that Sefer Diqduqe ha-
Ṭeʿamim was not written to explain the workings of the ṭeʿamim. 
Information about the form and nature of the ṭeʿamim is, in fact, 
limited to that found in its two piyyuṭim, of which one praises the 
beauty and efficacy of the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One and the 
other praises the beauty and efficacy of the ṭeʿamim of the Three.8 
These two devotional poems include word-plays made out of the 
names of the ṭeʿamim. These word-plays describe the form and 
function of each ṭaʿam in a way presumably designed to amuse 
the reader already familiar with this form and function. For ex-
ample, the ṭaʿam of the Twenty-One commonly known as geresh 
is called in the first piyyuṭ by the alternative name ṭeres ( טֶרֶס), 
which is likened in form to a net ( רֶספֶ   peres) or a hook (קֶרֶס qeres),  

 
7 This is the way the naqdan of this text (presumably Samuel ben Jacob) 
refers to what is often, by convention, referred to as niqqud by many 
scholars today.  
8 For a translation of these piyyuṭim and a discussion of their contents 
see Crowther (2015, 48–65). 
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and these can be connected to one another without any destruc-
tion ( הֶרֶס heres). To enjoy this riddle one must know that geresh 
is written as a supra-linear angled line (a hook), that the symbol 
has a variant, gershayim, which is written as two lines (a net) and 
that two geresh signs, or even a geresh and gershayim, are allowed 
by the grammar of the ṭeʿamim to follow one another without 
either of them being transformed (that is, without  הֶרֶס, destruc-
tion). All of this is most helpful and quite entertaining to the ini-
tiated, especially when the piyyuṭ is vocalised by the person read-
ing it, for it is in this way (and perhaps this way alone) that it 
connects the oral to the visual in an oral mnemonic. These oral-
visual mnemonics are, however, rather lost on the uninitiated 
and of little, if any, use in understanding why it might be that 
there are two systems of Tiberian ṭeʿamim. 

This summary begs the question as to why this treatise 
should be entitled Sefer Diqduqe ha-Ṭeʿamim when so much of its 
contents concern the nequddot. The answer to this question ap-
pears to be that the ṭeʿamim are understood in masoretic writings 
to be the determinants of the nequddot (and not vice versa). 
Therefore, it is the ṭeʿamim that are understood to be the ultimate 
embodiment of the wonders of the oral reading tradition.  

1.2. Hidāyat al-Qāriʾ 

Many different parts of this Judaeo-Arabic treatise were trans-
lated into Hebrew in the medieval period in order to be added to 
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the appendices of various codices of the Hebrew Bible.9 The focus 
of the treatise is the correct (Tiberian) pronunciation of letters 
and vowels, for example, in words with ṭaʿam milleʿel (penulti-
mate stress) and ṭaʿam milleraʿ (ultimate stress). The translation 
of the section relating these issues to the ṭeʿamim was variously 
copied and came to be known as a treatise in its own right: Sefer 
Ṭaʿame ha-Miqra. The paragraphs that directly concern the 
ṭeʿamim, however, are limited. These paragraphs simply list the 
names of twelve ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One (here understood in 
the sense of disjunctive ṭeʿamim)10 and their eight ‘servants’ 
(which we would call conjunctive ṭeʿamim).11 The discussion of 
the ṭeʿamim concludes with a list of which ‘servant’ (conjunctive 
ṭaʿam) is associated with which (disjunctive) ṭaʿam.12 Wickes 
(1881, 104, n. 11) concludes that the name Sefer Ṭaʿame ha-Miqra 

 
9 Translations of select parts from Hidāyat al-Qāriʾ have been copied 
from various codices and published under a number of names: for ex-
ample, Sefer Ṭaʿame ha-Miqra (Mercerus 1565, repr. 1978); Manuel du 
lecteur, dʼun auteur inconnu publié dʼaprès un manuscrit venu du Yémen et 
accompagné de notes (Derenbourg 1871). For the first convincing argu-
ment that Hidāyat al-Qāriʾ is the source of these works, see Eldar (1992, 
33–42). Regarding the relevance of this work to the ṭeʿamim, see Eldar 
and Ofer (2018). 
10 In the Derenbourg manuscript these names are highly recognisable: 
pazer qaṭon, telisha gedola, ṭeres (geresh), yetiv, zaqef, ʾatnaḥta, zarqa, le-
garmeh, tevir, reviaʿ, ṭifḥa, and silluq (1871, 72). 
11 Shofar munaḥ, telisha qeṭanna, ʾ azla, merkha, darga, mayela, and galgal.  
12 The discussion in Mercerus (1978, 38–44) focuses on five ṭeʿamim: 
namely, zarqa, legarmeh, reviaʿ, tevir, and silluq. 
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is “a misnomer, for the greater part of the work is not taken up 
with the  טעמים, but with the  נקודים.” 

The reproduction of Sefer Diqduqe ha-Ṭeʿamim and Hidāyat 
al-Qāriʾ in the appendices of biblical codices testifies to both to 
the high regard in which the ṭeʿamim were held by the medieval 
Jewish community and the scarcity of masoretic source texts that 
describe their function. These two treatises present a simple hi-
erarchical understanding of the grammar of the ṭeʿamim, in which 
disjunctive ṭeʿamim are understood to be emperors, kings, dukes, 
and lords, each served by an appropriate conjunctive servant. 
Neither of these treatises, nor any other extant masoretic treatise, 
makes any attempt to explain the rationale behind the Tiberian 
ṭeʿamim, that is, whether they are primarily accents, or primarily 
punctuation marks, or primarily cantillation marks (or all of 
these or something more), let alone why there should be two sys-
tems of Tiberian ṭeʿamim. 

2.0. A First Answer: Poetics 
According to James Kugel (1981, 109–16), during the late medi-
eval and early-modern period, the ṭeʿamim of the Three were 
widely identified as representing the essence of Biblical Hebrew 
poetry. This, according to Kugel, led to the “forgetting of paral-
lelism” as the mainstay of biblical poetics. Thus Job 1.1–3.1 and 
42.7–17 came to be understood to have been marked with the 
ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One because they were ‘essentially’ prose 
in form, whilst Job 3.2–42.6 were understood to have been 
marked with the ṭeʿamim of the Three because these chapters 
were poetic in form. There are, however, good reasons to doubt 
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that this approach was ever predominant in rabbinic thought, 
even if it did successfully infiltrate much of the thinking of early-
modern Christian Hebraists. 

First, the understanding of the ṭeʿamim of the Three as es-
sentially poetic and of the Twenty-One as essentially prosaic is 
not found in any masoretic treatises. The rabbinic readers of 
these treatises, therefore, should have been aware that all the ex-
tant masoretic treatises and piyyuṭim declare both systems of 
ṭeʿamim to give (poetically) enlightened performances of the texts 
in which they are found.  

Second, it is hard to imagine that any Jewish rabbi could 
have been unaware either that there are important poetic texts 
in the Torah (notably Gen. 49, Exod. 15, and Deut. 32) or that 
these texts are presented with the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One.  

Third, the Decalogue is presented in masoretic codices with 
two sets of ṭeʿamim: one for the high (poetic?) cantillation of the 
trained reader on feast-day and one for the low cantillation of 
household readings (Cohen and Freedman 1974, 7–19). The high 
cantillation is presented with the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One, not 
the Three. 

Fourth, there are many poetic texts outside the Torah pre-
sented with the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One (notably Judg. 5, 2 
Sam. 22, and 1 Chron. 16). Any rabbi who proposed that Job 
switches between the two systems for reasons of poetry and prose 
would have also needed to provide some cogent explanation of 
why other books of the Hebrew Bible do not also switch systems 
of ṭeʿamim when their texts also switch from prose to poetry (and 
back again). 
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Fifth, the title Song of Songs (shir ha-shirim) declares it to 
be a poetic work, as does one of the rabbinic titles of the book of 
Lamentations (qinot). If it is held that the ṭeʿamim of the Three 
are the poetic ṭe‘amim, it is far from clear why these two books 
have been given poetic titles when they are presented with the 
ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One. 

Sixth, consistent with all the above, the authoritative six-
teenth-century work Masoret ha-Masora by Elijah Levita (Eliyahu 
Baḥur ha-Levi) praises the poetical virtues of both systems of 
ṭeʿamim, not just the ṭeʿamim of the Three and does not refer to 
the ṭeʿamim of the Three as being essentially ‘poetic’ (Elijah Levita 
in Ginsburg [ed.] 1867).13 

3.0. A Second Answer: Verse Length 
The titles of William Wickes’s two works on the ṭeʿamim refer to 
the “so-called poetic books” (1881) and the “so-called prose 
books” (1887), both acknowledging the terminology that by the 
nineteenth century had become conventional and casting doubt 
upon it.14 To counter this misnomer, Wickes refers to the elev-
enth-century writings of Rabbi Yehuda ben Bilʿam (Sephardi) and 
the twelfth-century tosafot of Rabbi Isaac ben Meir (ben 
Yokheved bat Rashi). Both these works understand verse length, 

 
13 According to Ginsburg, all his other works are similarly descriptive 
rather than explicative, including Levita (1538). Nevertheless, in his in-
troduction to the work, Ginsburg (1867, 65, n. 71) himself does refer to 
the ṭeʿamim of the Three as the ‘poetic accents’.  
14 Cf. also Davidson’s (1861) nineteenth-century introductory work 
Outlines of Hebrew Accentuation, Prose and Poetical. 
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not poetics, to be the distinguishing mark of the ṭeʿamim of the 
Three. According to Wickes (1881, 8–9): “The idea seems to have 
been to compensate for the shortness of the verses (which is the 
marked characteristic of the greater part of these books) by a 
finer and fuller, more artificial and impressive melody.” 

Table 1: The average number of words per verse in each book of the 
Hebrew Bible 

Book Word  
Total 

Verse  
Total 

Words/ 
Verse 

 Book Word  
Total 

Verse  
Total 

Words/ 
Verse 

Prov. 7034 915 7.7  Amos 2060 146 14.1 
Ps. 19642 2527 7.8  Jon. 690 48 14.4 
Job 8428 1070 7.9  Zeph. 774 53 14.6 
Lam. 1650 154 10.7  Ezek. 19033 1273 15.0 
Song 1270 117 10.9  Zech. 3166 211 15.0 
1 Chron. 10962 943 11.6  Deut. 14465 959 15.1 
Nah. 565 47 12.0  Josh. 10035 658 15.3 
Hab. 677 56 12.1  Ruth 1303 85 15.3 
Hos. 2391 197 12.1  Hag. 607 38 16.0 
Num. 16540 1289 12.8  Mal. 883 55 16.1 
Neh. 5428 405 13.4  Judg. 9922 618 16.1 
Mic. 1411 105 13.4  2 Sam. 11206 695 16.1 
Joel 964 73 13.2  1 Kgs 13234 817 16.2 
Isa. 17157 1291 13.3  Jer. 22230 1364 16.3 
Gen. 20632 1533 13.5  2 Chron. 13474 822 16.4 
Eccl. 3000 222 13.5  1 Sam. 13447 811 16.6 
Obad. 292 21 13.9  Dan. 6054 357 17.0 
Exod. 16880 1213 13.9  2 Kgs 12389 719 17.2 
Ezra 3911 280 14.0  Est. 3078 167 18.4 
Lev. 12058 859 14.0      

Three books of the Hebrew Bible average less than eight 
words per verse: Psalms (7.7), Proverbs (7.8), and Job (7.9). All 
other books have average verse lengths of twelve words or more, 



 Why Are There Two Systems of Tiberian Ṭeʿamim? 299 

 

except Lamentations (10.7), Song of Songs (10.9) and 1 Chroni-
cles (11.6).15 The latter three contain significant sections of short-
verse text alongside other sections with long verses. Table 1, 
therefore, shows that there are two kinds of books in the Hebrew 
Bible: short-verse books (with less than eight words per verse) 
and long-verse books (with more than twelve words per verse). 
According to Wickes, the ṭeʿamim of the Three were a practical 
Tiberian response to the challenge of punctuating (or cantillat-
ing) two different kinds of text: short verse texts as against long 
verse texts.  

The credibility of the long-verse/short-verse explanation 
rests on two foundations. First, whether or not verse lengths were 
determined prior to the time of the Tiberian Masoretes—only if 
they were, could verse length have led to the creation of two sys-
tems of ṭeʿamim (and not vice versa). Second, how one also might 
explain cases like Lamentations, Song of Songs, and 1 Chronicles: 
that is, texts that contain clearly defined sections of short verse 
material that is presented with the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One. 

3.1. The Priority of the Tradition of Verse Division 

For Wickes, the existence of an established tradition of verse di-
vision prior to the Tiberian Masoretes was suggested by the men-
tion of pesuqe ha-tora ‘verses of the Torah’ and pesuqe ha-ṭeʿamim 

 
15 1 Chron. and 2 Chron are presented in this table as two books to 
highlight the variations of verse length within the two halves of one 
work (Chronicles). The same logic was extended to Samuel and Kings. 
2 Sam. contains two lengthy poems, without which its average verse 
length would have exceeded that of 1 Sam.  
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‘verses of the ṭeʿamim’ in the Mishna (Megillah 4.4.) and Talmud 
(b. Berakot 19a; 62a–b; b. Qiddushin 32b; b. Yoma 52a–b; b. Ne-
darim 37b). Whilst it is far from certain that the verse divisions 
mentioned in the Mishna and the Talmud are identical to those 
of masoretic tradition (Blau 1896; 1897), a number of texts in the 
Dead Sea Scrolls do have spaces that indicate traditions of para-
graph, section, and even verse division. The first-century CE 
Isaiah Scroll (1QIsaa), for example, has many paragraph and sec-
tion divisions that are consistent with the later masoretic tradi-
tion and the first-century CE Great Psalm Scroll (11QPsa) has end-
verse spaces which are entirely consistent with the later Maso-
retic traditions for Ps.119 and 145 (but less so for other psalms) 
(Burrows, Trever, and Brownlee 1965). Furthermore, the many 
hundreds of biblical texts with Palestinian and Babylonian 
ṭeʿamim recovered from the Ben Ezra Synagogue, Fustat, Old 
Cairo (‘the Cairo Genizah’) display verse divisions (nearly) iden-
tical to those found in the later standard (Tiberian) Masoretic 
Text (Kahle 1927; 1966; Revell 1970, 157–99). In other words, 
whilst the tradition of verse divisions for many books of the He-
brew Bible may not have been finalised until after the time of the 
Mishna, and perhaps not even until after the period of the Tal-
mud, we can be confident that the Tiberian Masoretes were the 
recipients, not the creators, of the versification of the biblical 
text. 

3.2. Lamentations  

In BHS, all the verses of the first two chapters of Lamentations 
are presented as three poetic lines (except 1.7 and 2.19, which 
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are presented as four) (Elliger et al. [eds.] 1977, 1354–67). 
Whilst the division of each of these verses into stichs is a matter 
of some debate, it is indisputable that all of these verses are long. 
They vary between fourteen and twenty words in length. The 
verses in ch. 4 are not so long. In BHS they are presented as two 
poetic lines (typically with four stichs) and they vary between 
eight and seventeen words in length.16 The verses in chs 3 and 5 
are, in comparison, shorter. All of the 66 verses in ch. 3 have 
fewer than eight words (bar one verse);17 and all bar two of the 
22 verses in ch. 5 have fewer than nine words.18 Unlike chs 1, 2, 
and 4, the number of poetic lines found in these verses is indis-
putable: they must be read as single poetic lines, typically with 
two stichs each. 

If the system of ṭeʿamim employed had been determined by 
line length alone, one might expect the ṭeʿamim of Lamentations 
to switch between the two Tiberian systems, just as in Job. In the 
case of Job, however, the switch from the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-
One to the ṭeʿamim of the Three at Job 3.2, and then back at 42.7, 
follows not only verse length, but also the literary style and con-
tent of the text. This switch of ṭeʿamim in Job, therefore, presents 
the book of Job with an introduction, a central discourse, and a 
conclusion. In the case of Lamentations, the switches between 
long verse length (chs 1 and 2), short verse length (ch. 3), me-
dium verse length (ch. 4), and short verse length (ch. 5) do not 

 
16 Lam. 4.13 has eight word-units and 4.5 and 4.14 have nine word-
units.  
17 Lam. 3.22 has nine word-units. 
18 Lam. 5.1 and 5.17 have nine word-units. 
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mark any changes in literary content or style (other than line 
length). A switch between the systems of ṭeʿamim in Lamentations 
may have thus undermined its unity of style and content.  

The use of the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One for long verses 
and short verses in Lamentations indicates that the ṭeʿamim of the 
Twenty-One can be used for short verses when they are called 
upon so to do. There are, however, some problems generated 
when the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One are so employed—an issue 
to which we will return.  

3.3. Song of Songs  

Song of Songs is presented with 24 short verses and 83 long 
verses. Unlike Lamentations, these short verses are interspersed 
between the long verses. The argument for the exclusive use of 
one form of ṭeʿamim (by default, that of the Twenty-One) is thus 
even more compelling. The use of the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One 
for the short verses of Song of Songs again confirms that the 
ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One can be used for short verses when 
they are called upon so to do. 

3.4. 1 Chronicles 

The low average verse length of the half-book 1 Chronicles (the 
sixth lowest, with 11.6 words per verse) is at odds with that of 
its other half, 2 Chronicles, which has the fifth highest (16.4). 
This anomaly is explained by the many short-verse genealogical 
lists that dominate 13 of the 29 chapters in 1 Chronicles (1 Chron. 
1.1–9.44; 11.26–47; 12.24–37; 24.7–18; and 25.9–31). 1 Chron. 
16 also contains an extensive quotation of short-verse material 
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that is parallel (near identical) to the text of three psalms.19 Since 
both the genealogical and the Psalm material is distinct in style 
and content from the surrounding narrative, presumably this ma-
terial could have been presented with the ṭeʿamim of the Three. 
The fact that it is not suggests that there was more involved in 
the decision to employ the ṭeʿamim of the Three than verse length.  

In the genealogical lists of 1 Chronicles, many of the verses 
have five or fewer words and many others are short verses of 
eight or fewer words. In most of these verses, an ʾatnaḥ is found 
at the point of its most significant semantic division. The gram-
mar (rules) of the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One require a disjunc-
tive ṭifḥa to precede an ʾ atnaḥ on one of the two word-units before 
the word with ʾatnaḥ (Wickes 1887, 69; Price 1990, 58–61).20 A 
similar rule requires a ṭifḥa to occur on one of the two words 
before a silluq (Wickes 1887, 62; Price 1990, 54–57). As a result 
of these two rules, four disjunctive ṭeʿamim (that is, ṭifḥa–ʾatnaḥ–
ṭifḥa–silluq) must be used in every verse presented with ʾatnaḥ, 
even if the verse itself contains a total of only five, six, or seven 
words. Consequently, on verses of fewer than eight words, the 
rules of the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One produce a most predicta-
ble pattern of recitation. When these short verses occur consecu-
tively, for example in short-verse poetry or in genealogical lists, 

 
19 1 Chron. 16.8–36. The material follows Ps. 105.1–15; 95.1–13; and 
106.1, 47–48. The dependency of 1 Chronicles on the Psalter is here 
presumed for the sake of simplicity. The discussion here regarding the 
use of different kinds of ṭeʿamim is not affected by this presumption. 
20 This is a general rule with the exceptions of mayela (16 cases) and 
when both words preceding ʾatnaḥ are monosyllabic (31 cases). See 
Yeivin and Revell 1979, 177–81; Jacobson 2002, 69–71.  
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this predictability will cause the recitation to sound repetitive. In 
the case of many literary genres, such as the psalm material in 1 
Chron. 16.8–36, a repetitive recitation may be considered prob-
lematic. In the case of the genealogical lists, such as those found 
in 1 Chron. 1.1–9.44, a predictable and repetitive recitation may 
be considered most appropriate. It is striking, therefore, that 
whilst the short-verse poetic material quoted in 1 Chron. 16.8–
36 does not use any ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim to delimit the parallel stichs, 
most of the short-verse material in 1 Chron. 1.1–9.44 does. 

In the Psalter itself, however, all the material quoted in 1 
Chron. 16.8–36 does employ ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim. This does not result 
in a repetitive recitation, because under the rules of the Three, 
an ʾatnaḥ does not require a disjunctive ṭaʿam to precede it. Fur-
thermore, the rules of the Three forbid the occurrence of a dis-
junctive ṭaʿam too close to the ʾatnaḥ or silluq; that is, two full 
syllables must separate the syllable with ʾatnaḥ or silluq and the 
syllable with the preceding disjunctive ṭaʿam (Wickes 1887, 60, 
69, 75; Price 1990, 209–13, 234–38).  

In 1 Chron. 16, when the Psalms material is quoted, zaqef 
ṭeʿamim are employed where ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim are found in the Psal-
ter. This is because zaqef ṭeʿamim in the Twenty-One, like ʾatnaḥ 
ṭeʿamim in the Three, do not require a preceding disjunctive 
ṭaʿam. This observation has led some commentators to declare 
that an ʾatnaḥ in the Three is equivalent (in pausal effect) to a 



 Why Are There Two Systems of Tiberian Ṭeʿamim? 305 

 

zaqef in the Twenty-One. Before rushing to this imperfect conclu-
sion,21 however, it would be wise to cast our net a little further 
and examine, first, the presentation of other poetic texts in the 
Twenty-One and, second, other texts in the Three that are paral-
leled by texts in the Twenty-One. 

3.5. Short-Verse Poetic Texts with the Ṭeʿamim of the 
Twenty-One 

All the short verses of Lamentations chs 3 and 5 are presented as 
poetic lines with two stichs (that is, as parallelism). In ch. 5, these 
stichs are delimited by zaqef ṭeʿamim: (and ʾatnaḥ is not used in 
any of the verses). In ch. 3, the delimitation of the stichs is a little 
more complex: zaqef ṭeʿamim are used in forty-seven of its sixty-
six verses; ʾatnaḥ is used once (Lam. 3.56, for a division so unu-
sual, it is not recognised by the stichography of BHK, BHS, or 
BHQ; see Kittel et al. [eds.] 1937, 1238; Elliger et al. [eds.], 1977, 
1367; Jan de Waard 2004); in the remaining eighteen verses ṭifḥa 
ṭeʿamim delimit the first stich.22 The use of ṭifḥa to delimit the first 
stich is interesting. It allows the second stich (the stich delimited 
by silluq) to be without more smoothly. If zaqef ṭeʿamim had been 
used in these verses, then a ṭifḥa would have been required before 

 
21 It is clear that this conclusion is imperfect since zaqef ṭeʿamim do not 
prohibit a disjunctive ṭaʿam occurring closer than two full syllables be-
fore them whilst the ʾatnaḥ of the Three does. In other words, whilst 
zaqef ṭeʿamim in the Twenty-One can perform in a similar way to ʾatnaḥ 
ṭeʿamim in the Three, their identity and function is defined by the system 
of the Twenty-One and this system is different to that of the Three.  
22 Vv. 2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 15, 17, 19, 21, 30, 31(?), 45, 46, 47, 49, 52, 54, 58, 
and 64. 
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the silluq (by the rules of the Twenty-One) and this would have 
added a (presumably unwanted) “pause” to the second stich.23 

According to Price (1990, 72), the reason why zaqef 
ṭeʿamim are used to delimit the stich of poetic texts in the Twenty-
One is because “the domain of Little Zaqef is the most complex 
and flexible of all the other accents.” In practice what this means 
is that zaqef can repeat to give one, two, three, or four stichs and 
can occur without a preceding lesser disjunctive taʿam. This flex-
ibility is not unlimited: if there are more than two word-units in 
the clause of zaqef, either a pashṭa or yetiv disjunctive is required. 
Even here, however, the judicial use of maqqefim can ensure that 
the “pauses” in each stich are determined solely by poetics and 
not the grammar of the ṭeʿamim.24  

The book of Lamentations can thus be understood as 
providing the paradigm for two kinds of presentation for poetic 
texts of the Twenty-One: 

 
23 As the proponents of prosody have rightly observed, oral segmenta-
tion is achieved by multiple means including intonation, stress, empha-
sis, and melody. For simplicity, these multiple tools are referenced here 
as “pause”. The intended sense of “pause” here is the delimitation mark-
ers of oral segmentation. Whether or not there is any period of cessation 
or silence (a literal pause) would, of course, be determined by the read-
ers chosen method of orally performing the text. The relevance of this 
to the study of the ṭeʿamim is particularly clear in Pitcher 2021.  
24 Zaqef ṭeʿamim are used without any ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim in eight of the 110 
verses of 1 Chron. 1–2 (1.14, 28, 30; 2.12, 14, 20, 37, 41, 51). It is 
interesting to note that when the lists of 1 Chron. 24.7–18 and 25.9–31 
do employ zaqef ṭeʿamim in this way, the pashṭa is never lacking. This is 
in accord with the poetics of a list. It creates a clear and repetitive rec-
itation. 
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Presentation 1 [P1]: short verses (nine words or less) with 
one poetic line of two-stich classic parallelism. In these 
short verses, ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim are absent and either zaqef or 
ṭifḥa ṭeʿamim delimit the first stich.  
Presentation 2 [P2]: long verses (nine words or more) that 
contain more than two stichs. In these longer multi-stich 
verses, more complex forms of parallelism may be observed 
and a combination of ʾatnaḥ and zaqef ṭeʿamim (alongside 
other disjunctive ṭeʿamim) will be employed to delimit each 
verse into these stichs.25 

As previously mentioned, in the Song of Songs (unlike Lamenta-
tions), long and short verses are interspersed amongst its eight 
chapters. In 23 of the 25 verses with eight or fewer word-units, 
the accentuation follows the first presentation above [P1],26 
whilst all those of nine word-units or more follow the second 
[P2]. The two exceptions are Song 2.5 and 4.15. These are excep-
tions that prove the rule. For whilst these two verses do both have 
eight word-units, both can be read (with the stichography of 
BHK; see Kittel et al. [eds.] 1977, 1202, 1206) as having three 
stichs, the first of which is delimited by a zaqef and the second 
by an ʾatnaḥ. 

Outside of Lamentations, Song of Songs, and 1 Chronicles, 
two-stich short verses of poetry are observed with ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim 

 
25 This observation is self-evident, but I have not found it explicitly 
stated elsewhere. 
26 The 23 verses are Song 1.1, 2, 1.9–2.2, 4, 6; 3.9; 4.7; 5.10; 6.3; 7.7–
8, and 11. Strictly speaking, the stichs of these verses are delimited by 
zaqef and silluq ṭeʿamim. 
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delimiting their first stichs—that is, with the kind of presentation 
observed in the genealogical lists of 1 Chronicles. The crucial ob-
servation here, however, is that these poetic verses do not occur 
in a consecutive run of short verses (which would make the reci-
tation repetitive) in all cases bar one. Once again, this text can 
be understood to be the exception that proves the rule. The text 
in question is the Song of David at 2 Sam. 22, which parallels the 
text of Ps. 18 with strikingly similar, but rarely identical, content. 
In 2 Sam. 22, 41 of its 51 verses are short verses of eight words 
or fewer.27 All of these short verses are presented as two stichs 
and all of these 41 short verses are delimited by ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim. 
The method in 2 Sam. 22 can be taken, therefore, to describe a 
third method of presenting poetry with the ṭeʿamim of the 
Twenty-One: 

Presentation 3 [P3]: short verses (eight words or less) of 
two-stich parallelism that employ ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim to delimit 
their first stich.  

Table 2 observes the employment of these three presentations for 
twelve of the most widely-recognised poetic texts in the Twenty-
One and four prophetic texts also widely considered to be 
founded upon the poetics of parallelism.  

 
27 Vv. 1–2 are exceptional, v. 1 forms the title of the poem, v. 2 the 
opening ‘and he said’. Vv. 3, 7, and 16 are read here as a quatrains. Vv. 
8, 9, 31, 44, 49, and 51 are read as three stichs. 



 Why Are There Two Systems of Tiberian Ṭeʿamim? 309 

 

Table 2: Poetic Texts in the Twenty-One (see Appendix for details) 
 
Passage 

 
Number 
of verses 
[stichs] 

P1 
Short 
verses 

delimited 
by zaqef 
[stichs] 

P2 
Long 

verses 
with 
zaqef 

+ʾatnaḥ 
[stichs] 

% 
stichs 
delim-
ited as 
P1 or 

P2 

P3 
Short  

verses de-
limited by 
ʾatnaḥ 

[stichs]  

% 
stichs 
delim-
ited as 

P3 

Gen. 49.2–27 26 [80] 0 17 [62] 77% 9 [18] 23% 
Exod. 15.1–18 18 [60] 3 [6] 12 [48] 90% 3 [6] 10% 
Num. 6.24–26 3 [6] 3 [6] 0 100% 0 0 
Deut. 32.1–43 43 [140] 0 26 [106] 75% 17 [34] 25% 
Judg. 5.2–30 29 [121] 0 26 [115] 93% 4 [8] 7% 
1 Sam. 2.1–10 10 [36] 0 7 [30] 83% 3 [6] 17% 
2 Sam. 1.19–27 9 [40] 1 [2] 8 [38] 100% 0 0 
2 Sam. 22.2–50 49 [109] 0 8 [27] 25% 41 [82] 75% 
2 Sam. 23.1–7 7 [23] 0 6 [21] 91% 1 [2] 9% 
Isa. 5.1–7 7 [37] 0 7 [37] 100% 0 0 
Isa. 40.1–31 31 [114] 0 22 [96] 84% 9 [18] 16% 
Hab. 3.2–19 18 [64] 0 14 [56] 87% 4 [8] 13% 
Jon. 2.3–10 8 [28] 0 7 [26] 93% 1[2] 7% 
Lam.  154 [536] 88 [176] 66 [352] >99% 1 [2] <1% 
Song 117 24 [48] 87 100% 0 0 
1 Chron. 16.8–36 29 [61] 25 [50] 4 [11] 100% 0 0 

From Table 2 it can be seen that, apart from Song, Lam. and 1 
Chron. 16, the most frequent presentation of the verses of our 
sixteen chosen texts is the second presentation type [P2], in 
which the poetry is presented in longer verses with multiple 
stichs delimited by ʾatnaḥ and zaqef (alongside other disjunctive 
ṭeʿamim) (Renz 2003). In many texts, however, short verses occur 
interspersed between long verses, as was observed in Song of 
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Songs. Unlike Song of Songs, the other poetic texts in the Twenty-
One commonly employ ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim to delimit these stichs 
[P3]. Since these verses are interspersed within longer verses, the 
problem of repetitive recitation does not occur—except in regard 
to 2 Sam. 22. 

Table 2 highlights the extent to which 2 Sam. 22 is an ex-
ceptional case. Whilst 75 percent of the stichs of 2 Sam. 22 are 
presented with the third presentation type [P3], no other poetic 
text in the Twenty-One presents more than 25 percent of its stichs 
according to this presentation [P3]. Other than 2 Sam. 22, P3 
occurs as a minority presentation within the wider context of 
longer multi-stich verses [P2]. 

Outside of 2 Sam. 22, only five of the above poetic texts 
have consecutive short verses delimited by ʾatnaḥ: 

1.  Gen. 49.19–21: three verses listing the blessings of Jacob 
upon Gad, Asher and Naphtali.  

2.  Deut. 32.18–19: two verses. Since v. 19 follows from v. 
18, the repetition of form is helpful. 

3.  Deut. 32.33–34: two verses. Since v. 34 responds to v. 33, 
the repetition of form is helpful.  

4.  Isa. 40.16–18: three verses with interlinear parallelism. 
Since v. 17 repeats the content of v. 16 and v. 18 responds 
to v. 16–17, the repetition of form aids these connections. 

5.  Isa. 40.29–30: two verses with interlinear parallelism. 

It would appear, then, that only Gen. 49.19–21 and 2 Sam. 22.2–
51 are presented so as to be recited in the manner of a list. In the 
first case this is not problematic—the material is a list. In the 
second, this is puzzling. The Song of David of 2 Sam. 22 is a song 
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of heterogeneous content, passionate emotion, and dramatic sal-
vation. It is not a list, so why should it be presented to be read in 
such a repetitive manner?  

The treatise Soferim may be of help in answering this ques-
tion. The treatise is a compendium of Talmudic wisdom concern-
ing the correct handling of scriptural scrolls. In this compendium, 
two pairs of parallel texts are given special attention: 2 Kgs 18–
20 || Isa. 36–38 and 2 Sam. 22 || Ps. 18 (Cohen 1965).28 These 
texts are recognised as being both very similar and yet having 
important differences. The differences are thus listed in Soferim 
in order to ensure that no scribe—either intentionally or uninten-
tionally—will harmonise the texts of 2 Sam. 22 and Ps. 18. In the 
context of this Talmudic wisdom, if the Tiberian Masoretes had 
presented 2 Sam. 22 with zaqef ṭeʿamim [presentation P1], the 
recitation would have had much the same flow of rhythm and 
“pause” as Ps. 18. The two texts would have been much more 
likely to suffer amalgamation in the mouths, minds, and, there-
fore, hands of their scribal custodians. To avoid this risk, it is 
plausible that the Tiberian Masoretes may have elected to present 
the short verses of 2 Sam. 22 with ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim [presentation 
P3], even though it has many consecutive short verses. This 
presentation generated a repetitive recitation for 2 Sam. 22 dis-
tinct from the recitation of Ps. 18. The extent of its repetitive 

 
28 Soferim (Scribes), Rule One of ch. 8 lists 72 words of 2 Sam. 22, all of 
which should be guarded from harmonisation with the different but 
similar wording of Ps. 18. The words of Ps. 18 are not listed. Ironically, 
some of the vowel letters given as the definitive form of the words of 2 
Sam. 22 differ from those found in Codex L. 
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nature can be seen in the following comprehensive list of all the 
disjunctive ṭeʿamim as they occur in 2 Sam. 22.32–40:  

(32) ṭifḥa – ʾatnaḥ : ṭifḥa – silluq. 

(33) ṭifḥa – ʾatnaḥ : ṭifḥa – silluq. 

(34) ṭifḥa – ʾatnaḥ : ṭifḥa – silluq. 

(35) ṭifḥa – ʾatnaḥ : ṭifḥa – silluq. 

(36) ṭifḥa – ʾatnaḥ : ṭifḥa – silluq. 

(37) ṭifḥa – ʾatnaḥ : ṭifḥa – silluq. 

(38) ṭifḥa – ʾatnaḥ : ṭifḥa – silluq. 

(39) ṭifḥa – ʾatnaḥ : ṭifḥa – silluq. 

(40) ṭifḥa – ʾatnaḥ : ṭifḥa – silluq. 

Anyone reciting (or memorising) 2 Sam. 22 according to these 
ṭeʿamim would thus recite vv. 32–40 in a highly repetitive man-
ner. In terms of the dramatic delivery of the varied content of 
these verses, this is a bit of a disaster.29 But in terms of textual 
memorisation, it would act as a significant reminder that, whilst 
2 Sam. 22 is very much the Song of David, it is definitely not the 
Song of David of Ps. 18.  

The genius of this presentation of 2 Sam. 22 is that whilst 
it testifies to the same delimitation of stichs as Ps. 18, it contains 
41 additional disjunctive ṭeʿamim. Most of these disjunctive 
ṭeʿamim are imposed upon the recitation by its presentation with 
ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim [P3], and none impact the delimitation of a stich. 

 
29 These verses praise God as a refuge, then as a trainer of my hands for 
battle, before recounting the manner of the revenge I have taken on my 
enemies. 
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These extra disjunctive ṭeʿamim add many “pauses” and occur in 
highly predictable places, which thus stretches the recitation out 
to sound more like a repetitive list than a song of varied praise. 

4.0. A Third Answer: The Dilemma of Short-verse 
Poetry in the Twenty-One  

The observed general preference for zaqef ṭeʿamim in delimiting 
poetry in the Twenty-One is based upon their flexibility. This 
flexibility allows a stich delimited by zaqef to be read either with-
out any other disjunctive ṭeʿamim (when the poetics so demand) 
or with one or more disjunctive ṭeʿamim in any place in the clause 
(when this is more appropriate). The flexibility of zaqef, however, 
comes at a cost. Because it is so flexible, it cannot produce the 
same syntactic clarity that is delivered by ʾatnaḥ. For this reason, 
ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim are preferred as markers of dichotomy in the short 
verses that are interspersed throughout Gen. 49 and Deut. 32. In 
these texts, the majority presentation is the second [P2], so the 
recitation of the whole is not made to sound repetitive by occa-
sional short verses with the third presentation [P3]. The di-
lemma, therefore, of presenting short verse poetic texts with the 
ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One is that whilst the delimitation of their 
first stichs by zaqef provides flexibility at the expense of clarity, 
the delimitation of the first stichs by ʾ atnaḥ provides clarity at the 
expense of flexibility.  

A similar dilemma surrounds the use of ṭifḥa to delimit the 
first stich of a short verse in order that the second stich might be 
free from disjunctive ṭeʿamim (see above). Once again, the system 
of the Twenty-One is shown to be able to present poetry without 
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any unwanted “pauses” generated by the rules of the ṭeʿamim of 
the Twenty-One. Again, however, the cost of this flexibility is a 
loss of syntactic clarity. The Tiberian solution to this dilemma 
was to create a secondary system of ṭeʿamim with similar princi-
ples to those of the Twenty-One, but with more flexible parame-
ters, i.e., a system that employs ʾatnaḥ ṭeʿamim that can be pre-
ceded by disjunctive ṭeʿamim, but do not make such a precedent 
mandatory. 

4.1. A More Flexible Alternative 

In the rules of the ṭeʿamim of the Three, the ʾatnaḥ is preceded by 
a deḥi disjunctive ṭaʿam just as an ʾatnaḥ is preceded by a disjunc-
tive ṭifḥa ṭaʿam in the Twenty-One. Unlike in the Twenty-One, 
however, a deḥi ṭaʿam can be placed anywhere in a colon delim-
ited by ʾatnaḥ (not just on one of the two words preceding the 
ʾatnaḥ) and it need not appear at all.  

A similar situation describes the stich delimited by silluq. A 
silluq in the Three is preceded by a disjunctive reviaʿ mugrash, just 
as a silluq is preceded by a disjunctive ṭifḥa in the Twenty-One. 
Unlike in the Twenty-One, however, a reviaʿ mugrash can be 
placed anywhere in the colon delimited by silluq (not just on one 
of the two words preceding the silluq) and it need not appear at 
all. 

Wickes (1881, 99–101) expressed his understanding of this 
situation in terms of various “laws of transformation.” These laws 
explained why his principle of continuous dichotomy was not fol-
lowed in so many verses of the Three. According to these laws of 
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transformation, a disjunctive deḥi is transformed into a conjunc-
tive munaḥ whenever it occurred on the word preceding a word 
with ʾatnaḥ and the stress of its word was not separated from the 
stress of the word with ʾatnaḥ by two or more ‘full vowel’ sylla-
bles. A similar law explained the absence of an expected reviaʿ 
mugrash in a colon delimited by silluq. Whilst these laws have 
much explicative value, the cases of transformation of deḥi 
ṭeʿamim are far more extensive than that delivered by Wickes’s 
simple statement of the laws of transformation (see also Price 
1990, 36, 209–13, 234–38).  

4.2. Ps. 18 as an Example 

Deḥi ṭeʿamim are absent in Ps. 18 in 26 (53 percent) of the 49 
stichs that are delimited by ʾatnaḥ: 5a, 6a, 7c, 8b, 9b, 12b, 13b, 
16c, 18a, 19a, 20a, 21a, 23a, 24a, 25a, 26a, 27a, 31b, 36b, 37a, 
41a, 42a, 43a, 46a, 48a, and 50a. In 17 (65 percent) of these 26 
cases, the absence is well explained by the law of transformation: 
namely 6a, 7c, 8b, 9b, 12b, 13b, 16c, 21a, 23a, 24a, 25a, 31b, 
37a, 41a, 46a, 48a, and 50a.30 In these cases, the syntax places 

 
30 Somewhat obscurely Price (1996, V:1196) lists verses with virtual 
deḥi as 1, 6, 7, 8, 9, 12, 18, 21, 23, 24, 25, 37, 41, 43, 48, and 51. His 
list agrees with the above in regard to twelve verses (6, 7, 8, 9, 12, 21, 
23, 24, 25, 37, 41, and 48) and is divergent in regard to four verses (1, 
18, 43, and 51): v. 1 has a deḥi before the ʾatnaḥ, there is a long run of 
conjunctives before the reviaʿ mugrash, but the reason for a transfor-
mation is not well explained by the laws of transformation; vv. 18 and 
43 are considered above; v. 51 has six disjunctive ṭeʿamim on nine word-
units, so it is not clear how an additional deḥi disjunctive ṭaʿam can be 
considered to be virtually present (and transformed).  
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the position of a preceding deḥi too near to the stress of the word 
with ʾatnaḥ.  

Nine cases, however, are not well explained by the ‘Laws 
of Transformation,’ specifically, 5a, 18a, 19a, 20a, 26a, 27a, 36b, 
42a, and 43a. Three of these nine cases could be explained if the 
vowel ḥireq in a yiqṭol verb is not considered to constitute a ‘full 
vowel’ syllable (26a, 27a, and 36b), but this proposal generates 
more problems than it solves; for survival of the deḥi at other 
places (for example, Ps. 18.17a and elsewhere in the Psalter) 
would then require further explanation. Four further cases (5a, 
19a, 42a, and 43a) could be explained if a deḥi ṭaʿam is consid-
ered to be transformed when the word with ʾatnaḥ has maqqefim. 
But, again, the survival of deḥi in other psalms under these con-
ditions would then require explanation (for example, at Ps. 
22.18a). At Ps. 18.18a, it is not clear that a deḥi should neces-
sarily be expected on י  from my enemy’ before the short‘ מֵא יְבִֵ֥
word עָז ‘strong’. The two words are usually read together to mean 
‘from my strong enemy’. Although it must be admitted that a def-
inite article would be expected on עָז. Furthermore, ‘you save me, 
my enemy is strong’ does form a nice parallel with 18b.  The case 
of 20a is clearer. The ʾatnaḥ occurs on the last syllable of  ב  לַמֶרְחָָ֑
‘to the broad place’. This word is long enough to protect a deḥi 
on the preceding word from transformation (נִי  and he‘ וַיוֹצִיאֵֵ֥
brought me out’), but no deḥi is found upon it. 

A similar situation pertains to the reviaʿ mugrash, which is 
absent in thirteen (25 percent) of the 51 stichs delimited by silluq: 
2, 5b, 15b, 19b, 28b, 33b, 36c, 40b, 43b, 44c, 48b, 50b, 51c. In 
eight of these thirteen cases the law of transformation explains 
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the absence of reviaʿ mugrash: 5b, 28b, 33b, 36c, 40b, 43b, 48b, 
and 50b. Three of the remaining five cases have other explana-
tions. The stichs of vv. 2 and 51c may be considered grammati-
cally exceptional. At 15b there is a mugrash symbol without a 
reviaʿ. This probably should be read as an alternative representa-
tion of reviaʿ mugrash: the anomaly occurs elsewhere, it is con-
sistently replicated in many of the best masoretic manuscripts, 
and it occurs regularly on monosyllabic words (Dotan 2001, xvi). 
In regard to 19b, however, one is required to argue, against sense, 
that the syntactic or prosodic dichotomy is expected between 
ן ילִֵֽ  and לְמִשְעָָ֣  as a support for me’ (and not after יְהוָֹ֖ה ‘the LORD’). 
The absence of reviaʿ mugrash at 44c cannot be explained by the 
laws of transformation at least in their current guise. Despite 
these observations, it is not argued here that Wickes’ laws of 
transformation cannot be stretched to accommodate these and 
multiple similar cases.31 Rather, it is asked whether there is good 
purpose to this exercise. What is achieved by these ever-more 
complex explanations is the preservation of a system of rules of 

 
31 Consider, for example, the cases of the transformation of deḥi in the 
first four ssalms of the Psalter. In Ps. 1.3; 2.2; and 3.9 more than two 
syllables separate the stress of the word with ʾatnaḥ and the stress of the 
preceding word. The transformed taʿam preceding the ʾatnaḥ in these 
cases is merkha (not munaḥ, as per Wickes’s Law of Transformation). In 
Ps. 2.7 and 4.9, the expected positions of their syntactic dichotomies 
occur on the second word preceding the ʾatnaḥ and not the preceding 
word. In both cases these words also have merkha conjunctive ṭeʿamim. 
Further rules are needed to explain these transformations. For various 
lists of virtual deḥi ṭeʿamim see Price (1996, V:1195–210).  
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the ṭeʿamim that has been supposed to explain them. What is frus-
trated is an observation of the recitation to which the ṭeʿamim 
bear witness (which may in itself provide good explanation for 
these ṭeʿamim). It seems to me intuitively sensible to take the tes-
timony of the Masoretes more seriously when they claim to be 
attempting to capture an established tradition of recitation with 
their ṭeʿamim, not creating one through the application of an es-
tablished grammar of the ṭeʿamim.  

As Dresher (1994, esp. 16–23) has explained, prosodic rec-
itations can be presented as a series of dichotomies, particularly 
in regard to prose. But as Janis (1987, esp. 23–100) has also 
shown, however, they need not necessarily be so understood. 
Janis (1987, 48–53) has also shown that Wickes’s insistence that 
nothing should break the “principle of continuous dichotomy” 
can put the cart before the horse when it comes to understanding 
the dynamics of prosody. More recent prosodic enquiry raises 
new possibilities (Pitcher 2020). As Price (1990, 26–47) has 
shown, the rules of the accents can explain almost all the ob-
served occurrences of ṭeʿamim in the Twenty-One. This predicta-
bility extends to the poetic texts presented with the ṭeʿamim of 
the Twenty-One, but it must be admitted that more flexible zaqef 
ṭeʿamim dominate these texts—that is, a ṭaʿam with more flexible 
rules. The system of the Three was most probably created to ex-
tend this flexibility to short-verse poetic texts. In these texts, the 
rules that appear to govern their distribution must either be un-
derstood to be very complex (so Wickes and Price) or to be held 
more lightly—that is, in a position that is secondary to the poet-
ics. In both cases, it seems that the oral dynamics must be placed 
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to the fore if we are to make good sense of the ṭeʿamim and that, 
if so, two different sets of ṭeʿamim provide much interesting evi-
dence for the application of different ways of orally performing 
different kinds of texts. 

4.3. Ps. 18.19–20 as an Example 

In Ps. 18 and elsewhere, it is possible to formulate a much sim-
pler and intuitive understanding of the ṭeʿamim, by considering 
how they impact the oral performance of the text. In the example 
of vv. 19–20, for example, the anomalous lack of mid-stich dis-
junctive ṭeʿamim in 19a, 19b, and 20a can be understood simply 
to reflect a recitation tradition in which these stichs were recited 
without any mid-stich “pause”. This absence thus causes the mid-
stich “pause” of 20b to be heard emphatically and so give its (se-
mantically) remarkable last clause a degree of special emphasis: 

י׃  ן לִֵֽ ִּֽיְהִי־יְהוָֹ֖ה לְמִשְעָָ֣ י וֵַֽ וּנִי בְיוֹם־אֵידִָ֑  יְקַדְּמֵ֥

י׃ ץ בִֵֽ פֵֵֽ י חֵָ֥ נִי כִ  חַלְּצִֵׁ֗ ב יְִּ֜ נִי לַמֶרְחָָ֑  וַיוֹצִיאֵֵ֥

This gives an oral sense or, even, an oral taste to the text. In 
transliteration, the effect can be seen when English punctuation 
marks are used to represent the ‘pauses’ of the ṭeʿamim: 

yǝqaddǝmūnī bǝyōm-ʾēḏī :  wayhī-ʾăḏōna ̊̄y lǝmišʿa ̊̄n lī. 

wayyōṣīʾēnī lammɛrḥa ̊̄ḇ :  yǝḥallǝṣēnī—kī ḥa ̊̄p̊̄ēṣ bī. 

In English translation such a recitation might therefore be pre-
sented as follows: 

They confronted me on the day of my trouble:  

but the LORD was there for my support. 
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And He brought me out to the broad place:  

He rescued me—because he delighted in me. 

5.0. Conclusions 
In an attempt to consider why there are two systems of Tiberian 
ṭeʿamim this paper has been compelled to explore a wide range of 
observations. At this juncture it seems appropriate to draw them 
together into a narrative that might explain why there are two 
systems of Tiberian ṭeʿamim and how they might relate to one 
another. 

Texts with Palestinian and Babylonian ṭeʿamim employ the 
same system of ṭeʿamim for all the books of the Hebrew Bible. The 
Tiberian use of two systems appears to be a Tiberian innovation 
and not a phenomenon that was inherited by them. Early maso-
retic grammatical treatises consistently describe and praise the 
Tiberian nequddot and ṭeʿamim as recording, preserving and pass-
ing on an outstanding oral performance of the text. They do not 
represent the ṭeʿamim as a system of punctuation imposed upon 
the text, but rather a way of presenting an outstanding oral reci-
tation of the text. A significant number of poetic texts in the He-
brew Bible are presented with the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One, 
most notably the books of Lamentations and Song of Songs. These 
books evidence a modified use of the ṭeʿamim of the Twenty-One. 
The three books Psalms, Proverbs and Job stand apart as being 
founded on parallelism and having significantly shorter verses. 
The creation of a separate system of ṭeʿamim was a response to 
the combination of both the different oral dynamics of the reci-
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tation of short verses and the different oral dynamics of the reci-
tation of poetry. The rules of the ṭeʿamim of Three are more flex-
ible than those of the Twenty-One: simpler in general description, 
but far more difficult to formulate in detail.32 The mysteries of 
the rules of the ṭeʿamim of the Three only therefore appear to 
resoluble when the focus is turned away from the rules of the 
ṭeʿamim and towards the dynamics of the recitation.  

It has been found to be insightful to approach the ṭeʿamim 
of the Twenty-One as indicators of prosody as defined by linguis-
tics (suprasegmental phonology) in Pitcher (2020). The challenge 
then remains before us to approach the ṭeʿamim of the Three as 
indicators of prosody as defined by poetics (which in this case 
will be parallelism) and then, perhaps, to return to some of the 
poetic texts of the Twenty-One—and their ṭeʿamim—equipped 
with new insight.  

 
32 Price (1996, 1101) claims that for the ṭeʿamim of the Three “Twelve 
of the rules or auxiliaries operated without a single exception. The re-
maining rules operated with few exceptions and ranged in accuracy 
from 94. 13% to 99.91%.” These impressive results, however, rely upon 
his extensive use of ‘virtual’ ṭeʿamim. As discussed above, the rules per-
taining to the transformations of ‘virtual’ ṭeʿamim are not clear and the 
rationale behind lists provided by Price is often very hard to discern.  
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Appendix 
Information relevant to Table 2, §3.5: 

• Gen. 49.2–27: Gen. 49.2, 5, 12, 14, 16, 19–21, and 23, [P3]; 
the rest, [P2] incl. v. 18 (three morphemes, one stich as per 
BHS). 

• Exod. 15.1–18: Exod. 15.3, 5, and 14 [P3]; vv. 4 and 13, 
four-stich lines delimited by ʾatnaḥ and ṭifḥa [P2]; vv. 1b–c 
and 12, two-stich lines delimited by zaqef [P1]; v. 18, two-
stichs delimited by ṭifḥa [P1]; the rest [P2]. 

• Deut. 32.1–43: Deut. 32.1, 3, 5, 9, 12, 16, 18–19, 23, 26, 
28, 29, 31, 33–34, 37, and 40 [P3]; the rest [P2]. 

• Judg. 5.2–30: Judg. 5.18, 22, 25, 29 [P3]; v. 5, three (plus) 
stichs delimited by ʾatnaḥ, zaqef, and ṭifḥa [P2]; the rest 
[P2]. 

• 1 Sam. 2.1–10: 1 Sam. 2.4, 6, and 7, [P3]; v. 2, three stichs 
delimited by ʾatnaḥ and ṭifḥa, [P2]; the rest [P2]. 

• 2 Sam. 1.19–27: 2 Sam. 1.27, [P1]; the rest, [P2]. 
• 2 Sam. 22.2–50: 2 Sam. 22.8, 9, 31, 44, and 49, three stichs, 

[P2]; vv. 3, 7, 16 four stichs, [P2]; the rest [P1]. V. 51 ex-
cluded, three stichs delimited by ʾatnaḥ and tevir? 

• Isa. 5.1–7: Isa. 5.3, four stichs delimited by ʾatnaḥ and ṭifḥa; 
the rest [P2]. 

• Isa. 40.1–31: Isa. 40.1, 13, 16–18, 23, 25, and 29–30 two 
stichs delimited by ʾatnaḥ, [P3]; v. 8, four stichs delimited 
by ʾatnaḥ and ṭifḥa, [P2]; the rest [P2]. 

• Hab. 3.2–19: Hab. 2.5, 12, 15, and 18, [P1]; v. 7, three 
stichs delimited by zaqef and ʾatnaḥ, [P2]; the rest [P2]. 

• Jon. 2.3–10: Jon. 2.9 [P3]; the rest [P2]. 
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• Lam.: Lam. 1–2, [P2]; Lam. 3, [P1], Lam. 4, [P2]. Lam. 5, 
[P1]. 

• Song: Song: the total stich count of P2 material is a matter 
of some debate. 

• 1 Chron. 16.8–36: 1 Chron. 16.29 and 33, three stichs de-
limited by ʾatnaḥ and zaqef, [P2]; vv. 33 and 35–36, four 
stichs delimited by atnaḥ and zaqef, [P2]. 
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“SOME FANCIFUL MIDRASH 
EXPLANATION”: DERASH ON THE 

ṬEʿAMIM IN THE MIDDLE AGES AND 
EARLY MODERN PERIOD 

Benjamin Williams 

Among the multitude of ṭeʿamim ‘cantillation marks’ that adorn 
the Masoretic Text of the Hebrew Bible, the accent shalshelet at-
tracts attention due to its conspicuous zig-zag shape and its sung 
recitation as a trill or tremolo. Because of its rarity—it occurs just 
seven times in the twenty-one prose books of the Hebrew Bible—
medieval and modern readers have attributed special significance 
to the passages in which it appears. In his 1887 treatise on the 
accentuation, William Wickes related medieval explanations to 
the effect that the accent conveys information about the events 
narrated not otherwise explicit in the biblical text, such as the 
prolonged repetition of a particular action, or even angelic inter-
vention in the proceedings. Such aggadic interpretations were 
not to the taste of sober-minded Wickes. Fearing that a similar 
interpretation might underlie the Masoretes’ own use of 
shalshelet, Wickes pronounced that the accent’s original meaning, 
if it could be recovered, would not be worth the reader’s atten-
tion: “For we may be sure that we should have had some fanciful 
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Midrash explanation, which we can well afford to dispense with” 
(Wickes 1887, 85). 

The purpose of this study is to examine the history of the 
idea that the shapes, names, and sounds of the ṭeʿamim convey 
information about biblical narratives. Medieval commentators 
who relayed the peshaṭ, the plain meaning of the text, regularly 
employed the accents to identify pausal forms, stressed syllables, 
the relationship between consecutive words, and the structure of 
the verse. But a number of interpreters, including Tobias ben 
Eliezer, Joseph ibn Caspi, Baḥya ben Asher, and Moses Alsheikh, 
also used them to formulate narrative details that are not explicit 
in the text, including twists and turns in the plot, the thoughts 
and motivations of the characters, and the manner in which di-
rect speech was delivered. The present study examines this tech-
nique first by analysing the midrashic method of deriving such 
information from the graphic features of the consonantal text of 
the Hebrew Bible. I will then turn to medieval anthologies of 
midrash and commentaries that favour the derash, where unusual 
and irregular cantillation marks, including shalshelet, are inter-
preted in a similar way. Finally, examples from the commentaries 
of Moses Alsheikh of Safed (d. 1593) will show how sixteenth-
century Sephardi interpreters not only focused on exceptional 
ṭeʿamim, but treated the masoretic system of accentuation more 
broadly as a source of information concerning biblical narratives. 
As will be shown in the conclusion, medieval derash on the 
ṭeʿamim has inspired several contemporary expositors of the bib-
lical text. It is hoped that an impartial enquiry into the origins of 
this exegetical method, which neither defends the interpretations 
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nor dismisses them as “fanciful,” will enable an understanding of 
a distinctive interpretive approach to the Masora that has, once 
again, become popular. 

In Isaac Heinemann’s classic study of the midrashic 
method, Darkhe ha-ʾAggada, the significance accorded by the rab-
bis to the shapes and sounds of the consonantal text of the He-
brew Bible is designated as “creative philological” exegesis. 
Though Heinemann focused on the interpretation of letters, 
words, sentences, and sections, he acknowledged that other 
graphic features of the text, including its division into para-
graphs, were also the subject of “philological” exposition (Heine-
mann 1970, 100). Interpretations of the puncta extraordinaria in 
Sifre Numbers 69 illustrate this exegetical method. Among the 
passages expounded is the reunion of Jacob and Esau in Gen. 
33.4, where Esau fell upon his brother’s neck and kissed him. The 
letters of ּהו  are written with supralinear dots:1 וַיִשְָקֵָ֑

ל עַל־ (1) הוּ וַיִפ ֵ֥ יְחַבְקֵֹ֔ ַ ו לִקְרָאתוֹ  וֵֽ רָץ עֵשָ  ווַיָ֨ וִּׁ֗  צַוָּארָֹ֖ הִׁ֗ קִֵָׁ֑֗ שִָׁ֗ יִִׁ֗ וּ׃  וִַׁ֗  וַיִבְכֵֽ
 ‘Esau ran to meet him. He embraced him, fell upon his 

neck, ȧṅḋ k̇iṡ̇ṡėḋ ḣiṁ̇, and they wept. (Gen. 33.4) 
The midrash reads as follows: 

וִׁ֗ שִׁ֗ ויכיוצא בו  (2) הִׁ֗ והלא בידוע   ' שמעון בן יוחיי או ' לבו. ר, שלא נשקו בכל קִׁ֗

 שעשו שונא ליעקב אלא נהפכו רחמיו באותה שעה ונשקו בכל לבו.
 ‘…An analogous case is “and k̇iṡ̇ṡėḋ ḣiṁ̇.” [The presence of 

points above the word indicates] that [Esau] did not kiss 
[Jacob] wholeheartedly. Rabbi Shimʿon ben Yoḥai said, “Is 

 
1 Unless otherwise noted, biblical texts are cited from the BHS. The con-
sonants of the qere are printed in brackets. 
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it not certain that Esau hated Jacob? But at that particular 
moment, his disposition changed and he kissed him whole-
heartedly.”’ (Sifre Numbers 69, ed. Kahana 2011–2015, 
I:167)2 

According to the first interpretation, the dots cast doubt on 
the sincerity underlying Esau’s action. Shimʿon ben Yoḥai, by 
contrast, suggests that the dots reinforce the significance of 
Esau’s kiss as an indication of a profound change of heart. New 
insights into the motivations and actions of biblical characters 
may, according to these views, be disclosed by expounding the 
text’s graphic features. This interpretation illustrates the relation-
ship Heinemann (1970, 13) held to be implicit between “creative 
philology” and the resulting “creative historiographical” insights 
into the narrative, since, according to the midrashic method, “the 
interpretation of documents serves as a basis for the description 
of history.”3 

Though the exposition of graphic features of the Hebrew 
Bible’s consonantal text is well-attested in rabbinic literature 
(Fishbane 2013, 17–21), a small number of references to maso-
retic signs can be found in late midrashim. An example comes in 
the first part of Exodus Rabbah (2.6), which Avigdor Shinan 

 
2 Cf. Genesis Rabba 78.9. Midrash Tanḥuma (printed) Va-yishlaḥ 4 ex-
plains the insincerity of Esau’s action by suggesting that, rather than 
seeking to kiss Jacob (from the root ק "נש ), he wished to bite him (from 
ך"נש ). See also Liebermann 1962, 43–46; Shinan 1994; Martín-Contre-

ras 2003. 
3 The full quotation reads:   שני מיני פעילות אלו קשורים זה בזה כבר במדע: פירוש
 .התעודות משמש בסיס לתיאור ההיסטוריה, ורק על רקע הקורות יש להבין את הטכסטים
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(1984, 23) has dated to the tenth century CE. The exposition of 
Exod. 3.4, when God called Moses from out of the Burning Bush 
by repeating his name, draws attention to other occasions when 
patriarchs and prophets were similarly addressed. In the case of 
Abraham, Jacob, and Samuel, the repeated proper nouns are di-
vided in the pointed Masoretic Text by a vertical bar (paseq).4 
The midrash explains why the sign is not used in the case of Mo-
ses: 

ויאמר משה משה. את מוצא: אברהם אברהם יש בו פסק, יעקב יעקב יש  

ק. למה? בו פסק, שמואל שמואל יש בו פסק, אבל משה משה אין בו פס 

כאדם שהוא נתון תחת משאוי גדול וקורא: פלוני פלוני, קרב פרוק משאוי  

זה מעלי! דבר אחר: עם כל הנביאים הפסיק מלדבר עמהם, ועם משה לא  

 . הפסיק כל ימיו
“And [the Lord] said, ‘Moses Moses’” (Exod. 3.4). You find 
in the case of “Abraham, Abraham” (Gen. 22.11) that there 
is a paseq. Likewise, there is a paseq in “Jacob, Jacob” (Gen. 
46.2) and also in “Samuel, Samuel” (1 Sam. 3.10). But in 
the case of “Moses Moses”, there is no paseq. Why is this 
so? It is like a man who was laden with a heavy burden 
and shouted, “So-and-so so-and-so, come over here and 
take this load from me.”  
Another interpretation (davar ʾaḥer) is that God spoke in-
termittently with all [other] prophets, but never stopped 
[speaking] with Moses throughout his whole life. (Exodus 
Rabbah 2.6, ed. Shinan 1984, 116–17) 

 
4 See also Dotan (2005). An eleventh-century dating of this part of Exo-
dus Rabba has been advanced by Bregman (2003, 171–72). Cf. t. Be-
rakhot 1.14; Sifra Nedava parasha 1.12 (Weiss 3d); Genesis Rabba 56.7; 
Tanḥuma (Buber) Noaḥ 1, 6, Va-yera 46, Shemot 15; Tanḥuma (printed) 
Va-yera 23, Shemot 18, Ṣav 13. 
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In good midrashic style, the darshan expounds Exod. 3.4 in 
the light of verses throughout the biblical canon which exhibit a 
similar syntactic formulation. Alternative explanations are pro-
posed, which, as indicated by the term davar ʾaḥer ‘another inter-
pretation’, are not mutually exclusive (Fishbane 2013, 16, 21–
23). But, unusually for a midrash, the interpretation refers to the 
masoretic pointing. The darshan’s observations correspond with 
the text in the Leningrad Codex (dated 1008/9 CE), where a paseq 
divides  ם ם̇׀̇אַבְרָהָָ֣ אַבְרָהָָ֑  ‘Abraham, Abraham’ in the account of the 
Akedah (Gen. 22.11), ב ב̇׀̇יַעֲק ָ֣ יַעֲק ָ֑  ‘Jacob, Jacob’ before the migra-
tion to Egypt (Gen. 46.2), and ל ל̇׀̇שְמוּאֵָ֣ שְמוּאֵָ֑  ‘Samuel, Samuel’ 
when God called to the young prophet at Shiloh (1 Sam. 3.10). 
The lack of a paseq when God called Moses’s name twice in Exod. 
3.4, therefore, invites an explanation (Freedman 1998, fols 12a, 
28b, 32b, 151b; Khan 2013, 10). According to the first interpre-
tation, the absence of the division that would indicate a slight 
pause in the recitation means that God addressed Moses as hur-
riedly as someone shouting for urgent assistance with a heavy 
load (Yeivin 1980, 216, no. 283). The alternative explanation re-
fers to the primacy of Mosaic prophecy, as Moses alone received 
divine inspiration without interruption (cf. Leviticus Rabbah 
1.14–15; Exodus Rabbah 21.4). By means of these explanations, 
the darshan shows how the nature of the revelation at the Burning 
Bush can be grasped through the midrashic interpretation of fea-
tures of the masoretic codex. 

Expositions of the cantillation marks as sources of narrative 
information can be found in the masora of tenth- and eleventh-
century manuscripts. The masora magna of the Aleppo Codex (ca. 
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930 CE) and of the Leningrad Codex compare the accounts of the 
capture of two kings of Judah, Amaziah and Zedekiah, in 2 Kgs 
14.13 and Jer. 34.21, respectively: 
ל̇̇ (3) אֵֹּ֖ שְר  ךְ־י  לֶּ ש̇מֶּ  ָּ֥ ש̇יְהוֹא  פִַׁ֛ הוּ̇ת  ן־אֲחַזְי ָ֗ ש̇בֶּ ֹּ֣ ן־יְהוֹא  ה̇בֶּ ָ֜ ךְ־יְהוּד  לֶּ הוּ̇מֶּ  וְאֵת֩̇אֲמַצְי ִ֨

ש..̇. מֶּ ָ֑ ית̇ש   בְבֵֹּ֣
 ‘And as for King Amaziah of Judah son of Jehoash, son of 

Ahaziah, King Jehoash of Israel captured [him] at Beth-
Shemesh…’ (2 Kgs 14.13a) 

ם   (4) נַפְשָָ֑ י  ם וּבְיַֹ֖ד מְבַקְשֵָ֣ יְבֵיהֶֹ֔ בְיַָ֣ד א ֵֽ יו אֶתֵן   ה וְאֶת־שָרִָׁ֗ לֶך־יְהוּדִָּ֜ מֵֶֽ הוּ  וְאֶת־צִדְקִיָ֨
ל לֶך בָבֶֹ֔ יל מֶָ֣ ם׃  וּבְיַד חֵֵ֚ ים מֵעֲלֵיכֵֶֽ  הָע לִֹ֖

 ‘And as for King Zedekiah of Judah and his officials, I will 
hand [them] over to their enemies and to those who seek 
their lives, to the army of the king of Babylon, which has 
retreated from you. (Jer. 34.21) 

Though the first parts of the two verses are similarly 
worded, the masoretic pointing differs. The initial ̇֩וְאֵת in the ac-
count of Amaziah is pointed with the accent telisha. The וְאֶת־ in 
the prophecy of judgement on Zedekiah, however, is joined by 
maqqef to the following word and so lacks any accent and is 
pointed with the short vowel segol rather than ṣere. The masoretic 
note at 2 Kgs 14.13 in the Leningrad Codex explains the discrep-
ancy by relating Amaziah’s fate to the name of the accent telisha: 

למלכות.   וחזר  מן הממלכות  נתלש  והשני חטף. הראשון  הראשון תלש 

 . צדקיהו נחטף מן המלכות ולא חזר למלכות
The former [i.e., Amaziah] [God] plucked (talash) and the 
latter [i.e., Zedekiah] [God] snatched quickly. The former 
was plucked (nitlash) from his kingship but returned to the  
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kingship. Zedekiah was snatched quickly from the king-
ship, but did not return to the kingship. (Freedman 1998, 
fol. 211b)5 

According to this interpretation, the masoretic pointing 
communicates an element of the narrative. In 2 Kgs 14.13, the 
telisha indicates that Amaziah was temporarily plucked (talash, 
nitlash) from the throne. In Jeremiah, the short vowel on the 
word  וְאֶת־ and its connection to ּהו -Zedekiah’ show that Zed‘ צִדְקִיָ֨
ekiah’s downfall was quicker than Amaziah’s, since he was de-
ported to Babylon (2 Kgs 25.6–7) and never restored to the 
throne (Loewinger 1960, 91–92; 1972, 603; Revell 2000, 72; Do-
tan 2009, 65–66; Ofer 2019, 261–63). 

By the end of the tenth century, therefore, the midrashic 
exposition of graphic features of the Hebrew Bible was no longer 
limited to those of the consonantal text. Late midrashim interpret 
masoretic signs, though not, to my knowledge, the names or 
shapes of ṭeʿamim. The masora itself derives narrative information 
from the accents, though the verses discussed above are not ex-
pounded in extant midrashim (Friedeman 2021). But from the 
late-eleventh century, certain midrashic anthologies and com-
mentaries developed insights into a small number of biblical nar-
ratives by explaining unusual ṭeʿamim or anomalous patterns of  

 
5 See also the masora magna of the Aleppo Codex at 2 Chron. 25.33, fol. 
235b. 
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accentuation.6 Several explain the account of Potiphar’s wife’s at-
tempt to seduce Joseph at Gen. 39.8, which begins with the rare 
accent shalshelet:7 

ן (5) ל אֲשֶר־  וַיְמָאֵֵ֓ יִת וְכ ֵ֥ י מַה־בַבָָ֑ ע אִתִֹ֖ י ל א־יָדֵַ֥ ן אֲד נִֹ֔ יו הֵָ֣ שֶת אֲד נָֹ֔ אמֶר  אֶל־אֵָ֣ ׀ וַי ֨

י׃  ן בְיָדִֵֽ וֹ נָתֵַ֥  יֶש־לֹ֖
 ‘But he [Joseph] refused and said to his master’s wife, 

“Look, my master has no concern, because of me, for house-
hold affairs, for he has entrusted everything he owns to 
me.”’ (Gen. 39.8) 

The earliest derash I have found on this ṭaʿam is in the late-
eleventh-century Leqaḥ Ṭov of Tobias ben Eliezer, the Greek-
speaking exegete associated with the Byzantine city of Kastoria 
(Ta-Shma 2005, 259–94; Mondschein 2009, 270–72; Cohen 
2020, 166–67, 176–90). According to this explanation, the ṭaʿam 
reveals the manner in which Joseph refused the advances of Pot-
iphar’s wife: ‘“But he refused.” Refusal upon refusal ad infinitum, 

 
6 On the interpretation of further features of the Masora, see Penkower 
(1982, xi, 31–40); Mondschein (2009, 270–72). On the interpretation 
of tagin and irregular letters in the Sefer Torah, see Razhabi (1978, 90–
94, 120–23); Caspi (2015, 403–46). My thanks to Jen Taylor Friedman 
for drawing my attention to Caspi’s study. 
7 In addition to those discussed below, see also Gellis (1982–2014, 
IV:94), and BnF MS Hébreu 5, fol. 1r. On the latter, see Wickes (1887, 
85) and del Barco (2010, 42). On the interpretation of the Joseph nar-
rative in rabbinic texts, see Kugel (1990). 
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as it is written with pesiq and shalshelet...’ (Ben Eliezer 1884, 
I:198)8 

As Aron Dotan (1967, 164–65, 343–44) and Nurit Reich 
(2006) have shown, shalshelet is also called marʿim, marʿid, and 
mesulsal in the Masora, names which characterise it as a distinc-
tive raising of the voice or as a trill or tremolo.9 Its association 
with a loud or repetitive melodic motif would explain the com-
ment in the Leqaḥ Ṭov. The shalshelet on  ן  ’and he refused‘ וַיְמָאֵֵ֓
therefore indicates not only how the cantor should recite the 
word, but also how direct speech was originally delivered and 
that Joseph himself spoke with prolonged and insistent determi-
nation.10  

Several later exegetes used a similar method to explain the 
verse. The fourteenth-century Provençal commentator Joseph ibn 
Caspi (1280–ca. 1340), better known for his philosophical inter-
pretations of the Bible, included derash on the ṭeʿamim in his 
Maṣref la-Kesef (Mesch 1975; Twersky 1979; Herring 1982, 125–

 
עבירה   8 בדבר  בפסיק  ובשלשלת.  דכתיב  פעמים,  הרבה  מיאון  אחר  מיאון  "וימאן. 
" ממאנין, בדבר מצוה אין ממאנין . On the second part of the comment, ‘Re-

garding a sin, one must refuse; regarding a commandment, one must 
not’, see Genesis Rabbah 87.5 and Yalquṭ Shimʿoni 145 (ed. Hyman, 
1973, 750). On the paseq that always accompanies the shalshelet in the 
twenty-one prose books, see Yeivin (1980, 188–89, no. 229). 
9 The shalshelet is also discussed in Goren (1989; 1995, 66–77, 151–56); 
Morgenstern (1994). 
10 The comment is closely echoed in the Midrash Śekhel Ṭov (Ben Solo-
mon 1900–1901, I:239). On this work, see Cohen (2020, 193–205), the 
afterword in Ta-Shma (2005, 253–94), and Mondschein (2009, 272–
77).  
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26; Ben-Zazon 2017, 87–95; Sackson 2017, 161–69).11 He wrote 
that the shalshelet in Gen. 39.8 represents not determination, but 
rather Joseph’s hesitation and wavering resolve in the face of 
great temptation:  

וימאן גם טעם השלשלת הוא מפרושי אנשי כנסת הגדולה שלמדו ממשה  

וכבר כתבתי זה על ויתמהמה ואין כן על וימאן אשר ביעקב שני פעמים.  

ואין תמה אם יוסף החכם פוסח בזה הענין המסוכן אם לפנים אם לאחור  

יה  כי כן ראוי לכל חכם ואולי זולתו ששמו כשמו לקח דרך אחרת ומה ה

ז י"נעלם מרבותי]נו[  יהודה שמלאך  וביוסף "ל שאמרו על  י דוחה אותו 

 . אמרו ביקש עצמו ולא מצא. אשרי מי שידע להכיר מעלת דבריהם
“And he refused.” The accent shalshelet is also among the 
explanations that the Men of the Great Synagogue learnt 
from Moses, about which I have already written regarding 
the word  ה ִּֽיִתְמַהְמֵָ֓ -and he hesitated’ (Gen. 19.16). [The ac‘ וֵַֽ
cent] is not above the word וַיְמָאֵן on the two occasions it 
refers to Jacob (Gen. 37.35; 48.19). There is no cause for 
surprise if the wise man Joseph hesitated ( פוסח) with re-
gard to this perilous matter, whether one way or the other, 
for this befits every sage (and maybe his namesake took 
another approach!).12 For how could anything be con-
cealed from our rabbis, of blessed memory, who said re-
garding Judah that an angel of the Lord was compelling 
him, but regarding Joseph that he checked himself and 
found that he could not [have intercourse]. Happy is the 
one who can fully comprehend their sublime words! 

 
11 On Ibn Caspi’s treatment of the ṭeʿamim, see Rock (2007, §2.4). I am 
grateful to Dr Rock for kindly providing a copy of her dissertation. 
12 As suggested in the editions of Last (1905) and Rock (2007), this may 
be a self-deprecating reference on the part of the commentator.  
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(Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek Hamburg MS Levy 8, 
fol. 32b)13 

By crediting the transmission of the cantillation marks to the Men 
of the Great Synagogue14 while also endowing them with Mosaic 
authority, Ibn Caspi presents them as an authoritative source of 
information regarding the biblical narrative. To understand the 
significance of the shalshelet in question, Ibn Caspi refers the 
reader back to his interpretation of Lot’s hesitant flight from 
Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen. 19.16), where the word ה ִּֽיִתְמַהְמֵָ֓  and‘ וֵַֽ
he delayed’, is pointed with the same accent. There he explains 
that the shalshelet’s meaning lies in its shape ( ענינה בצורתה) and 
that Lot’s indecisiveness was manifested physically as he “was 
contorting his body (מעוותת תנועה  -forwards and back (עושה 
wards.”15 The presence of the accent in Gen. 39.8 underlies Ibn 
Caspi’s attribution of the same vacillation and tortuous hesitation 
to Joseph, who, according to the interpretation in Midrash 
Tanḥuma and Genesis Rabbah, was saved from transgression only 

 
13 This manuscript underlies the editions of Last (1905) and Rock 
(2007), though the former prints a slightly different reading (ed. Last 
1905, II:87–88). 
14 Ibn Caspi frequently refers to the Men of the Great Synagogue when 
explaining the accents, including in his comment on Gen. 1.1. The at-
tribution is in accordance with the rabbinic association of the events of 
Neh. 8–9, including the reading of the Torah in such a way that it was 
understood (Neh. 8.8), with the activities of the Men of the Great Syn-
agogue. See b. Nedarim 37b, b. Megillah 3a, and the texts examined in 
Schiffer (1977). Cf. Baḥya ben Asher’s assertion of the Mosaic origin of 
the cantillation marks cited below. 
15 MS Hamburg 8, fol. 23b; cf. Mishneh Kesef (ed. Last 1905), II:57. 
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through divine intervention, as the miraculous appearance of his 
father’s image rendered him impotent.16 Ibn Caspi excuses Joseph 
for his wavering resolve, recalling the principle that sages are 
particularly susceptible to the evil inclination.17  

A third explanation is that of Ibn Caspi’s contemporary, 
Baḥya ben Asher of Saragossa.18 Baḥya not only expounded the 
shalshelet in Gen. 39.8, but also supplied an explanation for his 
methods:   

וימאן ויאמר אל אשת אדניו הן אדוני. תחלת דבורו אמר לה: הן אדני, 

והטעם שבמילת   לי.  עושה  את  ומה  והלא אדני מצוי לך    ' וימאן' כלומר 

נמנע אצלו ממאן בו בתכלית המיאון,  ועל היותו  מורה על אסור הדבר 

כענין  בה,  נכתב  שלא  מה  מבינים  אנו  שבתורה  הטעמים  מתוך  שהרי 

 שמתוכם נדע כוונת לבו התנועות שבאדם 
“But he refused and said to his master’s wife, ‘My master 
is here […].’” [Joseph] began by saying to her, ‘My master 

 
16 This is related to the statement that “there was no man (איש  ”(אין 
present in the house with Joseph and Potiphar’s wife (Gen. 39.11) in 
Tanḥuma (printed) Va-yeshev 9 and Genesis Rabbah 87.7; cf. b. Sotah 
36b and Rashi on Gen. 39.11. Cf. Levinson (1997, 279–81). Ibn Caspi 
contrasts Joseph’s lack of resolve with that of his brother Judah, who, 
according to Genesis Rabbah 85.8, approached Tamar only reluctantly 
and through the coercion of the angel appointed over desire. Cf. the 
interpretation in Solomon ibn Parḥon’s Maḥberet he-ʿArukh (1160–
1161) of the shalshelet on Gen. 19.16 as an indication of confusion 
 .Ibn Parḥon (fol. 5a); Berlin (1991, 85) .(בלבול)
17 See b. Sukka 52a and also the ʾ aggadot of Rabbi Meir and Rabbi Akiva, 
who were almost overcome by lust for the woman who turned out to be 
Satan in disguise (b. Kiddushin 81a). Cf. Boyarin (2009, 258–66; Clen-
man (2014); and Rosen-Zvi (2011, 112–19). 
18 On Baḥya, see Walfish (1993, 216–17). 
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is here,’ which is to say, ‘Is my master not available to you? 
What need do you have of me?’ And the cantillation mark 
on the word ן  shows that the matter was forbidden and וַיְמָאֵֵ֓
that he held himself back, refusing point blank. This is be-
cause we gain an understanding of what is not written in 
the Torah from the cantillation marks, just as one may per-
ceive a person’s inner intention from his movements 
 19(Ben Asher, ed. Chavel 1966, I:321) .(תנועות)

According to Baḥya, Joseph rejected Mrs Potiphar’s advances by 
pointing to the immediacy of Potiphar’s presence with the words 
hen ʾadoni, “My master is here.” Potiphar’s availability to his wife 
obviated any need of Joseph.20 His determination in refusing her 
advances is indicated by the shalshelet. Baḥya then details his 
method of expounding the ṭeʿamim as sources of supplementary 
narrative information. His explanation hinges on a word play on 
 which refers both to ‘movement’ and ‘direction’ as well as ,תנועה
to the ‘vowels’ and ‘accents’ (Wolfson 1989–90, 1, 3; cf. Martini 
2010, 61–65). Just as actions may speak louder than words, so 
the accents that transform the biblical text into a dynamic me-
lodic motif disclose meanings that would not otherwise be appar-
ent.21 

 
19 Part of this comment was incorporated into the Minḥat Shay, possibly 
as an addition; see Norzi (2005–2006, 135). 
20 Cf. Genesis Rabbah 87.5 and Tanḥuma (printed) Va-yeshev 8. 
21 Baḥya also justified his interpretation of the two ṭeʿamim on  ֠ה  this‘ זֶּ֞
one’ in Gen. 5.29 as follows:  

Do not think this matter is insignificant, since the whole 
Torah is replete with allusions and matters of a philosoph-
ical nature (ענינים שכליים). These were set forth providen-
tially in anticipation of the one who investigates the divine 
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Besides interpreting unusual ṭeʿamim by means of derash, 
our three commentators all refer to the accents’ conjunctive and 
disjunctive functions and use them to determine stressed sylla-
bles.22 This is their principal significance in Rashi’s commen-
tary,23 where they are frequently used to identify stressed sylla-
bles, as well as the grammatical and syntactic functions of par-
ticular words.24 Abraham ibn Ezra likewise used the accents to 

 

Torah. In this regard the sages explained that the cantilla-
tion marks in the Torah were also handed down from Sinai, 
and they demonstrated this from what is written, “Giving 
the sense so that they understood the reading” [Neh. 8.8]. 
They expounded this as follows: ‘“Giving the sense” refers 
to the verses. “They understood the reading” refers to the 
cantillation marks.’ (b. Nedarim 37b) (ed. Chavel 1966, 
I:98).  

On Baḥya’s exegetical use of the method of śekhel, see Walfish (1993, 
201–2); Talmage (1999, 319); Van der Heide (1983, 153). 
22 See Leqaḥ Ṭov on Exod. 13.11 (cf. Cohen 2020, 194–95); Ibn Caspi on 
Gen. 1.1, 27; 3.23; 9.6; 18.21; and Baḥya on Gen. 1.1; Exod. 25.38; Lev. 
10.9 (on 1 Sam. 3.3); Lev. 23.16; Deut. 25.19; 32.5. As has been shown 
by T. Cohen (1997–1998, 26, 43), even the accent shalshelet is accorded 
no special significance in Ibn Caspi’s comment on Isa. 13.8, where he 
follows David Kimḥi in noting its disjunctive function (see the texts in 
M. Cohen 1996, 98–99). I am grateful to Tamir Cohen for providing a 
copy of his dissertation. 
23 Existing studies include Englander (1939, 402–3; 1942–1943); 
Shereshevsky (1972; 1982, 86–92); Kogut (1994, 42–54, 78–88, 148–
90); Himmelfarb (2004; 2005); Banon (2006). 
24 It cannot be established with absolute certainty that Rashi did not 
treat the ṭeʿamim as sources of derash due to the lack of clarity regarding 
the correct text of his commentary (Grossman 2012, 75–78; Lawee 
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parse words and explain syntax in accordance with his commit-
ment to grammatical exegesis,25 and there are numerous such in-
terpretations in the commentaries of David Kimḥi.26 In contrast 
to this common exegetical approach to the accents, derash on the 
ṭeʿamim is a relatively unfamiliar medieval method of exegesis, 
being employed only in expositions that favour the derash and 

 

2019, 15–20). However, the 45 comments on accentuation that I have 
examined in Mikra’ot Gedolot ‘Haketer’, Bayerishe StaatsBibliothek Mu-
nich MS Cod. hebr. 5, and Fredman’s edition of the commentary on 
Proverbs confirm that Rashi resorted to the accents to resolve questions 
of grammar and syntax. Examples include Gen. 18.20; 29.6; 41.35; 
42.21; 46.26; Num. 11.8; Deut. 11.30; Ezek. 40.18; Hos. 11.6; Ps. 10.3; 
150.5; Job 18.20; Eccl. 3.16. The apparent lack of derash on the accen-
tuation could be explained by the absence of such interpretations in 
Rashi’s sources of rabbinic exegesis. Cf. Kamin’s (1980, 24) argument 
that, in Rashi’s biblical commentaries, “the root [ ש" דר ] in its various 
forms indicates the source of the interpretation as taken from the 
Sages”; see also Kamin (1986, 136–57); cf. Grossman (2017; 2021, 112–
14, 125–32, 256–81). Among the many studies of the relationship be-
tween midrashic interpretations and the plain meaning of Scripture 
 ,in Rashi’s commentary, see Gelles (1981, 9–27, 42–65 (פשוטו של מקרא)
114–16); Ahrend (1997); Touitou (2000); Grossman (2017, 84–96); Co-
hen (2020, 95–126; 2021). 
25 For instance, see his comments on Exod. 5.7; 18.3, 26; 29.35 (all in 
the Long Commentary); Mic. 4.8; Nah. 1.1; Ps. 20.10; 45.6; 64.7. The 
preface to Ibn Ezra’s commentary on the Torah includes criticism of the 
methods of the Leqaḥ Ṭov (1977a, I:7, 10); cf. Mondschein (2009, 271–
72). See also Wolfson (1988–1989, 3), and §6 of Ibn Ezra (1977b, 111). 
Cf. Kogut (1994, 90–94, 196–230). 
26 For instance, see his comments on Jdg. 6.16; 11.25; Isa. 28.17; 44.15; 
Jer. 8.5; 9.18; 22.14; 22.20; 31.7, 36.20; Ezek. 15.4; 33.6; Ps. 35.19; 
116.6. Cf. Kogut (1994, 56–57, 95–102, 231–38). 
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with reference to exceptional accents, such as the rare 
shalshelet.27  

Baḥya’s statement that one may “gain an understanding of 
what is not written in the Torah from the cantillation marks” was 
most likely known to Moses Alsheikh of Safed, who read and 
cited Baḥya’s commentary on Genesis,28 and who made full use 
of this exegetical principle. Born around 1520, Alsheikh was of 
the second generation of the Sephardi community that settled in 
the Ottoman Empire (Alsheikh 1563, author’s introduction) fol-
lowing the expulsions from the Iberian Peninsula in the 1490s. 
As shown in his many responsa, he was a student of Joseph Karo, 
a communal rabbi, and a preacher. But Alsheikh is celebrated for 
his biblical commentaries, an extensive corpus of exegesis that 
covers almost the entire Hebrew Bible. His discursive, homiletic 
style, and abundant use of midrash, have endeared him to gener-
ations of readers, and his commentaries remain popular to this 
day (see Shalem 1965–1966). 

 
27 Another example is the account of Lamech naming Noah, where two 
accents appear on the word  ֶּ֞ה֠ ז  ‘this one’ in Gen. 5.29 (Ben Eliezer 1884, 
I:32, and Baḥya’s commentary, as noted above, n. 25). The two accents 
on ּו רְבּ֞ -come near’ in Lev. 10.4 are expounded in interpretations at‘ קִ֠
tributed to Judah the Pious and Eleazar of Worms; see the editions of 
Konyevsky (1978–1981, II:225) and Lange (1980, 42). On mystical in-
terpretations of the ṭeʿamim, see Wolfson (1988–1989; 1989–1990); Dan 
(1968, 70). On the interpretation of the accent shalshelet in the thir-
teenth- or early-fourteenth-century Sod ha-Shalshelet, see Idel (1988, 
56–61); Fishbane (1994, 31). 
28 See Alsheikh’s comments on Gen. 45.22; Prov. 30.29; Job 28.19; and 
Song 5.8. 
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Like Tobias ben Eliezer, Joseph ibn Caspi, and Baḥya ben 
Asher, Alsheikh considered the meaning of the shalshelet in the 
Joseph narrative. Ever the dutiful preacher, he formulated a mor-
alising interpretation that exhorts the reader to determined re-
fusal when faced with temptation, lest excuses or explanations be 
undermined by the wiles of the tempter: 

על כן ותמאן )וימאן( וילפת בשומעו כשלשלת שעל התיבה. והנה יוסף  

ות לפתותו  התנהג בחכמה והוא כי דרך אנשים בבא רשע או אשת כסיל

לדבר עברה והוא לא כן ידמה כי יתן טענות נגד המפתה להשתיקו אך לא  

יהיה המפתה איש לשון   יקרה  זו הדרך להציל את נפשו מעשות רע כי 

אשר   אך  ברשתו  וילכד  הנעימים  הנפתה  דברי  ישחית  חלקות  שבשפת 

מוח לו בקדקדו לא יעשה כן כי אם מיד יחליט אומר למאן ולומ]ר[ שלא  

בשום פנים גם כי ינוצח ואחרי כן אם ירצה יסדר ג]ם[ כ]ן[ טענות  יעשה  

נגד המפתה וזה היה ענין יוסף כי ראשונה החליט וימאן כמי שקושר עצמו 

  'ולא חשך כו  'בשלשלת ואח]ר[ כ]ך[ אמ]ר[ טענות... וזהו הן אדוני כו 

ואיך אעשה הרעה הגדולה הזאת להיות כפוי טובה לבשר ודם שאם כה  

אהי לה אעשה  טובה  כפוי  גם  נרמז    'ה  כאשר  לאל]ה[ים  וחטאתי  וזהו 

עון   שלשלת  נותן  שהוא  ברמז  כאומר  שלשלת  בטעם  וימאן  באומ]רו[ 

  בצוארו
“But he refused.” This means that he shook29 when he 
heard it, like the shalshelet upon the word. Indeed, Joseph 
behaved wisely. This is because it is human nature, when 
an evil man or a foolish woman (cf. Prov. 9.13) comes to 
entice [someone] to a sinful action that he does not intend 
to do (cf. Isa. 10.7), that he will counter the tempter with 

 
29 On the meaning of  ת  .see Alsheikh’s comments on Deut ,(Ruth 3.8) וַיִלָּפֵָ֑
3.29–4.1; Prov. 10.8; 12.17; Ruth 3.8; Job 6.18; and the introduction to 
the commentary on Ecclesiastes. Given the definition in b. Sanhedrin 
19b (cf. Targum Ruth 3.8) and the context of Joseph’s seduction, there 
is also the possibility of double entendre. On humour in Alsheikh’s com-
mentaries, see his interpretations of Deut. 22.4–5 and Ps. 49.2.  
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objections in order to silence him. But this is hardly the 
way to save oneself from doing evil. For it might so happen 
that the tempter is a smooth talker (cf. Ps. 140.12) who, 
with flattering lips (cf. Ps. 12.3–4), will sway the fine 
words of the one who is tempted, and he will be caught in 
his net. But the one who has a brain in his head will not 
act in this way, but rather will immediately resolve to re-
fuse and say that he will not do so under any circum-
stances, even if overpowered. Thereafter, if he so desires, 
he can also list the objections to counter the tempter. This 
is what happened in Joseph’s case. First, he made the re-
solve and “he refused,” like one who binds himself with a 
chain (shalshelet). [Only] afterwards did he give the objec-
tions… This is the meaning of, “Look, my master [has no 
concern, because of me, for household affairs, for he has 
entrusted everything he owns to me. He is not greater in 
this house than I am,] nor has he withheld [anything from 
me except you, because you are his wife.] How could I do 
this great evil [and sin against God (l-elohim)?]” (Gen. 
39.8–9) being ungrateful to a human being, and thereby 
also being ungrateful to the Lord. This is what is meant by 
“and sin against God.” The same is indicated when it says 
“and he refused” with shalshelet, to indicate that he puts 
the chain of iniquity (shalshelet ʿavon) around his neck. 
(Alsheikh 1593, fol. 65b)30 

Alsheikh begins by suggesting that the shape or melody of 
the shalshelet indicates Joseph’s reaction to Mrs Potiphar’s ad-
vances—he trembled at the very thought. The ensuing explana-
tions hinge on the meaning of the word שלשלת ‘chain’. Alsheikh 
associates Joseph’s exemplary decision to refuse temptation out-

 
30 The corrected reading וימאן is from the 1710 edition, fol. 58a. 
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right with the accent, suggesting that he resolved to reject Poti-
phar’s wife as if bound by this ‘chain’ to his chosen course of 
action. Alsheikh finally turns to Joseph’s commitment to proper 
behaviour not only towards his master, but also towards God, 
likening him to one who puts the שלשלת עוון ‘chain of iniquity’ 
around his neck. This is the phrase that Rashi used to explain the 
word קולר in the Babylonian Talmud (b. Shevuʿot 31a), which 
refers to the burden of personal responsibility that would be as-
sumed by a witness who testifies in a fraudulent case (see Berko-
witz 2006: 149, 278, n. 128; Sinai 2007). In suggesting that Jo-
seph’s words amount to a testimony, Alsheikh echoes midrashic 
expositions of Gen. 39.9, “How could I do this great evil and sin 
against God (l-elohim)?” as an oath by which Joseph committed 
himself to shun the opportunity for sin.31 The shalshelet or ‘chain’ 
in the biblical text is the testimony to his vow before the divine 
judge.  

For all the creativity and ingenuity of his interpretations, 
Alsheikh’s focus on the rare accent shalshelet as the key to under-
standing the narrative resembles the exegetical approach of the 
medieval interpreters of Gen. 39.8 examined above. But Alsheikh 
and other sixteenth-century Sephardi commentators of the Otto-
man Empire, including Abraham ben Asher and Solomon Alka-
bets, did not limit their expositions to a few exceptional 

 
31 See the interpretation of Gen. 39.9 as an oath in Tanḥuma (printed) 
Va-yeshev 8; Genesis Rabbah 87.5; Leviticus Rabbah 23.11; Ruth Rab-
bah 6.4. 
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ṭeʿamim.32 Rather, they saw the accentuation more broadly as a 
source of information about biblical narratives. In order to exam-
ine this exegetical approach to the Masora, we will turn to three 
comments in Alsheikh’s commentary on the book of Ruth, enti-
tled ʿ Ene Moshe and first printed posthumously in Venice in 1601. 
The commentary is structured as a series of discourses on ex-
tended pericopes. Each begins with a list of שאלות ‘questions’ or 
 difficulties’ which Alsheikh subsequently resolves. This‘ קושיות
technique, for which Isaac Abravanel (1437–1508) is well 
known, is ubiquitous in late-medieval and early-modern Sephardi 
commentaries and homilies.33 A barrage of questions arouses the 
reader’s curiosity about whether the text really makes sense and 
whether the exegete can solve all the problems he has made for 
himself. Alsheikh does so by examining the minutiae of the bib-
lical text, points he calls דקדוקים. His aim is to show that seem-
ingly trivial details, when properly understood, contribute to 
overarching harmonious interpretations. 

Alsheikh resorts to the ṭeʿamim to solve exegetical problems 
in the very first verses of Ruth: 

ה לָגוּר    (6) ית לֶָ֣חֶם יְהוּדִָׁ֗ יש מִבֵֶּ֧ לֶך אִִּ֜ רֶץ וַיֵ֨ ב בָאָָ֑ י רָעָֹ֖ ים וַיְהִֵ֥ ט הַש פְטִֹ֔ י בִימֵי  שְפ ָ֣ וַיְהִִׁ֗
יו׃ י בָנֵָֽ וֹ וּשְנֵֵ֥ וּא וְאִשְתֹ֖ ב הֵ֥ י מוֹאָֹ֔ לֶך וְשֵם  אִשְת֨וֹ  בִשְדֵָ֣ לִימֶֶ֡ יש אֱֵֽ ם הָאִָ֣ י  וְשֵָ֣  נָעֳמִִּ֜

 
32 On Abraham ben Asher’s interpretation of the zaqef qaṭan in Gen. 
12.1, presented in the course of his exposition of Midrash Genesis Rab-
bah 39.1, see Williams (2016, 75). On Solomon Alkabets, see his com-
ments on Ruth 1.11; 3.13, 17 (Alkabets 1992, 22, 188, 206).  
33 See Bland (1990); Saperstein (2014a); Williams (2015); Lawee 
(2008). 
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י־בָנָָ֣יו ם שְנֵֵֽ ב   וְשֵֵ֥ אוּ שְדֵי־מוֹאָֹ֖ ה וַיָב ֵ֥ חֶם יְהוּדָָ֑ ית לֶֹ֖ ים מִבֵֵ֥ וֹן וְכִלְיוֹן  אֶפְרָתִֹ֔ ׀ מַחְל 

ם׃ הְיוּ־שֵָֽ  וַיִֵֽ
 ‘And it came about (י  in the days when the judges judged (וַיְהִִׁ֗

that there was (י -a famine in the land. So a man of Beth (וַיְהִֵ֥
lehem of Judah (ה ית לֶָ֣חֶם יְהוּדִָׁ֗  went to reside in the fields (מִבֵֶּ֧
of Moab, he and his wife and his two sons. The man’s name 
was Elimelech, his wife was Naomi, and his two sons were 
Mahlon and Chilion. They were Ephrathites from Bethle-
hem of Judah (ה חֶם יְהוּדָָ֑ ית לֶֹ֖  They came to the fields of .(מִבֵֵ֥
Moab and were there.’ (Ruth 1.1–2) 

Alsheikh begins by enumerating no fewer than ten קושיות ‘diffi-
culties’ regarding these verses, asking why וַיְהִי ‘and it came about, 
there was’ and בֵית לֶחֶם יְהוּדָה ‘Bethlehem, Judah’ are repeated, and 
why the family members are introduced once anonymously and 
then again by name. The eighth difficulty focuses on how 
Elimelech is introduced in verse two: 

אומרו ושם האיש והיה די יאמ]ר[ ושמו   'הנה מהראוי להבין במקרא... ח

 אלימלך... 
The following must be understood in this passage of Scrip-
ture… 8. The statement ‘the man’s name [was Elimelech],’ 
as it would have sufficed to say ‘his name was Elimelech.’ 
(Alsheikh 1601, fol. 3a) 

Alsheikh here calls attention to an apparent tautology. Revealing 
his conception of Scripture as marked by perfect felicity of ex-
pression, in which no detail is superfluous, he asks why Ruth 1.2 
states לֶך לִימֶֶ֡ אֱֵֽ יש  הָאִָ֣ ם  אֱלִימֶלֶךשְמוֹ   when וְשֵָ֣  would have been more 
concise. 
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Alsheikh’s explanation revolves around two concerns: 
Elimelech’s social status and the halakhic question of the circum-
stances in which one is permitted to leave the land of Israel. This 
latter is discussed with reference to the book of Ruth in b. Bava 
Batra 91a. On the one hand, Elimelech’s departure at a time of 
famine suggests that scarcity of food is a permitted reason to 
leave the land of Israel. On the other hand, he and his sons die in 
the next three verses, suggesting that departure even in the direst 
of circumstances is forbidden.34 Alsheikh seeks an explanation 
partly in the talmudic principle that “the Holy One, blessed be 
He, is exacting with his righteous ones to the extent of a hair’s 
breadth” (Cf. b. Yevamot 121b; y. Sheqalim 48d (5.1), y. Betsa 
62b (3.8); b. Bava Qamma 50a). Thus, even if departure from the 
land of Israel is tolerated in particular circumstances, Elimelech’s 
social status meant that he was held to particularly high stand-
ards. But to demonstrate this, Alsheikh must show that Elimelech 
was indeed important or righteous, a detail not explicit in Scrip-
ture. He alludes to the rabbinic interpretations that Elimelech 
and his sons were “great men of their generation” and “leaders 
of their generation” (b. Bava Batra 91a; Ruth Rabbah 1.4) and 
adds insights of his own: 

כי ושם האיש כלומר האיש    אל תתמה על החפץ כי הלא אדם גדול היה

א  "הרשום שהוא תואר איש שהוא גדול ככל אנשי]ם[ שבמקרא וגם בה

ל שהיה אומר אלי תבא מלכות  " הידיעה וגם אלימלך כמ]ו[ ש]אמרו[ ז

ולרמוז   ישראל כמוהו  היה אומר שאין ראוי למלכות  רוב שלמותו  שעל 

 
34 See also Sifra be-Har parasha 5.4 and Moses Maimonides, Mishneh 
Torah, Hilkhot Melakhim u-Milḥamotehem 5.9–12. Cf. Encyclopedia Tal-
mudica, s.v. ‘Ereẓ Israel’, III:47; Safrai (2018, 78–79); Kanarfogel 
(1986); Saperstein (2014b, 281). 
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מהם עד  ה מדקדק ע"ל... שעל ידי כן הקב"ר גדו"רוממותו הוא טעם פז

̇... ' נשפטו משפט מות וזהו וימת אלימלך וכו  ... גדר ש

Do not be surprised at the matter, for was [Elimelech] not 
a great man? This is because ‘the name of the man [was 
Elimelech]’ (לֶך לִימֶֶ֡ אֱֵֽ יש  ם הָאִָ֣  means ‘the designated man (וְשֵָ֣
[was Elimelech]’. This is a way of describing a man as 
‘great’, like all [who are styled] אנשים in Scripture. The use 
of the definite article also [indicates this], as does [the 
name] Elimelech. [This is] as the sages said, ‘[Elimelech] 
would say, “Kingship will come to me ( אלי... מלכות).”’ Be-
cause of his pre-eminence he would say that no one was 
better suited for the monarchy of Israel than he was. And 
to indicate his exalted position is the cantillation mark 
pazer gadol… On account of this, the Holy One, blessed be 
He, was strict with them to the extent that… they were 
sentenced to death. (Alsheikh 1601, fol. 4a) 

Alsheikh demonstrates that each word of the phrase  יש הָאִָ֣ ם   וְשֵָ֣
לֶך לִימֶֶ֡  shows that he is שֵם .indicates Elimelech’s high standing אֱֵֽ
singled out as an important individual. Midrashic interpretations 
of the word אִיש treat individuals so designated as particularly 
righteous, such as the exposition in Genesis Rabbah 30.7 of Noah, 
the “man righteous and wholehearted” (Gen. 6.9).35 Elimelech’s 
name itself indicates his aspirations. Alsheikh relates the inter-
pretation in Ruth Rabbah 2.4 that revocalises his name to show 

 
35 “Wherever the word ʾish occurs, it refers to a righteous man who fore-
warned [his generation]” (Theodor and Albeck eds. 1903–1936, 272). 
Cf. Numbers Rabbah 16.5. For Alsheikh, the same applies to אִשָה, and 
he interprets the designation of Rebekah as ה -with the definite arti הָאִשָֹ֖
cle in Gen. 24.39 (ad. loc.) as an indication of her importance. 
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that he positioned himself to become Israel’s first king by claim-
ing that “kingship is mine”, אֵלַי מַלְכוּת.  

Alsheikh supports these interpretations by referring to a 
feature of the biblical text itself: the ṭaʿam on Elimelech’s name. 
Though the disjunctive accent pazer is not unusual (it occurs 858 
times in the prose books of the Hebrew Bible), it appears only 
here in Ruth (Price 1996, I:5, IV:831). In the public recitation of 
the book, the melodic motif unique to this verse and the pause 
indicated by the accent draw attention to Elimelech’s name at the 
moment he arrives on scene. Alsheikh refers to this accent as 
pazer gadol, a name which holds the key to the interpretation that 
it “indicates [Elimelech’s] exalted position”: a ‘great pazer’ her-
alds the entrance of the great Elimelech.36 It thus helps to explain 
the significance of the expression לֶך לִימֶֶ֡ אֱֵֽ יש  ם הָאִָ֣  and supports וְשֵָ֣
the overarching interpretation that, due to his importance, he 
was held to high standards and punished for leaving the land of 
Israel even at a time of famine. 

Alsheikh resorts to the ṭeʿamim again in his comment on the 
narrative of Ruth gleaning in the field in chapter 2: 

ב   (7) עַן הַנַ֛עַר הַנִצֵָ֥ את׃ וַיִַׁ֗ ה הַז ֵֽ עֲרֵָ֥ י הַנֵַֽ ים לְמִֹ֖ וֹצְרִָ֑ ב עַל־הַקֵֽ וֹ הַנִצָֹ֖ עֲרֹ֔ עַז  לְנֵַֽ אמֶר ב ֨ וַי  
ר נֵַֽ  ים וַי אמַָ֑ וֹצְרִֹ֖ ב׃ עַל־הַקֵֽ ה מוֹאֵָֽ י מִשְדֵֵ֥ ם־נָעֳמִֹ֖ בָה עִֵֽ יא הַשֵָ֥ וֹאֲבִיָה  הִֹ֔ ה מֵֽ  עֲרָ 

 
36 In his commentary on Lev. 23.27, Alsheikh similarly designates the 
pazer on the word  ך  as pazer gadol; he does not use the term to refer to אֶַ֡
qarne farah (see Yeivin, 1980, 212–13, nos. 274–76). The interpretation 
of Ruth 1.2 is analogous to that of Est. 6.7, where the zaqef gadol on the 
word יש  .indicates the great importance of the individual concerned אִּ֕
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 ‘Boaz said to his servant who was stationed over the reap-
ers, “To whom does this young woman belong?” The serv-
ant stationed over the reapers answered and said ( עַן ... וַיִַׁ֗  

ר -She is a young Moabite woman, the one who re“ ,(וַי אמַָ֑
turned with Naomi from the fields of Moab.”’ (Ruth 2.5–6) 

Alsheikh begins with the characteristic litany of questions. 
Among them, he asks why two verbs introduce the servant’s re-
ply, עַן ר and then וַיִַׁ֗  :when one would suffice ,וַי אמַָ֑

 '..ואף גם מלת ויען תראה מיותרת והיה די לומר ויאמר נערה מואביה כו.
…In addition, the word ‘and he answered’ (עַן  appears to (וַיִַׁ֗
be superfluous as it would have sufficed to say, ‘And he 
said (ר  She is a young Moabite woman.”’ (Alsheikh“ ,(וַי אמַָ֑
1601, fol. 17a) 

This question prompts an elaboration of the narrative. Alsheikh 
explains the role of the servant, his relationship to Boaz, and the 
particulars of their exchange. Because the servant was appointed 
or stationed “over” the reapers, Alsheikh describes him as stand-
ing on a platform to survey the harvest. He also develops inter-
pretations from the Babylonian Talmud (b. Shabbat 113b) and 
Rashi’s commentary (on Ruth 2.5), that Boaz asked about Ruth 
not because he habitually enquired whether young women were 
single, but because he noted how carefully she observed the ha-
lakhic regulations about gleaning. In the hands of Moses 
Alsheikh, this rabbinic interpretation germinates into an ex-
tended narrative in which the servant misinterpreted Boaz’s in-
tentions and so embarked upon a character assassination of Ruth 
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to prevent his master from becoming entangled with a Moabite 
woman:37  

הנה דרך בעלי שדות להעמיד איש נצב על הקוצרים בל    ' ויען הנער וכו 

יתרפו במלאכתם ולהעמידו במקום גבוה יראה את כלם לבל ישמט איש  

מהם אשר לא יראנו ולבחור אותו מכל נעריו איש אשר כח בו להרים קול  

ת גבר כבועז גדול ועצום בעושר ונכסים  לקרובים ולרחוקים ומה גם בשדו 

כי רבים אשר אתו קוצרי קצירו ואמר כי להשיב לו הרים קול לספר בגנות  

רות וזהו ויען הנער מלשון הרמת קול כמו וענית ואמרת ויען איוב ויאמר  

ע "וקצת סעד לזה הוא הטעם אשר עליו מלמעלה הוא הרבי  'יאבד יום וכו 

 וזהו ויען
“And the servant answered and said…” The practice of 
field owners is to station a man appointed over the reapers 
so that they do not get lazy in their work. [They] station 
him in an elevated place [from which] he can see them all, 
so that no one will let [any grain] drop without him seeing 
it. [Owners] choose this individual from among all their 
servants, someone who has the strength to raise their voice 
to those near and far. This is particularly [important] in 
the fields of a great man like Boaz who had immense 
wealth and property, for many [people] were reaping his 
harvest with him. And it says that, in order to reply to 
[Boaz], he raised his voice to denigrate Ruth. This is the 
meaning of ‘and the servant answered [and said]’ ( עַן ...וַיִַׁ֗  

ר  ,The expression indicates that he raised his voice .(וַי אמַָ֑
just as in the case of, “And you will answer and say ( יתָ  ̇וְעָנִ֨

-before the Lord your God, ‘An Aramaean was seek] (וְאָמַרְתִָּ֜ 
ing to destroy my father…’]” (Deut. 26.5) and, “And Job 
answered and said ( וֹב ̇וַיֵַ֥עַן ר̇אִיִׁ֗ וַי אמֵַֽ ), [‘Let the day on which 
I was born perish…’]” (Job 3.2). And a little support for 

 
37 Contrast with the overseer’s words in Ruth Zuta 2.7 and Targum Ruth 
2.6, where he points out that Ruth is a convert. 
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this may be [drawn from] the cantillation mark on the pe-
nultimate syllable, which is reviaʿ. This is the meaning of 
עַן  (Alsheikh 1601, fols 17b–18a) .וַיִַׁ֗

According to Alsheikh, the two verbs עַן ר and וַיִַׁ֗  indicate that וַי אמַָ֑
the overseer spoke loudly. Deut. 26.5 and Job 3.2 both introduce 
direct speech in this way, and Rashi’s commentary explains on 
each occasion that the phrase indicates a raising of the voice.38 
Alsheikh appeals to the ṭaʿam on עַן -to show that this interpreta וַיִַׁ֗
tion holds true in the verse in question. This is one of several 
occasions in his commentary where he focuses on the melodic 
function of the disjunctive accent reviaʿ. Elsewhere he describes 
it as  כמגביה קול ואומר ‘like one who raises the voice’ to communi-
cate a particular interpretation.39 Here it appears on the first 
word of the verse and introduces direct speech. Alsheikh there-
fore suggests that the accent indicates how the ensuing statement 
was delivered and that the servant shouted out an urgent warning 
to Boaz. This interpretation is in accordance with the exegetical 
technique observed above in the Leqaḥ Ṭov, which treats the can-
tillation marks both as musical signs for the cantor and as indi-
cations of how direct speech was originally delivered by biblical 
characters. By supporting the interpretation that the overseer was 
shouting, the reviaʿ helps Alsheikh to formulate a narrative that 
answers his initial question about an apparent tautology. He 

 
38 See the 1546–1548 Rabbinic Bible (Venice: Bomberg), fols 216b, 
785a, and the texts discussed in Smelik (2013, 58–67). 
39 See, for instance, Alsheikh’s comment on Gen. 24.7. Cf. Rashi’s com-
mentary on Gen. 1.1 and 37.20, where significant phrases ‘speak’ to the 
expositor, saying  דרשני ‘expound me’ (Ben Isaac, 1982, 2, 134); regard-
ing the latter, cf. Tanḥuma (Buber) Va-yeshev 13. 
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shows that there is no redundancy in the use of both  ִַׁ֗עַןוַי  and ר  ,וַי אמַָ֑
as the accent on the former reveals its distinctive shade of mean-
ing.40 

A final comment on the ṭeʿamim concerns the exchange be-
tween Ruth and Naomi after the harvest. The third chapter of 
Ruth begins: 

וֹחַ   (8) ך מָנֹ֖ א אֲבַקֶש־לָ֛ י הֲל ֶּ֧ ה בִתִּ֕ י חֲמוֹתָָ֑ ה נָעֳמִָ֣ אמֶר לָֹ֖ ה  וַת ֵ֥ ך׃ וְעַתִָׁ֗ יטַב־לֵָֽ ר יִֵֽ אֲשֵֶ֥

ים   רֶן הַשְע רִֹ֖ ה אֶת־ג ֵ֥ וּא ז רֶ֛ יו הִנֵה־הִׁ֗ עֲרוֹתָָ֑ ר הָיִֹ֖ית אֶת־נֵַֽ נוּ אֲשֵֶ֥ דַעְתָֹ֔ עַז  מ ֵֽ א ב ֨ הֲל ֵ֥

צְתְ  וְרָחַָ֣ יְלָה׃  ושמת הַלֵָּֽ כְתְ  וָסִַׁ֗ מְתְ (  K)   י׀    ך י שִמְלֹתַ֛   ( K)   ]שמל[תך  ( Q)   וְשֶַּ֧

(Q)  יִך ]וי[רדת דְתְ   (Kי )עָלַֹ֖ ל    (Q) וְיָרַָ֣ וֹ לֶאֱכ ֵ֥ ד כַלתֹ֖ יש עֵַ֥ י לָאִֹ֔ רֶן אַל־תִוָּדְעִָ֣ הַג ָ֑

וֹת׃  41וְלִשְתֵֽ
 ‘Naomi her mother-in-law said to her, ‘My daughter (י  ,(בִתִּ֕

should I not seek security for you, that you may be well? 
Now is not Boaz, with whose young women you were, our 
kinsman? He is about to winnow the barley at the thresh-
ing-floor tonight. Now wash, anoint yourself, put on your 
cloak and go down to the threshing-floor. Do not make 
yourself known to the man until he has finished eating and 
drinking.’ (Ruth 3.1–3) 

Among the קושיות, Alsheikh lists the following: 
 

40 A variant pointing of the word with the accent darga is attested in a 
number of manuscripts; see Wright (1864, 9 [second pagination]). How-
ever, the explicit reason for Alsheikh’s reference to the accent of עַן  is וַיִַׁ֗
to support his account of the overseer’s actions, rather than to assert the 
correct reading of the text. 
41 As printed in the 1546–1548 Rabbinic Bible (Venice: Bomberg), fol. 
831a. See the footnote below regarding the pointing of י  .בִתִּ֕
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...וגם מה בצע להגיד לנו שקראה בתי כי אין ספק לא שת לבו שמואל  

̇ הנביא ברוח קדשו לכתוב לנו רובי דברים אשר אין לסיפור בהם חפץ
…Furthermore, what is the use of telling us that [Naomi] 
called [Ruth] “my daughter” (י  For without a doubt ?(בִתִּ֕
the prophet Samuel did not intend, by means of the holy 
spirit, to write lots of words for us which serve no purpose 
for the narrative. (Alsheikh 1601, fols 28a–28b) 

Alsheikh here makes explicit a key assumption underlying 
his interpretations. Referring to the talmudic attribution of the 
book of Ruth to Samuel (b. Bava Batra 14b), he accords it the 
status of an inspired prophetic writing. This means that nothing 
is redundant and, as he asserts, every textual detail contributes 
to the book’s narrative. In the comment that follows, this princi-
ple is applied both to the word י  .and to its accent בִתִּ֕

Alsheikh refers to a kabbalistic interpretation related by 
Naḥmanides and the Midrash ha-Neʿelam on Ruth. When 
Naḥmanides expounded Onan’s failure to raise up offspring for 
his late brother, he referred to levirate marriage as “one of the 
great secrets of the Torah.” Concealing the nature of this “secret” 
from the casual reader, Naḥmanides referred allusively to Ruth 
4.17 and stated והמשכיל יבין ‘and the wise will understand’ (com-
mentary on Gen. 38.8 in Ben Naḥman 1959, I:214–15; see Idel 
1983; Wolfson 1989; 1993; Yisraeli 2006). This is a reference to 
the women of Bethlehem, who celebrated the birth of Obed by 
saying not “a son is born to Ruth” but rather “a son is born to 
Naomi.” As explained in the Midrash ha-Neʿelam, this indicates 
that Ruth’s son was in fact the reincarnation of her late husband 
Mahlon (Midrash ha-Neʿelam on Ruth, ed. Margaliot, 2007–2008, 
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89d–90a).42 The “great secret” of levirate marriage, it would 
seem, is that the soul of the deceased is reborn in the child be-
gotten of the union. 

Because Ruth’s marriage to Boaz would secure Mahlon’s re-
incarnation, Naomi had a vested interest. This calls into question 
her motivation in arranging the rendezvous at the threshing 
floor. Alsheikh defends Naomi’s altruism by explaining the word 
י  :and its accent בִתִּ֕

על כן באה רוח הקדש להעמידנו על האמת ויאמ]ר[ ותאמר נעמי כלומר  

אשר היא נעימה במעשיה עשתה כשמה עם היותה חמותה שאין דרכה  

מותה והן זה הורת לה  לחזור אחר תועלת כלתה וזהו ותאמר לה נעמי ח

וגם ידוקדק היות טעם זקף גדול במלת    'בנועם מיליה באמור אליה בתי וכו 

בתי כרומז לה עליה בתואר זה והוא לומר אל אהיה בעיניך באשר אני  

מצוה אותך כחמות עם כלתה כי לא כלתי את בעצם כי אם בתי כלומר  

 כי רוח בני בקרבך וכבת לי תחשב ולמה לא אבקש הנאתך
Therefore, the holy spirit came to show us the truth of the 
matter and said, “Naomi said”. This indicates that she was 
as pleasant (נעימה) in her actions as her name suggests even 
though, being [Ruth’s] mother-in-law, it was not in her na-
ture to pursue the benefit of her daughter-in-law. That is 
the meaning of, “Naomi her mother-in-law said to her.” 
[Naomi] demonstrated this to [Ruth] with her pleasant 
words (בנועם במיליה) when she said to her, “My daughter 
 בתי The cantillation mark zaqef gadol on the word ”…(בתי)
must also be examined precisely (ידוקדק) because it [like-
wise] indicates that Naomi had such [an attitude] towards 
Ruth. It is as if to say, “When I instruct you, do not think 

 
42 Cf. Zohar Mishpatim 2.99b and Zohar Va-yeshev 1.188a–b (ed. Matt, 
Wolski, and Hecker 2004–2017, III:148–50; V:38; XI:263–65). See 
Mopsik (1987, 16–21); Hallamish (1999); Fine (2003, 304–14); Wer-
blowsky (1997, 112–15, 234–56). 
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of me as a mother-in-law [talking] to her daughter-in-law, 
for you are not in fact my daughter-in-law, but my daugh-
ter. This is to say that the spirit of my son is inside you, 
and you should be considered as a daughter to me. Why 
would I not seek your benefit?” (Alsheikh 1601, fol. 28b) 

This comment is an atomistic reading of the words  י  נָעֳמִָ֣
י בִתִּ֕ ה   Naomi’s name is mentioned explicitly in order to .חֲמוֹתָָ֑
evoke the etymology in Ruth Rabbah that she was “pleasant 
-in her actions” (Ruth Rabbah 2.5; 3.6). Her kind-hearted (נעימה )
ness prevailed over what Alsheikh considers to be the nature of 
the mother-in-law, who does not pursue her daughter-in-law’s 
best interests.43 This insight is supported by the word י  and its בִתִּ֕
accent. In interpretations similar to that of the aforementioned 
reviaʿ, Alsheikh likens the zaqef gadol in his commentaries on 
Eccl. 9.10 and Est. 6.7 to “one who raises the voice” to declare a 
particular interpretation. In this case, the disjunctive accent on 
the initial word of Naomi’s speech focuses attention on the ex-
pression that captures the true relationship between the women. 
Alsheikh rewrites Naomi’s words to show that she considers Ruth 
her daughter and treats her accordingly. The word י  and its בִתִּ֕
accent thus support the interpretation that Naomi arranged 
Ruth’s liaison with Boaz purely out of concern for Ruth’s wellbe-
ing rather than as a selfish means to secure Mahlon’s rebirth.44 

 
43 On the portrayal of the mother-in-law in rabbinic texts, see Ilan (2017, 
120–22). 
44 A variant pointing of י  with the accent reviaʿ is attested in a number בִתִּ֕
of manuscripts and printed editions, though, as noted in the case of עַן  וַיִַׁ֗
above, Alsheikh draws no attention to the different reading. See Gins-
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By means of these three comments on the accentuation of 
Ruth, Alsheikh has opened up remarkable new vistas on a well-
known narrative. Elimelech’s pazer reveals his high social status. 
A reviaʿ shows that Boaz’s servant was stationed on a platform, 
shouting to the harvesters and, in an unfortunate misunderstand-
ing, even to his master. And a zaqef gadol shows that Naomi 
shunned selfishness and spoke to Ruth out of maternal compas-
sion. These ṭeʿamim disclose information about the narrative that 
is not otherwise indicated in the text. In this respect, Alsheikh’s 
comments resemble the aforementioned interpretations of Gen. 
39.8, in which the Leqaḥ Ṭov, Ibn Caspi, and Baḥya ben Asher 
derived the details of Joseph’s refusal of Potiphar’s wife from the 
accent shalshelet. 

An important difference between Alsheikh and his prede-
cessors is that, rather than explaining peculiarities as he encoun-
ters them, he goes in search of ṭeʿamim that might serve as useful 
sources of narrative information. The accents he selects in Ruth 
are not unusual in themselves, though in a particular verse, pazer, 
reviaʿ, and zaqef gadol stand out from the most familiar sequences 
of ṭeʿamim.45 Alsheikh ascertains their meanings from their names 

 

burg (1926, 579); Wright (1864, 16 [second pagination]). In the Lenin-
grad Codex (fol. 422a), the word is pointed with gershayim. This is also 
the reading of the 1601 edition of Alsheikh (1601, fol. 27b), in which 
the biblical text printed alongside the commentary obscures the mean-
ing of Alsheikh’s interpretation. On the significance of the accents and 
Zoharic references to the masoretic pointing among early modern Kab-
balists, see Penkower (2010); Dweck (2011, 151–69); Rubin (2011). 
45 Reviaʿ occurs 8910 times in the prose books; zaqef gadol 1655 times 
(Price 1996, I:5). 
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and their melodic functions. But his discussions also draw on in-
sights from midrashim, Rashi’s and Naḥmanides’s commentaries, 
and the Midrash ha-Neʿelam. Alsheikh uses the accents to support 
these explanations by showing that they may be derived directly 
from features of the biblical text. One reason for this is evident 
in the comment on the word י  where Alsheikh states that the ,בִתִּ֕
zaqef gadol should be “examined precisely ( זקף טעם  היות   ידוקדק 
 are used by Alsheikh לדקדק As mentioned earlier, forms of .”(גדול
and other contemporary Sephardi commentators to refer to the 
scrutiny of the biblical text to find answers to the קושיות, the ques-
tions raised in the pericope. That Alsheikh used the ṭeʿamim to 
this end was already apparent in his comments on the pazer on 
Elimelech’s name and the reviaʿ on עַן  Both respond to questions .וַיִַׁ֗
about seemingly superfluous words. But the interpretation of י  בִתִּ֕
makes explicit that Alsheikh counts the accents among the minu-
tiae of the biblical text which, properly understood, demonstrate 
its overall coherence. 

By appealing so readily to the ṭeʿamim, Alsheikh treats the 
accents as an essential and fundamental means by which biblical 
narrative is expressed. No longer are they a paratextual guide to 
the grammar and syntax of the words; nor are they occasional 
indicators of unexpected interpretations. Now they are treated as 
an integral part of the text itself, conveying information that is 
necessary to understand the narrative with clarity. The reader of 
the biblical text must therefore be constantly alert to the bearing 
that every accent, however commonplace, might have on the 
course of events in any given passage. This manner of reading the 
Hebrew Bible was enabled in many editions of Alsheikh’s works 
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that were issued in Venice by Giovanni di Gara, including the 
1601 editio princeps of the commentary on Ruth, by the provision 
of a vocalised and accented text alongside the commentary.46 
This mise en page allows the reader to move from an encounter 
with the accented words of the biblical text to Alsheikh’s ques-
tions regarding their significance and coherence, and finally to a 
problem-solving exegetical discourse that shows how studying 
the details of the accented text allows one to grasp its full mean-
ing. 

The idea that the ṭeʿamim indicate not only grammar and 
syntax, but also narrative information has resurfaced in several 
recent expositions of the Hebrew Bible. In their homilies on the 
Joseph narrative, Louis Jacobs, Jonathan Sacks, and Jonathan 
Magonet find common cause in interpreting the shape and quiv-
ering tone of the shalshelet in Gen. 39.8 as an indication of the 
protagonist’s inner conflict, struggle, torment, and crise de con-
science. For Jacobs (2004, 59–60), the ṭaʿam “expresses vacilla-
tion where we would expect firm resolve” and, for Magonet 
(2004, 27–28), Joseph was “fighting against the temptation to 
accept.” Sacks (2009, 109–15) ascribes his interpretation to an 

 
46 Partly through the efforts of Alsheikh’s son Ḥayyim, Di Gara issued 
Alsheikh’s commentaries on Daniel (1591), Song of Songs (1591; 1606), 
Proverbs (1601), Ruth (1601), Lamentations (1601), Qohelet (1601), 
Job (1603), and Psalms (1605) with the biblical text printed alongside. 
This typographical complication was omitted from the earlier editions 
of the commentaries on Song of Songs (1563) and Daniel (1563) that 
were printed in the Ottoman Empire. The list of printed editions of 
Alsheikh’s commentaries compiled by Naphtali Ben-Menaḥem is in 
Shalem (1965–1966, 237–74). See Benayahu (2001); Dweck (2010). 



364 Williams 

 

earlier exegete, Joseph ibn Caspi, developing his predecessor’s 
interpretation that the ṭaʿam indicates a physical manifestation 
of wavering resolve by suggesting that it reveals “a psychological 
state of uncertainty and indecision.” As the cantillation marks 
once again “raise their voices” to relay interpretations old and 
new, it is hoped that an understanding of the development of this 
expository technique and its relationship to earlier exegetical 
methods will enable a deeper appreciation of a chapter of the 
reception history of the Hebrew Bible, in which the Masora is 
treated as a means to “gain an understanding of what is not writ-
ten in the Torah” (Ben Asher, 1966, I:321). 
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by Salomon Buber. 2 vols. Berlin: Ittskovski. 

Ben-Zazon, David. 2017. ‘“Parashat ha-Kesef” le-R. Yosef ibn 
Kaspi’. In Five Early Commentators on R. Abraham Ibn Ezra, 
edited by Howard Kreisel, 87–95. Beer-Sheva: Ben-Gurion 
University of the Negev Press.  

Berkowitz, Beth. 2006. Execution and Invention: Death Penalty Dis-
course in Early Rabbinic and Christian Cultures. New York: 
Oxford University Press. 

Berlin, Adele. 1991. Biblical Poetry through Medieval Jewish Eyes. 
Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 

Bland, Kalman. 1990. ‘Issues in Sixteenth-Century Jewish Exege-
sis’. In The Bible in the Sixteenth Century, edited by David 
Steinmetz, 50–67. Durham, NC: Duke University Press.  

Boyarin, Daniel. 2009. Socrates and the Fat Rabbis. Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press. 

Bregman, Marc. 2003. The Tanhuma-Yelammedenu Literature. Pis-
cataway, NJ: Gorgias Press. [Hebrew] 



366 Williams 

 

Caspi, Ephraim. 2015. ‘Meqorot Darshaniyim la-ʾOtiyot ha-
Metuyagot ve-ha-Meshunot ba-Tora’. Hitzei Giborim 8: 403–
46. 

Clenman, Laliv. 2014. ‘The Fire and the Flesh: Self-Destruction 
and the Male Rabbinic Body’. In The Body in Biblical, Chris-
tian and Jewish Texts, edited by Joan Taylor, 210–25. Lon-
don: Bloomsbury.  

Cohen, Menaḥem (ed.). 1996. Mikra’ot Gedolot ‘Haketer’: Isaiah. 
Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press. [Hebrew] 

Cohen, Mordechai. 2020. The Rule of Peshat: Jewish Constructions 
of the Plain Sense of Scripture and Their Christian and Muslim 
Contexts, 900–1270. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylva-
nia Press. 

———. 2021. Rashi, Biblical Interpretation, and Latin Learning in 
Medieval Europe: A New Perspective on an Exegetical Revolu-
tion. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Cohen, Tamir. 1997–1998. ‘ʿAl Ṭaʿam ve-ʿal Ri"k’. MA thesis, Yaa-
kov Herzog Teachers’ Institute. 

Dan, Joseph. 1968. The Esoteric Theology of Ashkenazi Hasidism. 
Jerusalem: Bialik Institute. [Hebrew] 

Dotan, Aron. (ed.). 1967. The Diqduqe ha-Ṭeʿamim of Aharon ben 
Moshe ben Asher. Jerusalem: The Academy of the Hebrew 
Language. [Hebrew] 

———. 2005. ‘Paseq in Antiquity’. In Samaritan, Hebrew and Ar-
amaic Studies: Presented to Professor Abraham Tal, edited by 
Moshe Bar-Asher and Moshe Florentin, 121–33. Jerusalem: 
Bialik Institute. [Hebrew] 



 “Some Fanciful Midrash Explanation” 367 

 

———. 2009. ‘Masora’s Contribution to Biblical Studies—Re-
vival of an Ancient Tool’. In Congress Volume Ljubljana 
2007, edited by André Lemaire, 57–69. Leiden: Brill. 

Dweck, Yaacob. 2010. ‘Editing Safed: The Career of Isaac Ger-
shon’. Jewish Studies Quarterly 17: 44–55. 

———. 2011. The Scandal of Kabbalah. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press. 

Encyclopedia Talmudica: A Digest of Halachic Literature and Jewish 
Law from the Tannaitic Period to the Present time, Alphabeti-
cally Arranged. Edited by Meir Bar-Ilan and Shlomo Josef 
Zevin, translated by Isidore Elstein and Harry Freedman. 6 
vols. Jerusalem: Talmudic Encyclopedia Institute, 1969–. 

Englander, Henry. 1939. ‘Grammatical Elements and Terminol-
ogy in Rashi’. Hebrew Union College Annual 14: 387–429.  

———. 1942–1943. ‘A Commentary on Rashi’s Grammatical 
Comments’. Hebrew Union College Annual 17: 427–98. 

Fine, Lawrence. 2003. Physician of the Soul, Healer of the Cosmos: 
Isaac Luria and His Kabbalistic Fellowship. Stanford, CA: 
Stanford University Press.  

Fishbane, Michael. 1994. The Kiss of God: Spiritual and Mystical 
Death in Judaism. Seattle: University of Washington Press. 

———. 2013. ‘Midrash and the Meaning of Scripture’. In Midrash 
Unbound: Transformations and Innovations, edited by Mi-
chael Fishbane and Joanna Weinberg, 13–24. Oxford: 
Littman.  

Fredman, Lisa (ed.). 2019. Rashi’s Commentary on the Book of 
Proverbs: Edited with Introduction and Notes. Jerusalem: 
World Union of Jewish Studies. [Hebrew] 



368 Williams 

 

Freedman, David Noel (ed.). 1998. The Leningrad Codex: A Fac-
simile Edition. Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans. 

Friedeman, Caleb et al. (eds). 2021. A Scripture Index to Rabbinic 
Literature. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson. 

Gelles, Benjamin. 1981. Peshat and Derash in the Exegesis of Rashi. 
Leiden: Brill. 

Gellis, Jacob. 1982–2014. Sefer Tosafot ha-Shalem. 17 vols.; Jeru-
salem: Mifal Tosafot Hashalem. 

Ginsburg, Christian (ed.). 1926. The Writings: Diligently Revised 
According to the Massorah and the Early Editions. London: 
British and Foreign Bible Society. 

Goren, Zekhariah. 1989. ‘ʿAl ha-Mashmaʿut ha-Parshanit shel 
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DOES SAADYA REFER TO THE ACCENTS 
IN HIS INTRODUCTION TO THE 

PENTATEUCH?236 

Joseph Habib 

In his article ‘The Tension between Literal Interpretation and Ex-
egetical Freedom’, Haggai Ben-Shammai (2003, 38, n. 42) raised 
the possibility that the famous medieval rabbinic scholar Saadya 
Gaon (882–942) directly refers to the biblical accents and their 
function of joining and separating words. The relevant passage 
comes from Saadya’s introduction to his long commentary on the 
Pentateuch (henceforth SIP). A thorough analysis of the passage 
was beyond the scope of Ben-Shammai’s article. Saadya does not 
explicitly mention the accents in SIP, but what is clear is that 
Saadya attaches exegetical importance to the grouping of words 
in a passage. The purpose of this article is to determine whether 
or not Saadya has specifically the accents in mind. 

236 The content of this article formed part of my PhD research, which 
was funded in part by the Faculty of Asian and Middle Eastern Studies, 
University of Cambridge, and in part by the University of Haifa’s Valler 
Doctoral Fellowship. I warmly thank them for their generosity and sup-
port. 
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1.0. Saadya Gaon and the Importance of His 
Testimony 

If the phenomenon that Saadya describes in SIP does indeed re-
late to the accents, this is significant because (1) Saadya had di-
rect contact with the Tiberian Masoretes and (2) the question of 
the original function of the biblical accents remains unanswered 
(see, recently, De Hoop 2008; Shoshany 2009; Park 2014; Pitcher 
2020). Saadya’s account would therefore furnish testimony rele-
vant to the function of the accents contemporary with the Tibe-
rian Masoretes. 

Saadya, known in Arabic as Saʿīd ben Yūsuf al-Fayyūmī, 
was born in Egypt around 882 CE (the most authoritative bio-
graphy remains Malter 1921). Throughout his life, Saadya’s crea-
tive mind and wide range of knowledge allowed him to make 
foundational contributions to a number of intellectual fields, in-
cluding biblical exegesis, grammar, poetry, and halakha (Brody 
2006 [Hebrew]; 2013 [English]). Saadya’s capacity as a scholar 
led to his appointment as head—Gaon—of the struggling Baby-
lonian academy ( ישיבה yeshiva) in Sura in 928 (Brody 1998, 237–
238).237 His most significant contribution to biblical exegesis was 

 
237 It was once thought that it was Saadya’s involvement in the calendar 
controversy that erupted in 921/2 CE between the Babylonian and Pal-
estinian yeshivot that led to his appointment as Gaon. On the basis of a 
fresh examination of the sources, Stern (2019) has demonstrated that 
Saadya’s role in the exchange between the two academies was marginal. 
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his translation of, and commentary on, most of the Bible, conven-
tionally known as the tafsīr.238 

Before his appointment as Gaon, Saadya spent about ten 
years in the city of Tiberias. For some of that time, he was the 
student of one Abū Kathīr Yaḥyā ben Zakariyyā, whom the Mus-
lim historian al-Masʿūdī (893–956) describes as a “Tiberian 
scribe (al-kātib al-ṭabarānī)” and as an expert in Bible transla-
tion.239 In that time, Saadya would have been exposed to a variety 
of reading traditions within different masoretic circles (Dotan 
1996). 

 
238 The appellation tafsīr was not used by Saadya himself, but has be-
come accepted among scholars; I thank Ronny Vollandt for pointing this 
out to me. There is not yet general consensus as to when Saadya began 
this project or how it developed. See Zewi (2015, 28–29) for a recent 
discussion of the different arguments. 
239 See de Goeje (1894, 112–13) for the original source; see also Gil 
(1992, 176–78), Polliack (1997, 11–12). The second source from which 
Saadya’s time in Palestine is known is a letter he wrote to his three 
students. The scenario was as follows: Saadya and one R. David were 
both in Babylon. R. David received a letter from Saadya’s students, who 
requested letters from the Babylonian academy regarding the calendar 
controversy of 921/2 CE, in which Saadya played a small part (Stern 
2019, 288; many thanks to Prof Ronny Vollandt for this reference). Puz-
zled as to why his students had not written to him instead, Saadya wrote 
back to them:   כסבור אני כי לא כתבתם אליו מבַלעדַי בלתי כי דימיתם כי עד עתה
 ,I believe that you only wrote to him, rather than to me‘ עודני בארץ ישראל
because you assumed that until now I was still in the land of Israel’ (text 
and translation from Stern 2019, 308–9; this fragment was published 
earlier by Schechter 1901, 60, fol. 1v, lns 6–8 for the original letter 
fragment; see also Brody 2013, 26 for comment on the letter). 
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Saadya’s intellectual connection with the Masoretes is evi-
dent in a number of places throughout his works. Traces of the 
masora are seen in Saadya’s grammar book The Book of Elegance 
of the Language of the Hebrews (Dotan 1997, 34–35). In his chapter 
on vowels, Saadya clearly derives material from the masoretic 
treatise now known as ʾOḵla we-ʾOḵla and refers to it as ‘the ma-
sora’ (אלמאסרה; Dotan 1997, 433). There he tells his reader to 
consult ‘the masora’ and then lists words in which the final he is 
not pronounced with mappiq, nearly all of which are found in a 
list in ʾOḵla we-ʾOḵla.240 Dotan (1997, 35–36) notes that Saadya 
drew heavily from the המסורה  ,.qunṭrese ha-masora, i.e קונטרסי 
masoretic treatises, when formulating his rules for shewa.241 An-
other point of contact between Saadya and the Masoretes is re-
flected in a disagreement among them. At one point in the gram-
mar (Dotan 1997, 410), Saadya objects to a masoretic formula-
tion of the rule for fricativisation of the  ת "בגדכפ  letters. Saadya 
states that the rule should be that this realisation depends on 
whether the previous word ends in a vowel, not, as some Maso-
retes formulated the rule, on whether the previous word ends in 
the letters י ,ו ,א, or ה (see Ofer 2019, 234). 

 
240 See Díaz Esteban (1975, 85–86) or the list in the treatise. The second 
part of the treatise was published by Ognibeni (1995). 
241 The term qunṭrese ha-masora was coined by Dotan (1967, 13) to refer 
to instances which represent the first attempts at formulating systematic 
rules based on the masora. They were variously copied individually, as 
a group, or found in the pages of other books, but never formed a stand-
alone work, such as that of Diqduqe ha-Ṭeʿamim (Dotan 2005, 20). 
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Regarding the accents specifically, Saadya composed some 
of his works in the style of Biblical Hebrew, complete with Tibe-
rian vowel and accent signs. One such work is the Hebrew intro-
duction to his dictionary of Biblical Hebrew, entitled Ha-ʾEgrōn 
‘The Thesaurus’ (ed. Allony 1969). Saadya’s use of the accents 
generally conforms to the rules with which modern scholarship 
is familiar (Revell 1974, 125, and, more recently, Hitin-Mashiah 
2011, though Revell also notes many peculiarities in Saadya’s use 
of accents). It differs only in small details, which is to be ex-
pected, given the fact that Saadya lived and worked nearly three 
centuries before Maimonides proclaimed the Ben Asher tradition 
as authoritative (Penkower 1981; Ofer 2019, 144–46). This 
would have therefore been a time when various sub-traditions of 
the Tiberian Masoretic reading tradition would have existed side-
by-side. The reason given by Saadya himself for his use of accents 
in his works is “so that its (i.e., the text’s) reading may be easier 
and its memorisation more possible ( ואמכן   לקראתה  אסהל  ליכון  

ה   Saadya is probably pointing here to .(Yeivin 1959, 48) ”(להפט 
some kind of aural (and oral) phenomenon that he would have 
expected the reader to hear in their mind’s ear (Habib 2021, 35). 
It is still not clear exactly what he is referring to, but Revell 
(1974, 125ff.) has argued that Saadya must have thought of the 
accents as an organic part of Biblical Hebrew. 

Given Saadya’s geographical, chronological, and intellec-
tual proximity to circles of the Masoretes, any comment he offers 
on the accents would afford scholars valuable insight into “one 
of the most neglected fields in the study of Hebrew graphemes” 
(Dotan 1970, vii). If Saadya does indeed have the accents in mind 
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in SIP, then the passage should receive serious consideration in 
future scholarship on the accents. 

2.0. Analysis of SIP 
The passage in question comes from what is conventionally 
known as Saadya’s ‘long commentary’ on the Pentateuch—an ex-
egetical work that consists of translation of biblical verses em-
bedded within a ‘long commentary’.242 The passage, along with 
my translation, follows.243 

Zucker (1984, 19) Lines  
  מן אלראבע ואלקסם

  אלגואמץ   חאתאלמוצ  

  פאן  מאתצ  אל הי

 ד  אלאכ   משהורהא

17 

The fourth part of those things that clar-
ify obscurities is the joining/ grouping 
of words. So, the commonly accepted 
sense of it (a verse) is taking [it] 

 
242 A name for the ‘long commentary’ is not extant (Ronny Vollandt, 
personal correspondence). Saadya called his translation of the Penta-
teuch devoid of commentary ikhrāj maʿānī naṣṣ al-tawrāt ‘extraction 
(i.e., edition) of the meanings of the text of the Torah’ (see Vollandt 
2015, 82–83); this is known in scholarly parlance as Saadya’s ‘short 
tafsīr’. The remainder of the biblical books that Saadya translated and 
commented upon each bear their own unique title consistent with the 
content of the book (Vollandt 2015, 82). Saadya titles his commentary 
on Isaiah, for example, kitāb ʾal ʾistilāḥ l-ʾal-ṭāʿa, which, according to 
Ben-Shammai (1991), should be understood as ‘The Book of the Endeav-
our towards Improvement of Worship’. 
243 In all translations of Judaeo-Arabic texts that follow, square brackets 
‘[]’ indicate an editorial addition to make the text more readable; round 
brackets ‘()’ indicate an editorial comment for clarification and biblical 
references. 
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  באן אךד  ו מתהצ   כמה

  פי מת צ   כלמאת  כל  יכון

  מעני עלתג    אלקראהֿ

 פי  ואחד

18 

according to the way it is arranged to-
gether. This because all the words that 
are joined together in the reading 
should considered to have one meaning 
in  

  יפרק  ולא  אלתפסיר 

  יולף  לא  לךד  וכ בינהא

  בין אלתפסיר  פי

אלמפרקהֿ  אלכלמאת   

19 

the interpretation, and they should not 
be divided. Similarly, words that are 
separated should not be joined together 
in interpretation,  

  תפסיר   פי אקול  כמא

  ממעל  עומדים שרפים

  בין כביר  אלפרק  אן לו

םצ  ת אן  

20 

just as I will say in the interpretation of 
ים ים  שְרָפִ֨ עַל  מִ   ׀   ע מְדִ  וֹ   מַ  לֹ֔  (Isa. 6.2) that there 

is a big difference between whether two 
words  

  חדהֿ עלי כלמתין

  ואן  חדהֿ. עלי וכ]למהֿ[

ג   רי כ  אלת פיג   אחתא

אלמעאני רצ  לת  

21 

are joined together or one word stands 
apart from the others. If there is need to 
deviate [from the accepted meaning] so 
that the sense [units] are broken apart 
(lit., harmed)— 

  מוםצ  מ הו  מא  יפרק אן

  מפרוק הו  מא יולף או

  לךד   אזג    אלקראהֿ פי

 כמא

22 

[i.e.,] if that which is joined is sepa-
rated, or that which is separated is 
joined in the reading—that is possible, 
just as 

  הן קולה  םצ  וי יפרק

  ממנו כאחד היה האדם

  חתי  ורע טוב  לדעת

אלמעני יסתקים  

23 

the phrase  ַאמֶרו ים יְהוָָ֣ה ׀  י ָ֣ ן אֱלֹהִִׁ֗   הָיָה   אָדָם  הֵָֽ  הֵ 

ד נוּמִ   כְאַחַָ֣ עַת  מֶֹ֔ וֹב   לָדַֹ֖ ע  טָ֣ וָרָָ֑  (Gen. 3.22) is sep-
arated and joined in order that the in-
terpretation be correct. 

  תאליף  פי  לךד  וכ

  ארבעה ובמנורה

  משקדים גביעים

  יריד ופרחיה כפתריה

 משקדים

24 

This is also the case in the joining of 
ה ה  וּבַמְנ רָֹ֖ ים  אַרְבָעָָ֣ יםמְ   גְבִעִָ֑ קָדִֹ֔ יהָ   ש  יהָ   כַפְת רֶֹ֖ ׃ וּפְרָחֵֶֽ  

(Exod. 25.34; 37.20). [The word] 
קָ מְ  יםש  דִֹ֔  is intended to be  
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  עלי לא  אלאול עלי

  ירנט   הו  ומא אניאלת  

ואלקסם לךד   . 

25 

in the first [part], not within the sec-
ond, as well as that which is similar to 
that division (i.e., the other verses like 
this one. [Exod. 25.33; 37.19, 20]). 

The text that precedes this passage is missing from the man-
uscript and, therefore, the broader context of the passage is una-
vailable. The opening lines make it clear enough, though, that it 
may be interpreted as a self-contained paragraph. Evidently this 
passage constitutes but one item in a list which deals with how 
to “clarify obscurities ( ץ  אלגואמ  חאתצ  אלמו )” (ln. 17) one encoun-
ters in the Biblical text. In this analysis, I will focus on three key 
terms which must be properly understood in order to determine 
whether or not Saadya is referring in this passage to the accents. 

2.1. Ḍammāt 

The fourth item in this list of the principles that “clarify obscuri-
ties” Saadya designates with the term מאתצ  אל  al-ḍammāt (ln. 17). 
I have translated this term ‘joining/grouping of words’. One 
method employed by Saadya to clarify obscurities is appeal to al-
ḍammāt—the joining and grouping of words. The grouping of 
words in the context of disambiguating the sense of a passage 
would correspond to the accents’ function of joining and separat-
ing words. This may indeed be what Saadya intended. Though 
Ben-Shammai (2003, n. 41) states that he has not come across 
the word ḍammāt elsewhere in Saadya’s corpus, I have found one 
further instance of Saadya’s use of this word with what seems like 
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a similar meaning, on the basis of which the sense of the term 
may be clarified. 
Zucker (1984, 103) Lines  

  מעהג   פי  אן ויקאל

  בעץ   אלי בעץ   לג  אלר

  מע וג   ובניך אתה בקו  

 אלנסא

27 

It is said that in its (i.e., Scripture’s) 
grouping the men together in the phrase 

ךתֵָֽ אִ   בָנֶ֛יךָוּ  האַתָּ֕   ‘You and your sons with 
you’244 (Gen. 6.18) and the grouping of 
the women 

  בקו   בעץ   אלי אבעצ  

  רחט   בניך ונשי ואשתך

  טול  אלגשיאן עליהם

 אקאמו מא

28 

together in the phrase  ִי־בָנֶֹ֖יךָשֵֵֽ נְ וּ  ךֵָ֥ שְתְ וְא  ‘And 
your wife and your son’s wife’ (Gen. 6.18) 
forbids sexual relations for the duration of 
which they are   

p. 104   

  קול  ]והו[ אלתאבות  פי

  עכס  מא  ויקויה קריב.

  ענד  מאתאלצ ָ֗ ההד  

םפצ   ריג  אלתכ    

1 

in the ark. This statement is likely to be 
correct (lit. close [to the correct interpre-
tation]). That which is opposite this 
grouping of words in [the account of] 
their exiting [the ark] strengthens this [in-
terpretation]. So, [there], it joins  

  בקו   תה זוג   אלי  ]אל[זוג  

  ונשי ובניך ואשתך אתה

 בניך

2 

the husband to his wife in the phrase  ָּ֕ה אַת  
יךָוּ  ךָ֛ שְתְ וְאִ  י־בָנֶֹ֖יךָשֵֵֽ נְ וּ  בָנֵֶ֥  ‘You and your wife 

and your sons and your sons’ wives’ (Gen. 
8.16). 

Saadya argues here that one may interpret the actual 
grouping of words used in Gen. 6.18 as a prohibition which God 
gave to Noah to abstain from sexual relations while on the ark. 
To support this claim Saadya points to the account of their exiting 

 
244 In Gen. 6.18 the word ְך ת   ה  is at the end of the verse, not after א  אַת ַ֕

ִׁ֛יך נֶּ  .וּב 
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the ark (Gen. 8.16) and says that the ḍammāt there is the opposite 
) Noah is grouped with his wife—(p. 104, ln. 1 ;עכס) ה  וְאִשְתְךָ֛   אַתָּ֕ ) 
and his sons are grouped with their wives ( י־בָנֶֹ֖יךָ  וּבָנֵֶ֥יךָ וּנְשֵֵֽ ). Since 
they are leaving the ark, there is no longer concern for their sex-
ual relations while inside. In this context, the word ḍammāt ob-
viously refers to the grouping of the items within both lists. We 
therefore see similarity in this use of the term ḍammāt with what 
is found in SIP, in that both indicate the grouping of words.  

The use of ḍammāt in the commentary on the Genesis pas-
sages does not reflect the grouping of words according to the ac-
cents. I will argue below that this is actually a crucial clue for the 
question addressed in this essay. First, however, it should be no-
ticed that in both places Saadya’s interpretation is based on a 
2+2 division of the list, whereas the accents divide both lists into 
1+3. 

 Gen. 6.18: Entering Gen. 8.16: Exiting 

Saadya 
בָנֶ֛יךָוּ האַתָּ֕   

י־בָנֶֹ֖יךָשֵֵֽ נְ וּ ךֵָ֥ שְתְ וְאִ     

 ךָ֛ שְתְ וְאִ  האַתָּ֕ 

יךָוּ  י־בָנֶֹ֖יךָשֵֵֽ נְ וּ בָנֵֶ֥

Accents 
 האַתָּ֕ 

 י־בָנֶֹ֖יךָשֵֵֽ נְ וּ ךֵָ֥ שְתְ וְאִ  בָנֶ֛יךָוּ 

 האַתָּ֕ 

יךָ וּ ךָ֛ שְתְ וְאִ    י־בָנֶֹ֖יךָשֵֵֽ נְ וּ בָנֵֶ֥

In both verses, the list falls within the domain of the accent silluq. 
The accents which divide silluq’s clause are zaqef (main division) 
and ṭifḥa (minor division). In both lists the sequence of accents is 
the same—the zaqef (gadol) accentuates the first item of the list 
ה)  in both cases), leaving the next three items to be grouped אַתָּ֕
together and terminating in ṭifḥa. If, for Saadya, the ḍammāt were 
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based on the accents, it would create a difficulty for his commen-
tary on Gen. 6.18. There, the accents group Noah’s sons ( ָוּבָנֶ֛יך) 
with the women (ָי־בָנֶֹ֖יך  245.(וְאִשְתְךֵָ֥  וּנְשֵֵֽ

It appears that the ḍammāt Saadya refers to reflects rabbinic 
tradition, rather than the accents (the reason for which will be 
made clear below). The Babylonian Talmud states: 

דנאסרו דכתיב ובאת אל התיבה אתה ובניך ואשתך ונשי בניך אתך    ןיומנ

וכתיב צא מן התיבה אתה ואשתך ובניך נשי בניך אתך וא׳׳ר יוחנן מיכן  

 אמרו שנאסרו בתשמיש המטה 
From where do we know that they were prohibited [from 
sexual relations on the ark]? From that which is written, 
“And you will come to the ark—you, and your sons, and 
your wife, and your sons’ wives with you” (Gen. 6.18). And 
it is [also] written: “Go out from the ark—you, and your 
wife, and your sons and your sons’ wives with you” (Gen. 
8.16). R. Johanan said, “From here they said that they 
were prohibited from sexual relations on the ark” (b. San-
hedrin 108b.14). 

This interpretation is paralleled in the Jerusalem Talmud: 
ר׳ יודה בר פזי ר׳ חנין בשם ר׳ שמואל בר רב יצחק נח בכניסתו לתיבה 

נאסרה לו תשמיש המיטה מ׳׳ט ובאת אל התיבה אתה ובניך ואשתך ונשי  

בניך אתך וביציאתו הותרה לו תשמיש המיטה מ׳׳ט צא מן התיבה אתה  

 ואשתך ובניך ונשי בניך אתך

R. Judah b. Pazi, R. Hanin on behalf of R. Samuel b. Rav 
Issac [say], “When Noah entered the ark sexual relations 
were forbidden to him. [For,] what is the meaning of, “And 
you will enter the ark—you, and your sons, and your wife 

 
245 The word ָוּבָנֶ֛יך is out of necessity accented with the minor disjunctive 
teḇir, because ṭifḥa’s clause can only contain three words (see Wickes 
1887, 89; cf. Breuer 1989, 45). 
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and your sons’ wives with you” (Gen. 6.18)? When he 
(Noah) came out, he was permitted to have sexual rela-
tions. [For,] what is the meaning of, “Go out from the 
ark—you, and your wife, and your sons and your sons’ 
wives” (Gen. 8.16)? (y. Taʿanit 7a.1) 

This parallel suggests that, even if Saadya’s use of ḍammāt 
in SIP above refers to the grouping of words by the accents, here 
the term was used to mean the grouping of words according to 
the interpretation of the Oral Law. This apparent contradiction 
in usage by Saadya is elucidated by a passage in his Kitāb al-
ʾamānāt wal-ʾiʿtqādāt ‘The Book of Beliefs and Opinions’. At the 
beginning of his chapter on resurrection, Saadya explains that 
any given scripture may be interpreted in a way other than its 
apparent (ẓāhir) sense for one of four reasons. As his fourth rea-
son, he states: “Anything to which tradition applies a condition, 
we will interpret it in agreement with the reliable tradition (  ומא
אלצאדקה אר  אלאת  יואפק  תפסירא  פנפסרה  עליה  בשריטה  אר  אלאת  בה  את   ”(ג 
(Qafiḥ 1969, 220, lns 6–8). The case of Gen. 6.18 is one where 
this exception clearly applies. This raises an important point—the 
exception highlights the rule. If tradition allows for an interpreta-
tion of Gen. 6.18 which departs from the ‘apparent’ (ẓāhir) group-
ing of words (ḍammāt), one must ask what the ‘plain’ or ‘appar-
ent’ (ẓāhir) grouping of words is from which the tradition’s inter-
pretation departs? What is it that governs this grouping of words? 
The accents are one obvious possibility. But, again, Saadya never 
explicitly says this.  

In sum, in his commentary on Gen. 6.18 Saadya used the 
term ḍammāt to refer to groupings of words that were not re-
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flected by the accents. This grouping was based rather on rab-
binic tradition. The question arises whether this was the principle 
of grouping that Saadya referred to also in SIP cited above. This 
may have been the case. Another possibility, however, is that 
Saadya used the term by default to refer to groupings reflected 
by the accents where no other factors were at play, but used it to 
refer to other types groupings when these were sanctioned by 
rabbinic tradition. 

2.2. Mašhūr 

Returning to the passage in SIP, the next idea which may point 
to Saadya’s use of the term ḍammāt as referring to the accents is 
the word משהור mašhūr ‘commonly accepted’ (ln. 17). Elsewhere 
in his introduction to Genesis, Saadya uses the term mašhūr to 
clarify the meaning of the word ẓāhir ‘apparent’. He says, אעני 

אלאסתעמאל  יר ואלכת    לגתה   אהל   בין   מא   פי   אלמשהור   ‘[By ẓāhir] I mean that 
which is commonly known (mašhūr) among native speakers of 
the language, as well as that which is used frequently’ (Zucker 
1984, 18, lns 1–2). Ben-Shammai (2003, 37) highlights the two-
fold nature of Saadya’s description of mašhūr in another pas-
sage.246 On the one hand, the frequency with which words occur 
in a written text is measured by their distribution throughout that 
text. On the other, Saadya’s equation of mašhūr with ẓāhir points 
to the fact that features which later readers of a text can declare 
mašhūr, based on a measurement of their distribution, must re-
flect what the ẓāhir ‘plain sense’ of that feature was to the lan-

 
246 See also Ben-Shammai (1991, 380) for a brief discussion of mašhūr.  
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guage’s original users. It seems to me that Ben-Shammai is draw-
ing attention to the fact that for Saadya, mašhūr included the idea 
of what something would have meant to the native speakers of 
Biblical Hebrew. This meaning becomes ‘commonly known’ 
among the readers of Biblical Hebrew only on the basis of its 
distribution (and, necessarily in this case, its frequency) through-
out the Biblical text.  

In SIP, Saadya says that the mašhūr of a given verse includes 
its interpretation according to the ‘grouping’ of its words (ḍam-
matihi; lns 17–18). If we apply the aforementioned definition of 
mašhūr here, the implication is that adhering to the ḍammāt of a 
passage of Scripture yields its original understanding/interpreta-
tion (mašhūr). This raises an important question—how would 
Saadya have known the divisions of a passage that reflect a so-
called ‘native speaker’s’ original understanding of Biblical He-
brew? One clear possibility is the prosodic divisions reflected by 
the accents, if these were considered by Saadya to be an integral 
component of the spoken language. If, against Ben-Shammai’s 
suggestion, we were to understand mašhūr with the meaning of 
‘commonly accepted’, this could be equated with the default in-
terpretation of groupings of words on the basis of the accents. 

2.3. Al-qirāʾa 

The final important term for understanding SIP is ֿאלקראה al-qirāʾa 

‘the reading’ (ln. 18). After the statement about mašhūr, Saadya 
elaborates and explains that the purpose of the ḍammāt ‘grouping 
of words’ is so that “words which are joined together in the read-
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ing ( ֿאלקראה; ln. 18) would have one meaning in the interpreta-
tion ( אלתפסיר; ln. 19).247 The challenge here lies in determining 
whether the term al-qirāʾa ‘reading’ is being used in a specific or 
general sense. The former would most likely denote the oral/mu-
sical recitation of the accents, while the latter would not. The 
determination must be made on the basis of Saadya’s use of this 
word in other places. 

Saadya’s use of al-qirāʾa in his introduction to the Psalms 
strongly suggests that the intention is indeed oral recitation.248 
There Saadya explains that “the people would sing praises to God 
with it (the Psalms) according to five stipulations ( כאנוא   אלקום  

שרוט   מסה כ    עלי  אלקדס  פי  בה  יסבחון )” (Qafiḥ 1966, 30, lns 9–10). Alt-
hough the text of the third stipulation is fragmentary, enough has 
been preserved to understand that Saadya is arguing that the in-
struments to be used in the accompaniment to any particular 
psalm must be chosen on the basis of the psalm’s superscription. 
For example, any superscription which contains ף  for/by‘ לְאָ סֵָ֥
Asaph’ (e.g., Ps. 53.1; 74.1; 75.1; etc.) must be accompanied by 
a cymbal, due to the Bible’s association of the two in the verse 

ף יִם   וְאָסָֹ֖ מְצִלְתֵַ֥ יעַ   בֵַֽ מַשְמִֵֽ  ‘And Asaph sounds the cymbals’ (1 Chron. 
16.5). In the final part of this stipulation Saadya states: 
  

 
247 “The accents are probably indicated here by the Arabic term al-
qirāʿa, i.e., recital” (Ben-Shammai 2003, n. 42). 
248 On Saadya’s introduction to the Psalms and for a translation of it see 
Soklow (1984). 
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  אלקראה   סביל   עלי   יכון  אן   אלא   אלבתה  שי   עלי   יקאל   אן   וזג  י   לא   ובאלהדי

 ואלתלאוה 
When it (the superscription) is silent (i.e., when no instru-
ment can be ascertained from it), it is not possible for it 
(the Psalm) to be said with anything at all, except that it 
be (said) in the manner of reading (al-qirāʿa) or recitation 
(al-tilāwa). (Qafiḥ 1966, 32, lns 12–14)249 

In other words, if no instrument is mentioned or hinted at in the 
superscription, the psalm should not be accompanied by an in-
strument, but instead either be ‘read’ or ‘recited’. The significance 
of this passage for the meaning of the word al-qirāʾa lies in its 
relationship to the other manner of reading the text, indicated by 
 al-tilāwa. That is, it appears that these two words reflect אלתלאוה
alternative manners of reading the biblical text—in this case the 
Psalms. Earlier in the same introduction, in the section which in-
troduces the first stipulation, this distinction is clarified: 

ילזמהם הם אן יקולוה  פאלאול מנהא אן כל מזמור מענון לקום מן אללוים  

וז לגירהם אן יקולה אלא תלאותה פקט   ולא יג 
The first among them (the stipulations) is that every psalm 
which is ascribed to the Levites requires them to say it (the 
psalm). Anyone besides them is not allowed to say it unless 
(they say) its recitation only. (Qafiḥ 1966, 30, lns 10–13; 
emphasis mine: JH).250 

 
249 Cf. Soklow’s (1984, 163) idiomatic translation: ‘…a mute Psalm can-
not be put to any tune at all, it can only be read or recited.’ 
250 Cf. Soklow’s (1984, 158–59) translation: ‘The first of these is that 
every psalm is addressed to a group of Levites who were required to 
chant it. No one other than they could chant it, only recite it.’ 
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As Qafiḥ explains in his apparatus to this text, Saadya is stipulat-
ing that a psalm which is associated with the Levites can be mu-
sically chanted only by a Levite. If anyone else recites the psalm, 
they must simply read it without chanting. The term al-tilāwa  
‘recitation’ here must therefore refer to reading without chanting. 
Returning to the text of the third stipulation, it stands to reason 
that this same term al-tilāwa  ‘recitation’ must be juxtaposed with 
a term meaning to read with musical chanting—al-qirāʾa ‘read-
ing’. For Saadya, then, at least some instances of al-qirāʾa ‘read-
ing’ refer specifically to the act of chanting the text with melo-
dies. 

These considerations suggest that it is reasonable to under-
stand Saadya’s use of al-qirāʾa in SIP (Zucker 1984, 19, ln. 18) in 
specific reference to the musical cantillation of a text. The con-
text can certainly accommodate this interpretation. The joining 
and separation of words is indeed one function of the accents. As 
we have seen, the meaning of al-qirāʾa includes a musical ele-
ment—a feature that also clearly applies to the cantillation of the 
accents.  

2.2. Analysis of Biblical Passages from SIP 

We have seen that the terms ḍammāt ‘grouping of words’, mašhūr 
‘commonly known’, and al-qirāʾa ‘reading’ can all have nuanced 
meanings in the writings of Saadya. If these meanings are applied 
to the passage under consideration, it seems that Saadya is saying 
something to the effect of the following: one way of resolving an 
obscurity in the text is by considering the grouping of its words 
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(ḍammāt). This arrangement reflects the way in which the origi-
nal users of Biblical Hebrew (or those in the Rabbanite commu-
nity) would have uttered (or understood) the obscure passages 
(=mašhūr). Specifically, this arrangement refers to the way in 
which words are joined and separated in the oral performance 
(al-qirāʿa) of the text. The accents may be the common denomi-
nator of all these ideas, and so it is highly likely that this passage 
refers to them despite the fact that Saadya does not mention them 
explicitly.  

Saadya tells his readers that he will illustrate this principle 
in his commentary on Isa. 6.2. Unfortunately, that specific por-
tion of his commentary on Isaiah has not survived. But other 
statements by Saadya on this verse do survive. In the very same 
passage, Saadya specifies that “there is a great difference be-
tween whether two words are joined together or one word stands 
apart from the others” (SIP lns 20–21). A discussion of Isa. 6.2 
also appears in Saadya’s commentary on Prov. 25.11. Below is 
Saadya’s translation of Isa. 6.2 followed by the discussion of this 
verse in his commentary on Proverbs.251 

ים  (1) ים  שְרָפִ֨ עַל    ׀   ע מְדִ  וֹ  מִמַ  ש   לֹ֔ יִם   שֵֶּ֧ ש  כְנָפַ֛ יִם  שֵֵ֥ ד  כְנָפַֹ֖ יִם  לְאֶחָָ֑ ה   ׀  בִשְתַָ֣   יְכַסֶָ֣

יו יִם פָנִָׁ֗ ה וּבִשְתַ֛ יו  יְכַסֵֶ֥ יִם רַגְלָֹ֖ ף׃  וּבִשְתֵַ֥  יְעוֹפֵֵֽ
 ‘The Seraphim standing above were His. Each had six 

wings. With two it (i.e., one of the Seraphim) would cover 
up its face, and with two it would cover up its feet, and 
with two it would fly.’ (Isa. 6.2) 

  
 

251 All of my translations of biblical passages reflect the division of the 
accents unless otherwise stated or shown. 
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Ratzaby (1993, 14) Lines  

 3 פי  וקוף מלאיכה  ולה
And [belonging] to Him were 
angels standing in 

נחה  סתה   אלעלו   ואחד לכל אג 

נין    יסתר באת 
4 

the heights. Each one had six 
wings. With two he would hide 

הה נין וג  ליה יסתר  ובאת    רג 

נין  יסעי ובאת 
5 

his face and with two he would 
hide his feet and with two he 
would fly to and fro. 

Qafiḥ (1976, 199)   

ם ואן מאעה  כל  תצ    אלכלאם מן ג 

י  אלד 
23 

[The second consideration of 
arranging words according to 
the way they should be ar-
ranged with regard to phrasing 
is that] those groups of words 
which are required to be joined 
together 

מה בה מא  עלי צ    אלמעאני  תוג 

מת פאן    עלי צ 
24 

by the meaning are joined to-
gether. If they are joined  

לאף לך כ   25   אפסדהא  ד 

differently, it (the different 
joining) distorts it (the mean-
ing).   

לך  Similar is the 31 וכד 
  לו ממעל  עומדים שרפים קול

א ם אד  לאת    צ   ת 
32 

phrase  ְיםש ים רָפִ֨ וֹ  עַל  מַ  מִ  ׀  ע מְדִ  לֹ֔ . If 
he/it combines three  

  ואלראבעה  חדה  עלי כלמאת

   כאן  חדא עלי
33 

words together and the fourth 
by itself, then the 

  פי  מלאיכה  לה  אללה אן  אלקול

 ואן  אלסמא,
34 

phrase becomes, ‘Behold, God 
has angels in the heavens.’ And if 



396 Habib 

p. 200   
ם הו נתין צ  נתין חדה עלי את    ואת 

 חדה  עלי
1 

he/it joins two words together 
and two words together, 

ם עומדים שרפים  פקאל   קאל ת 

 צאר  לו  ממעל
2 

so that it says  ְיםש ים רָפִ֨ ׀   ע מְדִ   and 
then it says  ִוֹ עַל  מַ  מ לֹ֔ , then this  

לך על אד   כפרא ד    אלמלאיכה  ג 

אלקהם פוק  כ 
3 

[interpretation] becomes blas-
phemous, because the angels 
are set above their Creator.  

The context of this discussion is Saadya’s commentary on 
י הָב  תַפוּחֵָ֣ וֹת  זָּ֭ סֶף   בְמַשְכִיֵ֥ ר  כָָ֑ בִָׁ֗ ר  דֶָּ֝ ֵ֥ יו׃  דָּב  עַל־אָפְנֵָֽ  ‘Like apples of gold in a 

silver fixture is a word spoken in the proper way’ (Prov. 25.11). 
Here, Saadya discusses at length what it means for something to 
be spoken properly. One of the requirements for proper speech, 
Saadya says, is that “words which are required to be joined to-
gether by the meaning ( בה   מא אלמעאני   תוג  ) are joined together” 
(Qafiḥ 1976, 199, lns 23–24). Failure to do so results in a distor-
tion of meaning (lns 24–25).  

In order to illustrate the aforementioned point Saadya dis-
cusses the first clause of Isa. 6.2 ֹו עַל    לֹ֔ ים  ׀  מִמַ  ים  ע מְדִ   He explains .שְרָפִ֨
that if the words are joined 3+1, then the interpretation is that 
“God has angels in heaven ( אלסמא  פי  מלאיכה  לה  אללה  )” (Qafiḥ 
1976, 199, ln. 34). That is,  ֹו  to him’ is the predicate of the‘ לֹ֔
phrase. The subject is ים  Seraphim’ followed by an asyndetic‘ שְרָפִ֨
relative clause that modifies it— ים עַל    ׀  ע מְדִ  מִמַ   ‘(Seraphim which 
are) standing above’. This is the interpretation reflected in Saad-
ya’s translation (Ratzaby 1993, 14, ln. 3). Saadya then states that 
arranging the clause 2+2, represented by the translation ‘Sera-
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phim were standing above him’, is blasphemous, because it im-
plies that the “angels are set above their creator” (Qafiḥ 1976, 
200, lns 2–3). While ים Seraphim’̇serveṡaṡ‘ שְרָפִ֨ thėgrammatical̇

subject in either case, the predicate in the 2+2 division is  ים  ע מְדִ 
‘)were)̇ standing’̇modified by the prepositional phrase   עַל וֹ  מִמַ  לֹ֔  

‘above Him’. 
According to Wickes’s principle of continuous dichotomy, 

the accents, like Saadya’s translation, also reflect a 3+1 grouping 
of this phrase. The entire phrase is governed by the accent zaqef 
on the word ֹו  The primary division within zaqef’s domain is .לֹ֔
indicated by the accent pašṭa on the word   עַל  since there is no ,מִמַ 
reviaʿ present.252 The result of this division is that ֹו  is set apart לֹ֔
from the words   עַל ים ׀ מִמַ  ים ע מְדִ   253.שְרָפִ֨

 
252 1 Kgs 7.3a offers an example of   עַל  with pašṭa preceded by reviaʿ מִמַ 
(i.e., one of the ways in which a 2+2 grouping could have been ac-
cented in Isa. 6.2). As a result,   עַל  forms a compound modifier with מִמַ 
what follows: ן ָ֣ רֶז  וְסָפ  עַל    בָאִֶׁ֗ ר  עַל־הַצְלָע ת    מִמַ  ים  אֲשֶָ֣ עַמוּדִֹ֔ עַל־הֵָֽ  ‘And it was 
covered with cedar above the sides which were on pillars.’ 
253 My analysis here is contra Ben-Shammai’s (2003, 38). Later in the 
passage, Saadya mentions that if the sense requires it,   ריג  תכ  taḵrīj ‘devi-
ation’ is permissible (Zucker 1984, 19, ln. 21), and Ben-Shammai counts 
this verse as one of those instances. That is, he observes Saadya group-
ing the phrase 3+1 and says this is an example of taḵrīj since   עַל וֹ   מִמַ  לֹ֔  

are “joined by the accents.” There are two problems with this analysis. 
First, for these two words to be joined together by the accents a reviaʿ 
must be present before the pašṭa. Second, Saadya discusses taḵrīj only 
after he cites Isa. 6.2. This suggests that he chooses Isa. 6.2 to illustrate 
the salient point of the passage—that the mašhūr ‘commonly accepted 
sense’ of a passage is to take it according to the proper arrangement of 
its words; that is, he did not choose Isa. 6.2 to illustrate the exception. 
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Saadya’s explicit reason for this grouping is theological: the 
2+2 division of the verse would be blasphemous because “the 
angels are set above their Creator” (Qafiḥ 1976, 200, ln. 3). Ad-
ditionally, Saadya prefaced this section by saying that word 
groupings are determined by the ‘meaning’ (אלמעאני; Qafiḥ 1976, 
199, ln. 24). Thus, while Saadya’s translation and interpretation 
reflect the division of the accents, they are the product, according 
to his own words, of theological and semantic considerations. 
These considerations also provide a degree of cohesion for the 
ideas of ḍammāt and mašhūr, as, instead of accents, words in the 
Bible are grouped according to notions of theologically or seman-
tically correct reading (ḍammāt). These are the ways in which the 
native speakers of Biblical Hebrew/speakers within Saadya’s 
community would have understood the obscure passages 
(mašhūr). In order to resolve this ambiguity we should ask 
whether the same theological reservations would necessarily re-
quire that the words be grouped in a particular way. I suggest 
that this is not the case. Saadya could easily have chosen another 
grouping of words to safeguard against a blasphemous interpre-
tation. 

The treatment of this same passage by the Karaite exegete 
Yefet ben Eli, which is given below, makes it clear that he has 
the same theological reservations as Saadya. But his interpreta-
tion of Isa. 6.2 does not reflect the division of the accents. This 
indicates that, even given the same reservations, one’s decision 
concerning the semantic grouping of words need not match the 
grouping reflected by the accents. 
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fol. 72r   

  רָם כִסֵא  עַל  י שֵב וקו

  ראי אנה  ערף וְנִשָא

   עלי  אלכָבוֹד

2 

As for the phrase   בי אעַל־ שֵֵ֥ ם כִסֵֹ֖ א וְנִ  רָָ֣ שָָ֑  

‘Sitting on the throne high and lifted 
up’ (Isa. 6.1), it makes known that he 
(Isaiah) saw the glory upon 

  וקד גִדא  מרתפע  כרסי

  אלכרסי אן יַחַזְקֵאל ביין

 שביה

3 a chair highly lifted up. Ezekiel already 
clarified that the chair resembles 

  כקו אלמהא  באלגִוהר 

  עַל  אֲשֶר  לָרָקִיעַ  ומִמַעַל

 ר אשָם

4 the sapphire jewel, as it says עַל   וּמִמִַׁ֗

יעַ   ראֲ  לָרָקִ  םעַל־ר א שֶָ֣ שָֹ֔  

  דְמוּת סַפִיר   אֶבֶן כְמַרְאֵה

 מְלֵאִים וְשוּלָיו  וקו  כִסֵא
5 

ה בֶן־סַ  כְמַרְאֵֵ֥ יר אֵֶֽ וּת פִֹ֖ א  דְּמָ֣ כִסֵָ֑  ‘Above the fir-
mament which was over their heads, 
having an appearance like sapphire, 
was the likeness of a throne’ (Ezek. 
1.26). Now, the phrase  ְיוו ים שוּלָֹ֖ מְלֵאִֵ֥  

  אנה  עלי ידל הַהֵיכָל  אַת

 אל  סטח  פוק  אלכָבוֹד ראי
6 

ל׃   ’and his hems filled the temple‘ אֶת־הַהֵיכֵָֽ
(Isa. 6.1), refers to the fact that he saw 
the glory above the top of the roof of the 

  אלהֵיכָל  פוק  מן 254כרסי 

  עלי הַכָבוֹד שוּלֵי  פכאנה

 אלהֵיכָל 

7 

temple [even though it surrounds the 
temple because this is the way of every-
thing which is filled from something—
it is set above it],255 over the temple. So, 
it is as if the hems of the glory are over 
the temple 

 
 .אלהֵיכָל IOM Ms. A 143 fol. 78r, ln. 3 [כרסי 254

255 Added from IOM Ms. A 143 fol. 78r, lns 3–5    ואנהא  מחיטה  באלהֵיכָל   לאן
ל אלשי  מן ממלו שי  כל סביל כדי עליה  יפצ  . 
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  יְוָי כְבוֹד פראי  וחואליה

ים האיל   פאמא  עט 

 יַחַזְקֵאל

8 
and around it. So, he (Isaiah) saw the 
glory of the Lord [as something] very 
enormous, whereas Ezekiel  

  עלי אלכָבוֹד ראי

  שְרָפִים וקו  אלכְרוּבִים

 ממַעַל  ע מְדִים

9 saw the glory on the cherubim. The 
phrase ים ים שְרָפִ֨ עַל  מִ  ׀  ע מְדִ  מַ   

  וקוף מלאיכה  בה  יריד לו

  פוק אלכָבוֹד  קדאם

 אלהֵיכָל 

10 
וֹ  intends, ‘angels [which] (Isa. 6.2) לֹ֔
stood before the glory above the tem-
ple.’ 

IOM Ms. A 143 fol. 
78r  

  

עַל  מִ  The phrase 13 אשאראה  הו  לוֹ  מִמַעַל וקוֹ וֹ  מַ  לֹ֔  (Isa. 6.2) is a refer-
ence 

  פי דכרה  תקדם  שי אלי

 256והי  אלמתקדם אלפסוֹ

 תלת 

14 
to something whose mention came be-
fore in the previous verse, and it is 
three 

  וְהֵיכאל  וְכָבוֹד כסֵא  אשיא

 מִמַעַל  יקול  יגִוז פלא
15 things—throne, and glory and temple. 

Now, it is not possible to say ‘above  
  לה  כדמה הם אד ללכָבוֹד

  פוק  >יכונו אן< יגִוז  ולא

 אלכרסי 

16 
the glory’ because they (the angels) are 
His servants. Nor is it possible that they 
are over the chair 

fol. 78v   
  פוק  257יכון  אן בקי מעה

  אלכרסי  פכאן  אלהֵיכָל

 מעלק 

1 with Him. It remains that they are over 
the temple. So , the chair was suspended  

 
 ,RNL Evr. Arab. I 568 fol. 72r [אלי  שי  תקדם דכרה  פי  אלפסוֹ  אלמתקדם והי 256
lns 15–16 תקדם מא  אלי . 
 .אנמא RNL Evr. Arab. I 568 fol. 72r, ln. 18 [מעה בקי אן  יכון 257
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  אלהוא  פי  אלהֵיכָל פוק

  רגִל  קדאם ואלשְרָפים

 אלכרסי 

2 over the temple in the air and the Sera-
phim were before the feet of the chair , 

 . standing before the glory 3 258אלכָבוֹד קדאם וקוף

Yefet’s interpretation of the phrase in question reflects a 
2+2 division. He says that the intended sense behind ים   שְרָפִ֨

ים עַל    ׀  ע מְדִ  וֹ  מִמַ  לֹ֔  is ‘angels standing before the Lord above the temple’ 
(RNL Evr. Arab. I 568 fol. 72r, lns 9–10; emphasis mine: JH). His 
insertion of the prepositional phrase  אלכָבוֹד  קדאם  ‘before the 
Glory’ makes it clear that the following phrase אלהֵיכָל  פוק  ‘above 
the temple’ reflects his understanding of the Hebrew words   עַל   מִמַ 

וֹ  as in the same prepositional phrase, viz., closely bound. He לֹ֔
interprets the referent of ֹו  .as the temple לֹ֔

Yefet has the same theological reservations as Saadya in 
this verse, but resolves them by exegesis in light of the context 
and in light of other Scripture. He explains that   עַל וֹ  מִמַ  לֹ֔  ‘abovėit’̇

refers to something in the previous verse—either the throne 
א) ל) or the temple ,(אֲד נָ֛י) the Lord Himself ,(כִסֵֹ֖  The first two .(הַהֵיכֵָֽ
options are ruled out on theological grounds. The angels can nei-
ther be over the Lord nor His throne, because they would then be 
positioned higher than the Lord Himself. This leaves only the op-
tion that the angels are standing over the temple in front of the 
Lord (IOM Ms. A 143 fol. 78r, ln. 13–fol. 78v, ln. 3). Yefet’s exe-
gesis illustrates his understanding of the phrase in light of its con-
text. 

 
 .RNL Evr. Arab. I 568 fol [ואלשְרָפים  קדאם  רגִל   אלכרסי   /  וקוף  קדאם  אלכָבוֹד 258
72v, lns 1–2 וקוף אלכבוד וקדאם וקדאםה קדאמה ואלשְרָפִים . 
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The reason Yefet understands the Lord and His angels to be 
above the temple in the first place is because of his exegesis in 
light of other Scripture. Earlier in the commentary (not shown), 
Yefet connects Isaiah’s vision of the Lord with that of Ezekiel’s 
(Ezek. 1.16–21). The difference, Yefet says, is that in Ezekiel’s 
vision, the Lord is departing from the temple, whereas in Isaiah’s 
vision the Lord is dwelling in the temple.259 In both visions God’s 
throne is on high. This is indicated in Isaiah’s vision by the phrase 

ם א  רָָ֣ וְנִשָָ֑  ‘high and lifted up’ (Isa. 6.1) and in Ezekiel’s by עַל   וּמִמִַׁ֗

יעַ   ר   לָרָקִ  ם  אֲשֶָ֣ ה   עַל־ר אשָֹ֔ יר   כְמַרְאֵֵ֥ בֶן־סַפִֹ֖ וּת  אֵֶֽ א   דְּמָ֣ כִסֵָ֑  ‘Above the firmament 
which was over their heads, having an appearance like sapphire, 
was the likeness of a throne’ (Ezek. 1.26), from the latter of which 
Yefet also deduces that the throne in Isaiah’s vision must be made 
of sapphire (RNL Evr. Arab. I 568 fol. 72r lns 3–5). Yefet then 
accommodates the phrase יו ים   וְשוּלָֹ֖ ל  מְלֵאִֵ֥ אֶת־הַהֵיכֵָֽ  ‘and His hems 
filled the temple’ to this scenario: if one thing fills something else, 
by definition it is then above it. 

Yefet’s exegesis of this passage illustrates that theological 
considerations do not force one to read the words as grouped in 
a particular way. Both Saadya and Yefet express the same theo-
logical reservations regarding this verse. Yefet resolves this ten-
sion by considering the context and other Scripture. Saadya re-
solves it by recourse to the ḍammāt of the verse. This gives further 
support to the idea that Saadya’s conception of ḍammāt ‘grouping 

 
259 The grounds for Yefet’s claim that the Lord is departing the temple 
in Ezekiel’s vision are the presence of the אוֹפַנִים ‘wheels’ (see Ezek. 1.15–
21), which Yefet interprets as depicting God on a מֶרְכָבָה ‘chariot’ (RNL 
Evr. Arab. I fol. 71v, lns 3–8). 
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of words’ may very well be determined by the grouping of the 
accents. 

2.2.1. Taḵrīj 

The next section of SIP concerns the term taḵrīj ‘deviation’. After 
Saadya illustrates how the mašhūr ‘commonly accepted’ sense of 
a passage may be understood according to its ḍammāt ‘grouping 
of words’, he says that if there is need for ‘deviation’ from this 
principle in order to make the meaning clearer, then this is per-
missible (lns 21–22). Saadya defines taḵrīj as separating that 
which is joined and joining that which is separated (ln. 22). He 
then offers two examples that respectively illustrate these two 
processes—Gen. 3.22 and Exod. 35.34. The crucial task for the 
present discussion is discerning the basis for the exegetical tradi-
tion from which Saadya deviates. If Saadya’s exegesis of these 
verses reflects a deviation from the clear division of the accents, 
then this makes it even more probable that the idea of ḍammāt 
indeed refers specifically to the accents. 

אמֶר (2) ים  יְהוָָ֣ה   ׀   וַי ָ֣ ן  אֱלֹהִִׁ֗ אָדָם    הֵ  ד  הָיָה    הֵָֽ נוּ   כְאַחַָ֣ עַת  מִמֶֹ֔ וֹב   לָדַֹ֖ ע   טָ֣ ה  וָרָָ֑ פֶן־  ׀   וְעַתָָ֣

וֹ יִשְלַָ֣ח ם וְלָקַח   יָדִׁ֗ ץ  גֵַ֚ ים מֵעֵָ֣ חַיִֹ֔ ל  הֵַֽ י וְאָכַֹ֖ ם׃ וָחֵַ֥  לְע לֵָֽ
 ‘Then the LORD God said, “Behold, the man has become like 

one of us in knowing good and evil. Now, lest he reach out 
his hand rand take also of the tree of life and eat, and live 
forever.”’ (ESV, Gen. 3.22) 
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RNL Evr. Arab. II C 1 fol. 6r Line  

 13 צאר קד אדם הודא אללה  קאל תם
Then God said, ‘Behold! Adam 
has become  

 14 ואלשר  אלכיר מערפה מנה כואחד
as one from whom (is) the 
knowledge of good and evil. 

 15 מן  פיאכד  ידה מד כילאי  ואלאן
And now, lest he stretch forth 
his hand and take from 

א אלחיוה  שגרה   16 ויחיא  ויאכל  איצ 
the tree of life as well, and eat, 
and live 

 ’.for eternity 17 אלדהר  אלי
Zucker (1984, 79)   

 כאחד היה האדם הן  תבארך וקולה

  בה  לנא  כשף ורע  טוב  לדעת ממנו

 עמוצ  

19 

Now the Blessed One’s phrase 
ן ד  הָיָה    אָדָם  הֵָֽ   הֵ  נוּ מִ   כְאַחַָ֣ עַת   מֶֹ֔ וֹב  לָדַֹ֖  טָ֣

ע  reveals to us (Gen. 3.22) וָרָָ֑
the reason (lit., ‘place’)  

  צאר  קד  אנה והו אדם עלי  ר אלזג  

  ען מסתגניא וכאן  נפסה כאסתאד  

 מן אדיאלאזד

20 

for the rebuke of Adam. It is 
because [it is as if the Lord 
said] ‘He (Adam) himself has 
become like a master of him-
self. And he (Adam) was no 
longer in need of additions 
from among 

  ומחץ   טרדה.  ב וג   פקד  תעלימי

  כאחד  ורע טוב לדעת  ממנו כאחד

 נפסה  מן הו מן

21 

My teachings.’ So, it required 
his banishment.  ד נוּמִ   כְאַחַָ֣  מֶֹ֔

עַת וֹב   לָדַֹ֖ ע   טָ֣ וָרָָ֑  (Gen. 3.22) is lit-
erally translated as, ‘Like one 
who by himself  

 ’.knows good and evil 22 ואלשר  יר אלכ   יערף
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The question here is how to understand the words ד   כְאַחַָ֣

נוּ  The accents join these two words together. This is indicated .מִמֶֹ֔
by the conjunctive accent munaḥ on the word ד -The word .כְאַחַָ֣
unit ּנו -is divided from what comes after by the disjunctive ac מִמֶֹ֔
cent zaqef. According to the division of the accents, the following 
form, עַת  knowing’ must be analysed as an infinitive which‘ לָדַֹ֖
elaborates on the immediately preceding clause.260 The accents, 
therefore, reflect an interpretation such as the following: ‘Behold! 
The man has become like one of us (in what way?), knowing good 
and evil.’261 Any taḵrīj ‘deviation’ from the division of the accents 
must divide between the two words ד נוּ כְאַחַָ֣ מִמֶֹ֔  in some way. 

Indeed, Saadya’s translation and commentary reflect an in-
terpretation based on a division between ד נוּ and כְאַחַָ֣ -The He .מִמֶֹ֔
brew form ּנו  מִן  may be analysed as the (doubled) preposition מִמֶֹ֔

‘from’ plus either the 3MS suffix (= ‘from him’) or the 1CPL suffix 
(= ‘from us’). The interpretation which results from the joining 
of the two words by the accents requires this to be understood as 
‘from us’ (e.g., ESV and LXX). Saadya, however, translates ac-
cording to the former—מנה minhu ‘from him’. He then translates 
the Hebrew form עַת —’maʿrifa ‘knowledge מערפה—as a noun לָדַֹ֖
that is in construct with what follows ( ואלשר  אלכיר ; ln. 14). This 
suggests that Saadya analysed the Hebrew ּנו עַת  מִמֶֹ֔ וֹב  לָדַֹ֖ ע  טָ֣ וָרָָ֑  as an 

 
260 See Joüon and Muraoka (2006, 407) for this function of the preposi-
tion  ְל- . 
261 This corresponds to the LXX translation of this verse: καὶ εἶπεν ὁ θεός 

Ἰδοὺ Αδαμ γέγονεν ὡς εἷς ἐξ ἡμῶν τοῦ γινώσκειν καλὸν καὶ πονηρόν ‘And God 
said, “Behold! Adam has become like one of us, knowing good and 
evil”’. The genitive article followed by an infinitive modifies the mean-
ing of a previous verb. See Smyth (1920, §2032).  
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asyndetic relative clause modifying the head ד ̇’one‘ אַחַָ֣ (in the 

phrase ד ואלשר  אלכיר  מערפה In the relative clause .(כְאַחַָ֣  ‘knowledge 
of good and evil’ is the compound subject and מנה ‘from him’ is 
the predicate (as I have translated above in ln. 14); the 
knowledge of good and evil comes from man himself, with no 
outside intervention. His translation is therefore a deviation 
(taḵrīj) from the division of the accents. 

Furthermore, Saadya’s commentary suggests that his taḵrīj 
in Gen. 3.22 is a deviation from the accents. He says that God 
rebukes Adam, because Adam has become like one who already 
knows everything (  כאסתאד lit. ‘a teacher/master’; ln. 20). Adam 
no longer needs God to teach him good and evil (lns 20–21). This 
interpretation reflects an understanding of ד  as not bound to כְאַחַָ֣
what follows. Saadya offers his own literal translation (  מחץ) in 
what follows (lns 21–22), which confirms the above analysis of 
his understanding of the Hebrew syntax— ד  is followed by an כְאַחַָ֣
asyndetic relative clause. This is indicated by the fact that Saadya 
inserts the Arabic relative pronoun מן man in his literal transla-
tion—Adam is like one who ( מן man) knows good and evil by 
himself. In both syndetic and asyndetic relative clauses in Biblical 
Hebrew, the word being modified is usually set off from its mod-
ifier by a disjunctive accent.262 This strongly suggests that Saadya 
interpreted a break between ד נוּ and כְאַחַָ֣  contra the division of ,מִמֶֹ֔
the accents. 

 
262 E.g., asyndetic: רוּ׃ י  יִשְמ ֵֽ י   דְּרָכֵַ֥  ’Happy are those who keep My ways‘ וְֶ֝אַשְרִֵׁ֗
(Prov. 8.32); syndetic: אמֶר ם  וַי ֹ֖ אָדָָ֑ אִשָה    הֵָֽ ר  הֵָֽ תָה  אֲשֶָ֣ י   נָתַָ֣ ...עִמָדִֹ֔  ‘And the man 
said, “The woman which you gave to be with me…”’ (Gen. 3.12). 
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It seems, therefore, that in Gen. 3.22 the taḵrīj ‘deviation’ 
to which Saadya refers is a deviation away from the division of 
the accents. The process in this taḵrīj was, as he says in SIP, to 
separate that which is joined together. The words that are joined 
together are ַדכְא נוּמִ   חַָ֣ מֶֹ֔ . In this particular phrase both the vocali-
sation and the accents join these words together—אַחַד is the form 
normally used in construct relationships whereas אֶחָד is typically 
the absolute form.263 Using the example of Gen. 3.22 alone, it is 
not certain whether the division from which Saadya deviates is 
that based on the accents or the vocalisation. The next example 
of taḵrīj that Saadya gives strongly supports the interpretation of 
the term as referring to deviation from the accents. 

ה (3) ה וּבַמְנ רָֹ֖ ים  אַרְבָעָָ֣ ים גְבִעִָ֑ קָדִֹ֔ יהָ כַפְת   מְש  יהָ׃  רֶֹ֖ וּפְרָחֵֶֽ  
 ‘On the Menorah shall be four cups. Its knobs and its flow-

ers shall be almond-shaped’ (Exod. 25.34/37.20) 

This verse is one of הכרע  להן  אין  בתורה   מקראות  חמש  ‘five verses 
in the Torah for which no decision has been reached’ (b. Yoma 
52a.10–52b.1). The question here is whether the word  קָדִים  מְש 
should be grouped with what comes before or after. The former 
yields the translation ‘Four almond-shaped cups [shall be] on the 
Menorah.’ The latter produces the translation I have offered 
above (Breuer 1989, 369; Kogut 1994, 35). All the major Tiberian 
codices group קָדִים  with what comes after by placing an ʾatnaḥ מְש 
on the previous word גְבִעִים, thereby grouping קָדִים  with what מְש 

 
263 Ibn Ezra draws attention to the significance of the vocalisation of 
this phrase (Kogut 1994, 41–42). Al-Fāsī’s also considers the difference 
between these forms to be one of contextual status (Skoss 1936, I:61–
62).  



408 Habib 

comes after. Morphosyntactically, both options are possible. 
Grouped with what comes before,  קָדִים  is an MPL attributive מְש 
adjective modifying MPL גְבִעִים. Grouped with what comes after, 

קָ מְ  דִיםש   may be analysed as the predicate of  ָוּפְרָחֶיהָ   כַפְת רֶיה , both 
MPL. Therefore, if Saadya’s translation reflects a division whereby 
קָדִים  then that which ,(גְבִעִים) is grouped with what is before מְש 
Saadya is deviating from—the commonly accepted sense 
(mašhūr)—must be the division of the accents. 

RNL Evr. Arab. II C 1 fol. 
175v (25.34) 

Lines 
 

  ארבע אלמנארה דאת ופי

 גאמאת 
17 

And as for the Menorah, four al-
mond-shaped cups— 

 18 ותפאפיחהא  מלוזאת בואטי וקיל
it is also said ‘vessels’—and its 
apples  

 .and its lilies 19 וסואסנהא
RNL Evr. Arab.  II C 1 fol. 
214v (37.20) 

Lines 
 

 And as for the Menorah, four 17 ארבע אלמנארה דאת ופי

 18 ותפאפיחהא  מלוזאת גאמאת
almond-shaped cups and its ap-
ples 

 .and lilies 19 וסואסנהא

I have found no extended commentary on these verses, but 
Saadya’s translations reflect a division whereby קָדִים ש   is מְֵֽ
grouped with what comes before it, suggesting that the taḵrīj ‘de-
viation’ contrasts with the division of the accents. This corre-
sponds to the second kind of taḵrīj mentioned in SIP above—join-
ing together that which is separated. 
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Saadya’s translation differs from the division of the accents 
in terms of (1) the grammatical agreement of ים ים  גְבִעִָ֑ קָדִֹ֔ מְש ֨  in the 
Arabic translation and (2) the addition of an extra ו -  ‘and’ con-
junction to the Arabic translation of  ָיה  Saadya’s translation .כַפְת רֶֹ֖
is virtually identical in both instances. The lone exception is the 
addition of another gloss for the word ים  ’vessels‘ בואטי—’cups‘ גְבִעִָ֑
in his translation of 25.34.264 Saadya translates the Biblical He-
brew masculine noun phrase ים ים  גְבִעִָ֑ קָדִֹ֔ מְש ֨  into the Arabic femi-
nine plural phrase מלוזאת  גאמאת . Before the word  תפאפיחהא ‘its 
apples’ (=  ָיה  Saadya adds the conjunction waw, setting it (כַפְת רֶֹ֖
apart from what precedes. I agree with Kogut (1994, 143) here, 
who says that the sense of Saadya’s translation seems to be that 
the Menorah contains three things: (1) four almond-shaped cups, 
(2) its apples, and (3) its lilies.265 In any case, this is clearly an 
example of taḵrīj as תאליף taʿlīf ‘joining’ (SIP ln. 24).  

Since Saadya listed Gen. 3.22 and these verses in Exodus as 
examples of taḵrīj, both examples must be deviating from the 
same thing—the accents. Gen. 3.22 is an example of separating 
that which is joined together (SIP, ln. 22) and the Exodus pas-
sages are examples of joining together that which is separated 
(SIP, lns 22, 24). 

 
264 See Ratzaby (1998, 340 lns 14–15) for Saadya’s explanation for this 
alternate gloss. 
265 Kogut’s description of Saadya’s approach must be slightly refined for 
the sake of accuracy. He claims that Saadya here chooses the tradition 
of division of this verse which was ‘rejected’ (נדחתה). It is clear from the 
present discussion, though, that Saadya is not ‘choosing’ a tradition, but 
rather deviating (taḵrīj) from one. 
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3.0. Conclusion 
The above analysis suggests that the accents are indeed what 
Saadya is referring to in SIP as a means of clarifying obscurities. 
While Saadya does not explicitly mention them, the accents 
strongly correlate with every key part of the description. Saadya’s 
use of the term dạmmāt in Gen. 6.18 points to a particular group-
ing of words in that verse according to the Oral Law. Saadya’s 
exegetical principle of recourse to the Oral Law where the ẓāhir 
‘apparent meaning’ is unsatisfactory raises the question of what 
the ẓāhir (i.e. default) grouping of words was for Gen. 6.18. The 
simplest answer is the accents, since they divide the verse in the 
way which Saadya was trying to avoid. The way in which the 
original users of Biblical Hebrew/those in Saadya’s community 
would have understood a verse (mašhūr) facilitates the arrange-
ment of words into groups (ḍammāt). But what feature of the text 
purports to reflect the word groupings of biblical verses as they 
were originally understood? The accents are the best candidate. 
This original manner in which words were arranged must be 
maintained so that what is joined together in ‘the reading’ (al-

qirāʾa) will be joined in meaning. We saw that the term al-qirāʾa 

has a special meaning of reading with chant or oral performance, 
since Saadya used the word al-tilāwa to refer to reading without 
chant or, perhaps, plain reading. How does a reader know what 
to chant/perform? The best candidate is the accents. When 
Saadya illustrated the correct use of this interpretive device in 
Isa. 6.2, the proper arrangement of words reflected the division 
of the accents. When giving an example of taḵrīj whereby one 
must break apart that which the mašhūr joins together, Saadya 
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gave Gen. 3.22. Here Saadya interpreted as separate what the ac-
cents join together. For the example of taḵrīj whereby one must 
join what the mašhūr separates, Saadya gave Exod. 25.34. There, 
he joined together what the accents separated. 
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