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9. FPL -ן  VERSUS - נָה

Across ancient Hebrew sources and traditions, the dominant form 
of the FPL verbal suffix is vowel-final 1.- נה In terms of biblical ma-
terial, this is true of the written and reading components of both 
the Tiberian biblical tradition and the SP, as well as of BDSS man-
uscripts. Beyond biblical sources, it is also true of QH and the 
Mishna (see Hornkohl 2023, 171–81 for further references and 
discussion). A minority alternative is orthographically conso-
nant-final  -ן . At issue in the present chapter is the character and 
biblical distribution of this minority form within the Masoretic 
tradition, which is often arguably levelled in the Tiberian pro-
nunciation tradition via the apparently secondary addition of a 
final vowel, resulting in the anomalously defective vowel-final 
graphic combination  - ָן . Both forms plausibly derive from PS -na 
(cf. Arabic). 

In terms of frequency, the prefix conjugation (yiqṭol, way-
yiqṭol) is the only category for which meaningful patterns may be 
perceived and, as such, is the focus of the present chapter. The 
FPL imperative and the infinitive construct with 3FPL suffix occur 
too infrequently for the detection of distributions of any signifi-
cance. Nor are their respective patterns of incidence sufficient 
materially to alter conclusions based on the distribution of the 
prefix conjugation. 

1 See Blau (2010, 203–4, §§4.3.3.1.2n–4.3.3.2.1n) on the ancient He-
brew FPL endings in the broader comparative Semitic context. 
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1.0. The Combined Tiberian Biblical Tradition 
Hornkohl (2023, 172) presents the following tabulation of FPL 
prefix conjugation forms in the Tiberian biblical tradition (ac-
cording to L). 
Table 1: Distribution of 2/3FPL prefix conjugation forms in Tiberian BH 
(see Hornkohl 2023, 179, for citations) 

ן -נָה   ֶ -  ָ ן -נָה   -ן  ֶ -  ָ  -ן

Genesis 15 1 12  Obadiah 1 0 0 
Exodus 7 0 11  Jonah 0 0 0 
Leviticus 10 0 0  Micah 4 0 0 
Numbers 11 0 1  Zechariah 9 0 1 
Deuteronomy 1 0 2  Malachi 1 0 0 
Joshua 3 0 0  Psalms 20 0 0 
Judges 5 0 0  Job 12 0 0 
Samuel 15 0 3  Proverbs 10 0 0 
Kings 8 0 0  Ruth 16 0 0 
Isaiah 37 0 0  Song of Songs 1 0 0 
Jeremiah 29 0 0  Lamentations 3 0 0 
Ezekiel 58 0 7  Esther 2 0 0 
Hosea 4 0 0  Daniel 4 0 0 
Joel 1 0 0  Nehemiah 1 0 0 
Amos 3 0 0  Chronicles 4 0 0 
     TOTAL 295 0 1 

Several facts emerge from the statistics. First, vowel-final orthog-
raphy and pronunciation dominate, with a comparatively small 
minority of consonant-final spellings and a lone instance where 
consonant-final pronunciation coincides with consonant-final 
spelling in the form of  -ן  ֶ . Notwithstanding the extant Masoretic 
vocalisation, it is reasonable to speculate that consonant-final 
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orthography implies formerly more frequent consonant-final pro-
nunciation (more on this below). 

Second, consonant-final spellings are not evenly distributed 
throughout the biblical text. Instances of FPL prefix conjugation 
forms terminating in  - ן  accumulate appreciably in the Penta-
teuch, where they account for more than a third of the cases, i.e., 
27 of 71. Indeed, the Torah accounts for over 70 percent of the 
38 cases of FPL prefix conjugation forms ending in  -ן  in the Mas-
oretic Hebrew Bible. 

Within the Pentateuch the distribution is uneven. Conso-
nant-final forms are common in Genesis (13 of 28 cases) and 
dominant in Exodus (11 of 18), and, though few, also in Deuter-
onomy (2 of 3); in these books the ratio of  -נה  to  -ן  is 23 to 25. By 
contrast, consonant-final spellings are absent from Leviticus (out 
of 10 cases) and nearly so in Numbers (1 of 12). 

Beyond the Pentateuch, consonant-final forms are rare, ac-
counting for just 11 of the 224 cases of FPL prefix conjugation 
forms. They are found in just three loci. In Samuel, one-sixth of 
the 18 cases show  -ן , while Ezekiel, with more FPL prefix conju-
gation forms than any other book, has an incidence of just over 
1 in 10 (7 of 65), which is similar to Zechariah’s 1 in 10. 

2.0. The Pentateuch 
The conspicuous concentration of FPL  -ן  in the Pentateuch, espe-
cially Genesis, Exodus, and Deuteronomy, is remarkable. The ab-
sence of  - ן  forms in Leviticus might lead one to assume that the 
distribution of  -נה  versus  -ן  is, perhaps at least in part, a function 
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of putative source. As Table 2 shows, the data seem to point in a 
different direction. 
Table 2: FPL prefix conjugation forms with -נה  and -ן  according to re-
puted source (identification of sources according to Friedman 1989, 
246–55; for citations, see below, §5.0, Table 4) 

 -ן -נה 

J 9 10 
E 13 8 
P 21 6 
DTR1 1 1 
Other 0 1 
 44 26 

All sources with more than a single case of each alternant show 
some degree of mixing of vowel- and consonant-final FPL prefix 
conjugation morphology. In J and E the figures for both forms 
are significant. For its part, P shows definite preference for  -נה , 
though consistently has  - ן  in Genesis–Exodus and  -נה  in Leviticus–
Numbers. If the purported sources showing mixed usage were at 
one time more consistent in this regard, or if P in Leviticus and 
Numbers once showed greater heterogeneity, is impossible to de-
termine, as original tendencies may well have become blurred in 
the processes of redaction and transmission. 

In this connection, it is worth mentioning that individual 
sections show a mixture of forms (even if reflecting a single pu-
tative source): Gen. 19 (J): 2  -נה ן-  2 , ; 41 (E): 9  -נה ן-  2 , . Consider 
the combination of forms in the following short spans.2 

 
2 Beyond the Pentateuch, note also the mixture of forms in 1 Sam. 18.7; 
Ezek. 16.55. 
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ר֩   (1) אֲשֶׁׁ יִם  הַמֶָ֑ וֹת  קֲתִּׁ֣ בְשִֽׁ ים  בָרֳהָטִֻ֖ ל  פִצֵ֔ ר  ִּׁ֣ אֲשֶׁׁ ת־הַמַקְלוֹת   אֶׁ ג  אןָ  וַיַצִֵּ֗ ֹׁ֨ אן  תָב ֹ֤ הַצ

אן   ֹ֔ הַצ כַח  לְנִֹּׁ֣ מְנָה  לִשְׁתוֹת   וֹת  וַיֵחַֻ֖ ל־הַמַקְלֶ֑ אֶׁ אן  ֹֻ֖ הַצ ו  חֱמֻׁ֥ וַיֶׁ לִשְׁתֽוֹת׃  ן   בְבֹאָֻׁ֥

דְןָ  ים׃ וַתֵלִַּׁ֣ אִֽ ים וטְלֻׁ דִֻ֖ ים נְקֻׁ דִֻׁ֥ אן עֲקֻׁ ֹ֔  הַצ
 ‘He set the sticks that he had peeled in front of the flocks 

in the troughs, that is, the watering places, where the flocks 
would come to drink. And since they bred when they came 
to drink, the flocks bred in front of the sticks and so the 
flocks brought forth striped, speckled, and spotted.’ (Gen. 
30.38–39 [J]) 

בָה   (2) וְגַם־נִצֶָ֑ י  מָתִֻ֖ אֲלֻׁ מָה  קָֻׁ֥ וְהִנִֵ֛ה  ה  ֔ הַשָדֶׁ וֹך  בְתִּׁ֣ מִים   אֲלֻׁ ים  מְאַלְמִ֤ חְנו  אֲנֵַ֜ וְהִנֵה 
ינָה  וְהִנֵ֤ה  בֶׁ  ם תְסֻׁ תֵיכֶׁ֔ מִֹּׁ֣ יןָ אֲלֻׁ ֻ֖ שְׁתַחֲוֶׁ י׃ וַתִֽ מָתִֽ  לַאֲלֻׁ

 ‘Behold, we were binding sheaves in the field, and behold, 
my sheaf arose and stood upright. And behold, your 
sheaves gathered around it and bowed down to my sheaf.’ 
(Gen. 37.7 [J]) 

As Barr (1989, 127–30) observes, most of the verbs in ques-
tion occur too infrequently in FPL forms to extrapolate much from 
their incidence. The exception is הָיָה ‘be’, with 44 cases total. In 
the Torah, the ratio of  -נה  to  - ן  is 11 to 9; elsewhere it is 19 to 5. 
This is in line with the observation made above regarding the 
uniqueness of the Torah in evincing forms with  -ן . It is no surprise 
that the most commonly occurring verb is the one that most fre-
quently preserves irregularity.3 

Finally, no obvious phonological or prosodic factor govern-
ing the selection between alternants is apparent. 

 
3 In this connection it is worth mentioning that all cases of ן- in P, which, 
again, are restricted to Genesis–Exodus, involve the verb (×6) הָיָה. By 
contrast, in Leviticus, P has only the - נה  form of (×2) הָיָה. 
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3.0. Orthographic versus Linguistic Explanations 
As in other cases of apparently defective spelling of final ā̊  -vow-
els—most notably, 2MS verbal  -ת  and nominal  -ך  (see Hornkohl 
2023, 101–44) and נער with feminine singular referent (see be-
low, ch. 9)4—though the phenomenon is explicable in purely or-
thographic terms, the combined Tiberian written-reading tradi-
tion furnishes evidence of pronunciation diversity supportive of 
a morphological, i.e., linguistic, explanation. 

Standard feminine plural morphology in BH comes in both 
vowel- and consonant-final alternatives. Consult Table 3. 
Table 3: FPL morphological variety in Tiberian Biblical Hebrew5 
 -ן -נה 

2FPL independent pronoun 4 1 
3FPL independent pronoun 48 — 
2FPL nominal suffix (affixed to noun/preposition) 4 14 
3FPL nominal suffix (affixed to noun/preposition) 68 180 
2FPL suffix on infinitive construct — 1 
3FPL suffix on infinitive construct 4 6 
3FPL suffix on verb (finite or participle) — 9 
FPL imperative 17 5 

In a few categories, Masoretic BH exhibits no morphological va-
riety, but in many there seems to have been some degree of di-
versity or fluctuation. Intriguingly, in all the above categories, 

 
4 Hornkohl (2023, 103, fn. 3) also lists the 3FS object/possessive suffix 
הָ - יִֶׁ , e.g.,  ָיה יהָה to her’, not‘ אֵלֶׁ  ’now‘ עַתַה with qere עת and the ketiv ,*אֵלֶׁ

(Ezek. 23.43; Ps. 74.6); cf. the consistent form עת in Iron Age Hebrew 
epigraphy (Arad; Lachish; Murabbaʿat). 
5 Cf. also the problematic 2FPL נָה ֻׁ֥   .(Amos 4.3) וְהִשְׁלַכְתֶׁ
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the written and pronunciation components of the tradition are in 
harmony, agreeing on vowel- or consonant-final morphology, 
with no indication of dissonance between spelling and vocalisa-
tion. 

In this context of FPL morphology, the endings of the prefix 
conjugations stand out. According to the pronunciation tradition, 
just a single case—the poetic   ין הְיֶׁ   they will be’ (Gen. 49.26)—is‘ תִֽ
consonant-final. All other cases of consonant-final orthography 
are pointed   - ָן , i.e., as vowel-final, in opposition to the consonant-
final realisation expected of the written form. Yet the anomalous 
character of this spelling for final ā̊  , for which a mater heh is ex-
pected (and most often present), coupled with the known oscil-
lation between vowel- and consonant-final FPL morphology more 
broadly, almost certainly points to a phonological distinction be-
hind the orthographic diversity (Andersen and Forbes 1986, 180–
81; Barr 1989, 130–31; Hornkohl 2023, 174). The view adopted 
here is that the spelling  - נה  reflects vowel-final realisation and 
that the spelling  -ן  originally reflected consonant-final realisa-
tion. In line with Second Temple convention, however, the reali-
sation of  -ן  was almost universally levelled for purposes of lin-
guistic harmonisation with the dominant vowel-final alternative, 
thereby creating the consonantal-vocalic dissonance preserved in 
the anomalous  - ָן  of the extant combined Tiberian written-reading 
tradition. The consonant-final ending of poetic   ין הְיֶׁ   ’they will be‘ תִֽ
(Gen. 49.26) was presumably left as is due to its embedding in 
archaic poetry, where non-standard morphology was more read-
ily tolerated. 
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4.0. Interpreting the Data 
Vowel- and consonant-final variation in FPL morphology seems to 
be an ancient feature in Hebrew and the Semitic languages, more 
broadly (Blau 2010, 203–4, §§4.3.3.1.2n–4.3.3.2.1n). As noted 
above, each can be derived from PS -nā. As such, both the  - נה  and 
ן-   FPL prefix conjugation morphological alternants may be consid-
ered early. By contrast, based on Second Temple biblical and ex-
trabiblical evidence, there is no doubt that vowel-final prefix con-
jugation (and imperatival) forms eventually came to dominate as 
standard. With just a few exceptions, this is seen in the combined 
Samaritan written-reading tradition, the BDSS, Jerome’s Latin 
transcriptions, Ben Sira, the QH of the NBDSS, and RH (Hornkohl 
2023, 174–77). 

It is, then, reasonable to postulate a situation of early di-
versity in FPL prefix conjugation morphology that gradually gave 
way to standardisation of vowel-final forms. The difference be-
tween the consonantal and vocalic components of the Tiberian 
tradition can be interpreted as a result of the manifestation of 
distinct phases in this process, with the orthography preserving 
an earlier phase of diversity and the vocalisation showing later 
extension of vowel-final morphology. From this perspective, it is 
not surprising that Tiberian LBH evinces total agreement be-
tween its constituent written and reading components, or that the 
consonant-final form is comparatively rare in TBH Ezekiel and 
Zechariah. The preservation of a mixed picture of vowel- and ap-
parent consonant-final morphology in the Torah, with a sizeable 
minority of FPL  -ן  endings, along with the rather smaller minority 
in Samuel, also fits with the proposed theory. 
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The diachronic development as described does not, how-
ever, explain every fact. What of CBH texts that contain FPL prefix 
conjugation forms, but eschew completely the use of consonant-
final morphology? And, especially, why such a dichotomy be-
tween the CBH of the Torah and the CBH of the relevant works 
in the Prophets and Writings when it comes to the preservation 
of consonant-final FPL morphology? While in any situation of vi-
able alternants language users may consistently opt for one over 
the other—as in Leviticus and Numbers in the Torah (though in 
the Torah, too, there may be a degree of secondary blurring)—
one wonders whether the nearly homogenous use of FPL  -נה  in the 
CBH Prophets and Writings is authentic. It is possible—though 
neither provable nor disprovable—that the lop-sided preference 
for vowel-final  -נה  in CBH outside the Torah is artificial, the re-
sult of the secondary imposition of post-exilic morphological 
norms on an Iron Age II situation that otherwise, as in the Torah, 
would have shown greater morphological diversity. For its part, 
the Torah may have better preserved ancient heterogeneity by 
dint of its relatively early consolidation and perceived sanctity. 
While this account is by no means certain or, for that matter, 
even necessary, the hypothesised textual preservation of primary, 
diachronically authentic, data combined with secondary features 
variably applied within the biblical corpus, explains the dia-
chronically complex dichotomy involving FPL prefix conjugation 
morphology in the CBH of the Tiberian Pentateuch and beyond. 
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5.0. Appendix 
Table 4: FPL Prefix Conjugation Forms in the Tiberian Pentateuch Ac-
cording to Putative Source (per Friedman 1989, 246–55) 
 -ן -נה 
Genesis   חְנָה   (J) 3.7 וַתִפָקַ 
   ָ ין ֧  (J) 19.33 וַתַשְָׁקֶׁ

 ָ ין ֵ֜  (J) 35 וַתַשְׁקֶׁ
 ָ ין ִ֛ תַהֲרֶׁ  (J) 36 וַֽ

בְנָה     (J) 24.61 וַתִרְכַ 
כְנָה  (J) 61 וַתֵלַֻ֖

 

   ָ ֻ֖ין  (P) 26.35 וַתִהְיֶׁ
   ָ ין ֻׁ֥  (J) 27.1 וַתִכְהֶׁ
מְנָה  ָ  (J) 30.38 וַיֵחַֻ֖ אן ֹׁ֨  (J) 30.38 תָב

 ָ דְן  (J) 39 וַתֵלִַּׁ֣
רְנָה    (E) 31.14 וַתאֹמַֻ֖
   ָ שְׁן  (E) 33.6 וַתִגַ֧

 ָ ין ֽ שְׁתַחֲוֶׁ  (E) 6 וַתִֽ
  ָ ין ֻ֖ שְׁתַחֲוֶׁ ינָה   (J) 37.7 וַתִֽ בֶׁ   (J) 37.7 תְסֻׁ
ינָה  ֻ֖  (E) 41.2 וַתִרְעֶׁ

דְנָה תַעֲמִֹ֛  (E) 3 וַֽ
לְנָה  (E) 4 וַתאֹכִַּׁ֣
עְנָה    (E) 7 וַתִבְלַ 
ינָה ֻ֖  (E) 18 וַתִרְעֶׁ
לְנָה    (E) 20 וַתאֹכַ 
אנָה ִֹּׁ֣  (E) 21 וַתָב

 
 

ינָה  (E) 53 וַתִכְלֶֹׁ֕
ינָה  (E) 54 וַתְחִלֵֶׁ֜

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  ָ עְן  (E) 41.24 וַתִבְלַ 
 ָ ֻ֖ין  (E) 36 תִהְיֶׁ

ין     הְיֶׁ   (J) 49.26 תִֽ
Exodus אנָה ֤   (E) 1.10 תִקְרֶׁ

 ָ אן ֤  (E) 1.17 וַתִירֶׁ
 ָ ֻ֖ין  (E) 18 וַתְחַיֶׁ
 ָ רְן  (E) 19 וַתאֹמַ֤

אנָה  ִֹּׁ֣  (J) 2.16 וַתָב
נָה  (J) 16 וַתִדְלִֶּׁ֗
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אנָה    (J) 16 וַתְמַלֶׁ 
אנָה ֹֹ֕  (J) 18 וַתָב

 
 

 ָ רְן  (J) 2.19 וַתאֹמַֹ֕
רְנָה   (E) 8.5 תִשָאַֽ

רְנָה  (E) 7 תִשָאַֽ
 

   ָ אן ֤  (E) 15.20 וַתֵצֶׁ
   ָ ֻ֖ין  (P) 25.27 תִהְיֶׁ
    ָ ין הְיֶׁ   (P) 26.3 תִֽ
   ָ ִּׁ֣ין  (P) 27.2 תִהְיֶׁ
   ָ ין הְיֵֶׁ֜  (P) 28.21 תִֽ

 ָ ין הְיֶֹׁ֕  (P) 21 תִֽ
Leviticus ינָה ֶ֑  (P) 4.2 תֵעָשֶׁׂ

ינָה ֻ֖  (P) 13 תֵעָשֶׁׂ
ינָה ִ֛  (P) 22 תֵעָשֶׁׂ
ינָה ֻ֖  (P) 27 תֵעָשֶׁׂ

 

ינָה  ֶ֑   (P) 5.17 תֵעָשֶׁׂ
ינָה    (P) 7.30 תְבִיאֶׁ֔
אנָה  ֻׁ֥   (P) 10.19 וַתִקְרֶׁ
ֽינָה   (P) 23.15 תִהְיֶׁ

ינָה  (P) 17 תִהְיֶׁ֔
ינָה ֶ֑  (P) 17 תֵאָפֶׁ

 

Numbers   ָ אן ִּׁ֣  (J) 25.2 וַתִקְרֶׁ
בְנָה   (P) 27.1 וַתִקְרֵַ֜

דְנָה תַעֲמֵֹ֜  (P) 2 וַֽ
 

ִּׁ֣ינָה   (P) 35.11 תִהְיֶׁ
ֻׁ֥ינָה  (P) 13 תִהְיֶׁ
ֽינָה  (P) 14 תִהְיֶׁ
ִ֛ינָה  (P) 15 תִהְיֶׁ

 

ֻ֖ינָה   (P) 36.3 תִהְיֶׁ
ֻ֖ינָה  (P) 4 תִהְיֶׁ
ִּׁ֣ינָה  (P) 6 תִהְיֶׁ
ֻׁ֥ינָה  (P) 6 תִהְיֶׁ
ינָה  (P) 11 וַתִהְיֵֶׁ֜

 

Deuteronomy ינָה ֻ֖   (DTR1) 1.44 תַעֲשֶׁׂ
   ָ ין  (Other) 21.15 תִהְיֶׁׁ֨
   ָ אן  (DTR1) 31.21 תִמְצֶׁׁ֨



 


