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A Parapet, or Just One? Interpreting the Hapax
Legomenon in the Middle Ages, and Other Issues

Relating to Deuteronomy 22:6

Robert A. Harris

The Jewish Theological Seminary of America

Dedicated to my teacher, colleague and friend, Professor David
Marcus: I am reflecting on a prayer once offered, in the ancient
Near East, “to a merciful god” (3nn7 11%X), on behalf of a great
man: 25w YT 25w 7002 25w MW 02991 / Ny TR awal b
TNPXN VAW M pan TR vk /, “...for the sustaining of his life
and for the lengthening of his days / and for the multiplying of
his years and for the well-being of his household and for the
well-being of his offspring and for the well-being of / his men
and for the averting of illness from him and for the hearkening
to his prayer...”1 Wishing all this and more for David on the

occasion of his retirement and the publication of this Festschrift.

Since medieval scholars began the work of interpreting the Bible according to
its own literary, linguistic, and, even occasionally, historical contexts, the
process of defining biblical hapax legomena has presented a particular
challenge. Left without other examples of a word or root to which to turn in
order to explain by analogy, biblical interpreters were left either to outright
guesswork or to rely on the rule 11°°1v *5% 110y, “its interpretation follows its

contextual meaning.”2 The word 7ipyn (Deut 22:8) provides a parade example

1 Tell-Fekherye Bilingual Inscription, lines 5, 7-9. See Takamitsu Muraoka, “The Tell-Fekherye
Bilingual Inscription and Early Aramaic,” Abr-Nahrain 22 (1983-1984): 79-117.

2This formulation of the rule “interpret according to context,” followed by many medieval
interpreters, is that of Menahem Ibn Saruk, author of the Mahberet; see Angel Saenz-Badillos,
Menahem Ben Saruq: Mahberet [Hebrew and Spanish] (Granada: Universidad de Granada,
Unversidad Pontificia de Salamanca, 1986), 28* et passim.
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that illustrates how medieval exegetes treated a word that “had no friend” in
the Bible (¥1 12 X, one descriptive phrase that used to identify a hapax
legomenon). My essay will examine this particular case, and we shall explore
how it may continue to serve as a guide in interpreting in the absence of any
known analogy. Moreover, since the word 7py»n occurs in Deut 22:8, an
ancillary purpose of this paper will be to examine the proximate phrase 9’3
70j7 and trace its interpretive history as well.

Before we turn to 1pyn, we would do well to set some boundaries or
limits to our study, let we fall into secondary issues that ought not to concern
us. In contemporary scholarship there has been some debate around the issue
of “true” or “absolute” hapax legomena versus “not absolute” instances; the
former are words that really occur only once, whereas the latter may be
associated with other occurring roots.3 I choose not to be distracted by this
distinction, whatever its merits, particularly since the medievals whom we
shall meet along the way consider 7pyn to be a hapax legomenon. As is well-
known, the Greek term means “(a thing) said only once,” the rabbinic exegetes
described it as 12 "2an PX or v 12 PR, a word that has no “friend” or
“companion”; these expressions are themselves rooted in Arabic precedents.*
The Oxford English Dictionary defines it as “a word or form of which only one

instance is recorded in a literature or an author.”> Greenspahn has described

3 See, e.g., Frederick E. Greenspahn, Hapax Legomena in Biblical Hebrew: A Study of the
Phenomenon and ItsTreatment Since Antiquity with Special Reference to Verbal Forms (Chico,
CA: Scholars Press, 1984), Appendix I (235-38) vs. Appendix II (239-51). See also Emil G.
Hirsch, I. M. Casanowicz, “Hapax Legomena,” in Jewish Encyclopedia, 11.226-28;
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/7236-hapax. Greenspahn considers 1pyn to be a
“true” hapax legomenon (237), whereas the Hirsch and Casanowicz regard it as not absolutely
so. Cohen considers 7ipyn a homonymic hapax legomenon, about which classification he writes:
“Reasonably certain Akkadian and/or Ugaritic cognates have been suggested, but the author
has not been able to locate these cognates or their synonyms in contexts comparable to that
of the biblical word. Therefore...the resultant meaning of the biblical hapax legomenon in
question must be considered less than certain, and in need of more contextual evidence....” See
Harold R. (Chaim) Cohen, Biblical Hapax Legomena in the Light of Akkadian and Ugaritic
(Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1978), 129 (and for the classification, 153).

4See, e.g., Rashbam and Ibn Ezra, respectively, below. There are other medieval terms, for
which see Greenspahn, Hapax Legomena, 4-6, nn. 11-14.

5 Cited in Greenspahn, Hapax Legomena, 24.
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the treatment of hapax legomena in the Middle Ages,® and so there is no real
need for us to repeat that discussion in any detail here.” Suffice it to say that,
with respect to the Hebrew Bible, while there is some precedent for
considering how ancient midrash and Massoretica attended to hapax
legomena, the examination of the phenomenon truly got its start in the work
of Karaite linguists and exegetes, and Saadia Gaon.8 A useful medieval
description of hapax legomena was provided by Menahem Ibn Saruk; since
Menahem wrote in Hebrew, it was particularly significant for those rabbinic

exegetes who could not read Arabic:

,O7°2¥ 771 01V 2R ,11PNT A9 PR WK PR N2 v

011709 YT XY PV D90 AT DR X9
There are in the Torah words that do not have any likeness, but their
contexts instruct about them, and were they not seen in their grip (i.e.
context) and dependent on context, their explanation would not be

known.?

Menahem’s emphasis on the importance of context in helping to determine
meaning was true no less of hapax legomena than it was for the project of

peshat, in general.10

6 See ibid., 4-17; 96-131.

7 See also Cohen, Biblical Hapax Legomena, 14-21.

8 This is, of course, true both with respect to treatment of hapax legomena as well as every
other aspect of medieval peshat interpretation of the Bible: all of it is ultimately rooted in the
initial adoption by Karaites of Islamic interpretive methods and the response and similar
investigations made by Saadia.

9 Saenz-Badillos, Menahem Ben Saruq: Mahberet, 106 (on 173); cited in Cohen, Biblical Hapax
Legomena, 16, n. 30 (with a different translation); and in Greenspahn, Hapax Legomena, 7,
without translation. All translations of biblical or rabbinic texts found herein are my own,
unless otherwise noted. Menahem makes similar observations on several hapax legomena,
e.g., on the various permutations of the word ax: >¥m ,7°%¥ 771 PIvs 22X ;77102 P17 DXT 7717 PR
N7 71921 AR 21092 D°¥D M2T AR IV RX¥NIY ,N°IW 121y 7IWm VX032 °7 7320 X0 Sy o 210911, see
Saenz Badillos, 17. Also, w/re: 9aR ,01°1°2 n¥T anI1 2¥ 7YY 1197 02 PR WK 0°9°1 7702 W max
3701 IV PPV 1171 D1DWn N7 °770Y; Saenz-Badillos, 19.

10 See Robert A. Harris, “Twelfth-Century Biblical Exegetes and the Invention of Literature,” in
The Multiple Meaning of Scripture: The Role of Exegesis in Early-Christian and Medieval Culture,
ed. Ienje van ‘t Spijker (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2009), 311-29, at 312-15.
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Having surveyed some of the treatments of medieval considerations of
hapax legomena, let us now turn to the verse in which the word npy» appears,
Deut 22:8: 1mnn 9917 9973 70022 o°n7 oowntXD) 737 Apyn DY) WIn N2 an 03,
“When you build a new house, you shall make a parapet for your roof, that you
not put blood-guilt!! upon your house if he shall fall, (shall) that falling-one
(fall), from it.” Traditional Jewish sources are quick to point out that the law
should apply to any home, not only to a newly built one, however it came to be
dwelt in. For example, in Sifre Devarim, we read: .7212 R9X °% 1R W71 N°2 7320 °D
Q1P 91,002 M 7NN 211 ,manna R I v ,nph, “When you build a new house:
[The Torah states] only build. [If one] purchases, inherits or receives it as a gift,
from where do we learn [that the law nonetheless applies]? The Torah says
house, meaning, however [one acquires it].”12

The rationale for the verse is rooted in the reality of ancient Israelite
houses. As Jeffrey Tigay writes;

The roofs of houses in the ancient Near East were flat and were

regularly used for a variety of purposes: drying and storing produce,

strolling and socializing, and sleeping in warm weather. Hence people

were in constant danger of falling off unless a protective barrier was

built.13

11 Note that the biblical term o°»7 is a plural, thus, “blood-guilts.”

12 Sifre Devarim §229 (on Deut 22:8); see Louis Finkelstein, Sifre on Deuteronomy (New York:
The Jewish Theological Seminary of America, 1969), 261 [Hebrew]. This is also one of those
occasions when medieval rationalist grammarians share the conclusion of ancient midrash.
Note, e.g., the judgment of Ibn Janah: n1M25 Anpa 12 2»m w2 W w2 aan apyen, “(The
commandment to construct) a parapet is obligatory with respect to an old house as much as
to a new one, and the purchaser is obligated the same way that a builder is”; Michael Wilensky
(ed.), The Book of Embroidery of Rabbi Yonah Ibn Janah in the Hebrew Translation of Rabbi
Yehudah Ibn Tibbon (Jerusalem: The Academy of Hebrew Language, 1964), 318. See also the
commentary of the 11th century exegete, Judah Ibn Balaam: X ,m1p7 0211 1122 70700 3pynn PR
TPYN 21 900w ROR W7 W17 137, “(The commandment to construct) a parapet is not limited
to building, to the exclusion of purchasing, or receiving (a house) as a gift, or through
inheritance; rather every home requires a parapet” (Hebrew translation from Arabic by
Maaravi Perez, accessed at mg.alhatorah.org).

13 Jeffrey H. Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy (Philadelphia-Jerusalem: Jewish
Publication Society, 1996), 201. See also ibid., 384, n. 20, where Tigay references biblical texts
that feature action on rooftops (Josh 2:6; 1 Sam 9:25; 2 Sam 11:2; 16:22; Isa 22:1; Jer 19:13;
48:38; Zeph 1:5). See also the similar observations of S. R. Driver, A Critical and Exegetical
Commentary on Deuteronomy (New York: Scribner’s, 1909), 251.
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Several traditional Jewish commentators attempt to relate this law to the
broader literary context in which it is found. For example, Rashi relates the

law both to immediately preceding and subsequent verses:

M¥A 2°°P91,0°2 N12% 910,190 MW NNP OX (apYn N W N°a 71an 9
997 NPWwAD 10001 'lDb ORI 22732 77w 0197 wAm LR DA MXAY ,apPVn
When you build a new house: If you have fulfilled the command of
“letting a mother bird go” (vv. 6-7) in the end (you will) build a new
house and (will be able) to fulfill the command of "making a parapet,”
for (fulfilling) a command leads to (fulfilling) another command, and
you will arrive at (the fulfillment of the commands with respect to) a
vineyard (v. 9), fields (v. 10) and fine garments (vv. 11—12). It is for

this reason that these sections are juxtaposed.14

Ibn Ezra offers a similar interpretation with respect to context, but goes a bit
farther afield: n°277 NMXn2a %0737 ,7IR2 M MARIW IR ,7P2T7I TWIDT NXT (7120 9, “This
section is juxtaposed (to the previous sections) because after engaging in
warfare and they are already in the land, they will begin to (be obligated to)
the commandments with respect to (building) a house.” Ibn Ezra’s broader
contextual understanding of the law of Deut 22:8 thus reaches back to such
texts as Deut 20:1ff.; 20:10ff.; and 21:10ff.15 In contradistinction, Tigay relates

the law to a similar one, found earlier in the Torah: “This law is comparable to

14 Rashi appears to be reliant on Midrash Tanhuma, Ki Teitzei 1; see Abraham Berliner, Rashi
on the Torah: The Commentary of Solomon B. Isaac (Berlin: Levant, 1866), 169, n. 10. He follows
a similar interpretive strategy with respect to Deut 21:10-21. The version of Rashi I follow in
this article is MS Leipzig 1, generally regarded as the most authoritative single version of Rashi
available.

15 See also Ralbag (R. Levi b. Gershom/Gersonides), who elaborates this idea: 7707 9%k 922
DWW 270N RITW N2 1122 QTN WaANw? XYW 77 NaTIRR T8N DRT 70WRI 17371 19102 RY 1307 99137 919 0
12 AW 771 977 17 720 10022 W 12 INTO9T R ,N0NDY 70m1R 12 NaYY TR DA wynd, “The
Torah has already stated that (the verse) if he shall fall, shall that falling-one, from it, (means)
and not into it. And so, this commandment continues the theme of [lit. ‘is drawn from’] the one
preceding it, that a person should not use building a house, which is arranged from practical
wisdom for the protection of a person and be for him a shelter and a refuge, into its loss, insofar
as there should be in that person’s house an opposite cause from that which was intended.”
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Exod 21:33- 34, which holds a person responsible if an animal falls into a pit
he has left uncovered.”16 However, one might also prefer to recognize the
somewhat haphazard or at least indiscernible arrangement of the
Deuteronomic laws, and leave it at that.17

Of course, the matter that drew us to Deut 22:8 was the hapax
legomenon found in the verse, i.e, the word 7pyn, generally translated as
“parapet.” This appears to be a translation almost entirely related to the
context in which it is found. 18 Rashi immediately intuits a contextual
interpretation, and cites the Aramaic Targum for support: .2°20 37 :pyn
12102W 77 AW RITW PN 1Y ,RXPN :037°N D19PNY, “Parapet means a fence around
the roof. Onkelos renders it by “railing,” a type of enclosure which protects that
which is within it.” 1° Both of the greatest 12th century peshat exegetes,
Rashbam and Ibn Ezra, immediately recognize that the word is a hapax
legomenon, and attempt to relate it to potential cognates elsewhere in the
Bible. Let us examine the commentary of Rashbam first:

RV L,ARTD WY (DT 10,7702 720 10 PR pen

.077,0p ,AW :NIT D°RNA PYR LTI POYR LYY NRY (DA

17"

16 See again Tigay, Deuteronomy, 201. Ramban (Nahmanides) connects this law to Lev 19:16:
Y7 Q7 DY TMIYN K91 NIRIAD IR DU ApYan Mxn apyn 0w "You shall make a parapet: The
commandment (to build) a parapet is newly given [in Deuteronomy], or else is explained from
[that is, it elaborates] do not stand upon the blood of your brother” (itself a law whose precise
meaning has long been debated).

17 An interesting idea with respect to juxtaposition is offered by Moshe Zippor and David
Cohen-Zemah in the Israeli biblical commentary, 7”107 02w, They write X1 7 7130 S 3171w
NP AT PI0D WY 02 .0TRT PW 1R NIDPIRY MRTY DMK 209721 ,NY 2702 18PN K37 IR 10 DY ananaw
T 71097 Twn, “This commandment concerns the preservation of human life, so that it might not
be cut short before its time; in other words, one must concern oneself with preserving the
length of human life. In that this verse is thus a continuation of verse 7” (which ends, 20> jwn?
o' pIRT) 77 “[let the mother bird go]...so that it might go well with you and you may lengthen
your days”). See Moshe Weinfeld (ed.), Olam Ha-Tanakh: Deuteronomy (Tel Aviv: Davidson-Iti,
1994), 168 [Hebrew]. One might also note the potential influence on %917 712> »3 of the
proximate participial verb o>2911 in Deut 22:4, but even that is purely speculative.

18 On the off-chance that prior scholarship may have overlooked some Akkadian antecedent, I
searched the context of such roots as egii(m), équ, mekii(m), etc. Thus far this has yielded little,
if no, positive results.Below [ will consider one other ancient Near Eastern alternative.

19 LXX renders ote@avnv and the Vulgate, murum. See also Targum Neofiti, >0 (“fence”). I am
grateful to Dr. Teddy Fassberg for many stimulating exchanges over the meaning of this Greek
word.
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Parapet: It has no friend in the Torah. It is like the forms ma‘aseh
(making), mar’eh (seeing).2® However, (the root underlying the word
npy in the verse) the oppression of the wicked (Ps 55:4); (and the root
underlying the words ?°yn and ?°¥» in the verse) as the wagon is slowed
(Amos 2:13) and I will slow your movements (ibid.) are all from [a
putative middle-weak root v-1-p], on the pattern of the verbs 2-v and
n-p 21
Rashbam, it should be seen, thinks of 7py» as a true hapax legomenon; he does
not find any cognate root or word for it in the Bible.
Abraham Ibn Ezra makes a similar observation to Rashbam’s, though
in his typically humorous vein:
LUWT DPY DT IRCXIT PIRTAY T YT TR D ,01PR00 1T YD ey
A1PY2 XY XM
Parapet: its meaning is understood from context, because it has no

companion.?2 One grammarian?3 derived it from the oppression of the

20 [n this comment, Rashbam explains that the root underlying the noun 7pyn is npy, along the
lines that the rootof the noun nwyn is 7wy and the root of the noun %7n is &7. Like other medievals,
Rashbam does not recognize all of these examples to be actually final-yod roots.

21 The two verses to which Rashbam alludes are >3ui? 9823 )X *2V 307272 Y7 NpY %190 23R 2ipn
“[T am restless with my complaint, and I moan] from the voice of the enemy, on account of the
oppression (caused by) the wicked, for they shake evil against me, and with anger do they
express-enmity against me” (Ps 55:[3-]4); and 7% 787 72337 PYA IWRD 22°AOR POYR I 717
1y, “Behold, I will hamper your movement as is hampered a wagon full of grain” (Amos 2:13).
Thus, according to Rashbam’s second observation, the appearance of similar-looking words in
Psalms and Amos are not to be confused with the word 13pynin Deut 22:8; the roots of all three
of those are v, patterned along the lines of the roots 21w and .

22 [n considering 7pyn as a true hapax legomenon, Ibn Ezra is likely following Ibn Janah, who lists
the word under the root 11py, and does not associate it with any other biblical text. See Wilhelm
Bacher, Sepher Haschoraschim...von Abulwalid Merwan Ibn Ganah (R. Jona): Aus Dem Arabischen in’s
Hebraische Ubersetzt von Jehudah Ibn Tibbon (Berlin: Mekize Nirdamim, 1896), 382. By contrast,
Ibn Janah associates all of the other biblical verses (in Amos and Psalms) under the root p°y; see
Bacher, 366.

23 Yehudah Krinsky suggests that Ibn Ezra is referring to R. Yosef Kimhi, the father of R. David
Kimhi (Radak); see Yehudah Krinsky, Miqraot Gedolot Mehogeqe Yehuda: Ibn Ezra’s
Commentary on the Pentateuch with a Supercommentary (New York: Reinman Seforim Center,
1975), 5.167, n. 31. In his grammatical work Sefer Ha-Galui, Kimhi indeed notes Menahem’s
decision to separate nipyn in Deut 22:8 from the iterations of ¥ in Amos and Psalms, but
disagrees with him: amn3 0% apyn pwyy X9, “is not you shall make a parapet like those
cases?!” See H. ]. Mathews, Sefer Ha-Galui of R. Joseph Kimchi (Berlin: Mekitze Nirdamim,
1887), 132.
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wicked (Psalm 55:4), and thereby succeeded in being oppressive to

himself.
Thus, while Ibn Ezra does not expressly state that the root of fipyn in Deut 22:8
is 1Py, he does agree with Rashbam that one ought not to look to Ps 55:4 for a
clue as to its meaning. He is not explicit with respect to the words p°v» and p°yn
in Amos, but one would assume he likewise did not think them to be relevant
in establishing the meaning of 7pv», or else he would likely have cited them. In
his commentary on Amos 2:13, Ibn Ezra does explicitly connect npy (in Ps
55:4) as a cognate of p>yn/p°yn. Therefore that would make it clear that he
understands all three of these Biblical Hebrew words (?vn ,p°¥», and npy) as
related to one another morphologically, to the exclusion of 7pyn, which he
would then assign to another root.24

To these two possible cognates, we should also add the word py”n
found in Ps 66:11; while neither Rashbam nor Ibn Ezra referenced it, it was
cited by R. Eliezer of Beaugency in his commentary on Amos 2:13: ,01107— p°vn
XD PO TV 191 .YWN NPY 197 517300 TR DR X 191 .apyn e, “(1 will) hinder
(you): [In Old French]: Retanant, [i.e., restrain]. This is related to the word
‘parapet.’5 Similar to this is you have put affliction upon our loins (Ps 66:11),
and the oppression of the wicked (Ps 55:4). In any event, the context of the
passage proves the meaning of the word here.”26 It is curious that Eliezer
would associate all of these texts in the same company as 7py» in Deut 22:8; in

doing so he not only disagrees with his master, Rashbam, but also rejects the

24 [n both the Italian and the French recensions of his Amos commentary, Ibn Ezra asserts that
PYyn means p¥n (“to press”), and interprets: m127 12210 8?1 ,0°725 Panw ovum, "the meaning is
'you will be heavy, and you will not be able to flee'." See Uriel Simon, Abraham Ibn Ezra’s Two
Commentaries on the Minor Prophets: An Annotated Critical Edition. Volume One: Hosea, Joel,
Amos (Ramat Gan: Bar-llan University Press, 1989), 191 [Hebrew] (the wording of his
interpretation in the French recension is virtually identical, 171% Y2210 X5w, “...so that you will
not be able to move”; 301-2).

25 On R. Eliezer’s reliance on 0ld French to explain problematic biblical words, see Robert A.
Harris, Rabbi Eliezer of Beaugency : Commentaries on Amos and Jonah (with Selections from
Isaiah and Ezekiel) (Kalamazoo: TEAMS: Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan
University, 2018), 23, n. 44.

26 [ have taken this translation from Harris, Rabbi Eliezer, 23-24; see previous note.
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presentation of Menahem Ibn Saruk, his only other real authority in matters of
grammar and philology.2?

Having assessed a number of medieval sources, it is worthwhile asking:
what progress has modern scholarship made beyond the observations made
almost a millennium ago? To take but one analysis, let us examine the
conclusion of Ernest Klein:

7Pyn m.n. (pl. o°pyn, also Mpyn), parapet, railing (a hapax legomenon in

the Bible, occurring Deut. 22:8). [Prob. derived from 777y, a stem related

to Arab. ‘aqa (he hindered, held back). This stem is prob. related to p1.]

Derivative: 1pyn.28
What to make of Klein’s suggestion that the root 7py is “probably related to”
the root Pw? The most comprehensive and concise summary of the possible
root meanings underlying this root is the discussion relating to the words
Pyn/pyn found in Shalom Paul’s Amos commentary.2? But remember, the
prophet’s words there were expressly ruled out by both Rashbam and Ibn Ezra
as unrelated to their preferred root npy. Paul presents five potential

underlying meanings for p>v»/p>yn in Amos, as follows:

¢ A medial-waw root p1y, related to Arabic “to hamper, hinder”
¢ A geminate root ppy, cognate of Arabic “to cut in pieces”
e A medial-yod root v, equivalent to Arabic “to groan”

¢ A medial-waw root v, but this time related to Aramaic ?1¥ “to press”30

27 For a more detailed explanation of R. Eliezer’s surprising efforts to connect 7py»n in Deut 22:8
with Amos 2:13 and Ps 55:4 and 66:11, see Harris, Rabbi Eliezer, 23-24, n. 45. For Menahem's
associations of Hebrew roots and biblical texts on this question, see Saenz-Badillos, Menahem
Ben Sarugq, 289.

28 Ernest Klein, A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the Hebrew Language for Readers
of English (Jerusalem: Carta Jerusalem/The University of Haifa, 1987), 367. BDB (785a) and
KBL (615a) both concur that the root of 7pyn is fpy (though the latter considers it a “by-form of
Pw); David . A. Clines, The Dictionary of Classical Hebrew (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press,
1993-2011), 5.410b, does not take a stand.

29 Shalom Paul, Amos (Hermeneia; Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 94; see also nn. 492-
94 there. See also Meir Weiss, The Book of Amos (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1992), 2.99-100, nn.
922-27 [Hebrew].

30 Rashi had earlier staked out this position; see his commentary on Ps 66:11, and on this see
Mayer I. Gruber, Rashi’s Commentary on Psalms (Leiden-Boston: Brill, 2004), 441, nn. 5-6. This
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e A medial-waw root pw, this time related to post-biblical #apw

(“cavity/trough/pit”) and Arabic (“deep excavation”)

However this summary might help us understand the root meanings of the
verb P in Amos and Psalms, Paul never makes a case for it to be related to
7pvn in Deuteronomy, thus placing himself in the good company of Rashbam
and Ibn Ezra.

Hans-Peter Miiller has made an interesting case to consider the root Py
as underlying the word 7pyn.31 In his analysis of a Phoenician inscription that
contains the word pyn,32 Miiller suggests that its context might be profitably
compared to the semantic range of Hebrew 7373, and might account for the rim-
like quality of a parapet.33 Miiller further suggests, therefore, that the Semitic
root P, with the meaning “to draw a circle” (as though derived from and/or
related to 2 or 2n7), offers the best approach to understanding the meaning of
BH npyn.34 However, since Miiller’s suggestion is rooted entirely in conjecture,
we are, in the end, no further along than we otherwise might be.

Finally, let us consider the inscription Miiller references, as transcribed
by A. M. Honeyman.3> While noting that Phoenician py» is as rare as BH nipyn,

Honeyman takes the word as deriving from a putative (py) °pv. 36

is also the judgment of Shlomo Morag, “On Semantic and Lexical Features in the Language of
Hosea,” Tarbiz 53 (1983): 489-511 [Hebrew]. My thanks to the late Shalom Paul for this
reference.

31 Hans-Peter Miiller, “Die Wurzeln 7 ,'vp und ¥p,” VT 21 (1971): 556-64. [ am grateful to the
honoree of this volume, David Marcus, for calling my attention to this article. Shalom Paul
referenced Miiller in his Amos commentary (94, n. 492) but had only considered the relevance
of the meaning“to dig a cavity” in light of an otherwise unattested Arabic root, not this
Phoenician inscription (Paul, Amos, 94, n. 494).

32 Catalogue of the Cyprus Museum 6300 = RES 453; see Miiller, “Die Wurzeln,” 562.

33 “Haben wir uns ein solches Temenos wie das hebraische gilgal in runder Gestalt zu denken,
so wird die Beziehung von phoenizisch pyn zu einer Wurzel pw ‘einen Kreis ziehen’ noch
deutlicher sichtbar als bei seinem hebriischen Pendant”; Miiller, “Die Wurzeln,” 562. I am
grateful to my colleague, Stefan Schorch, for a delightful conversation in which we discussed
both Miiller’s suggestions as well as many others.

34 Muller, “Die Wurzeln,” 561-62.

35 A.M. Honeyman, “The Phoenician Inscriptions of the Cyprus Museum,” Iraq 6 (1939): 104-
8.

36 For further discussion, see also Diether Kellermann, “Ein Beitrag zur Bedeutung des Wortes
MRQ,” Zeitschrift des Deutschen Paldstina-Vereins 86 (1970), 24-37 (esp. 28-29). | am grateful
again to Stefan Schorch for referring me to this article.
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Understanding the word in context as part of a dedicatory inscription to the
goddess Anat (jn° 18 pvn), Honeyman writes: “Now the only sort of parapet that
would be offered to a deity is the low wall of masonry that served to demarcate
the haram or temenos, and from the size of the lettering and the position of the
inscription on a narrow margin below a projecting cornice it appears likely
that the stone formed the lintel of a low gateway, not more than a yard wide,
at the entrance of the temenos.”3” Thus, it appears to me that Honeyman offers
a stronger argument for understanding of the inscription than Miiller, yet it
must be admitted that neither provides conclusive evidence to explain the
hapax legomenon.

Without explicit evidence linking the word npy»n via the root "py to
some word in a Semitic language or some other text of which I am unaware, |
fear that we remain at an impasse. Modern researchers, while somewhat
closer to resolving the etymology of the word 7py»n than medieval scholars
were, nonetheless are unable to incontrovertibly resolve the question.
However, there are other aspects of Deut 22:8 that are worthy of our
consideration; let us turn to those now.

The secondary question to which I refer concerns the phrase >
%9111, Let us once more examine the entire verse: 7337 npyn Dy ¥n n22a n3an °3
nn 9937 953 90°22 07 2°n=X?) “When you build a new house, you shall make
a parapet for your roof, that you not put blood-guilt upon your house if he shall
fall, (shall) that falling-one (fall), from it.” Note that the phrase on which I am
focused contains a prefixed verb 71°, followed by a participial noun %517, all

contained in a subordinate clause introduced by the particle 2.

At least one medieval voice cautions us against drawing any significant
conclusions from this phrase. R. Yosef Ibn Kaspi dismisses such attempts: *>
TPATT NIRON YTV D90 WY TN 12 PR nn 9037 990, “If he shall fall, (shall) that

falling-one from it: There is no need altogether to explain this for those who

37 Honeyman, “Phoenician Inscriptions,” 105.
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understand the science of logic.”38 But other commentators, each in his own
way, call attention to what calling someone “one who falls”—before he actually
will have fallen!—might mean. In his recent translation, Robert Alter calls the
reader’s attention directly to this feature in the commentary that accompanies
his translation: “The Hebrew literally says, ‘should he who falls fall from it,’ the
subject of the clause being, as Abraham Ibn Ezra observes, a proleptic usage.”3°
Whether or not prolepsis is a sufficient description we shall discuss below.
But first, ancient rabbinic midrash already noted the feature, and we
shall examine it by way of Rashi’s commentary, written some two generations
before Ibn Ezra’s: 7232w ,7°7° ¥ 1007 93230 R 1290 HY AR, 91979 MR 777 1991 9oy
21 7 %y 72, “If someone-falling falls from it: he who is worthy to fall (i.e., on
account of some crime he had committed), nevertheless his death should not
be occasioned by your agency, for (meritorious things/credits are brought
about through the agency of worthy people) and demerits/debts only through
the agency of guilty people.”4? While drawing the reader’s attention to this
feature of biblical composition is praiseworthy, the theology on which Rashi’s
commentary is based is lamentable;*! such justifications of senseless deaths

inevitably lead otherwise reasonable people to conclude that the one killed in

38 Similarly, in several private communications it had been suggested to me that the syntactic
structure might function essentially as alliterative wordplay. However, the medieval exegetes,
who would have typically termed the structure as nInx W% or N ¥ %91 NWwH, appear not to
have picked up on the possibility. Likewise, among modern scholars who have studied
wordplay in biblical literature, I do not find anyone who points to either Deut 22:8 or other
verses that replicate its syntactic structure, as examples of wordplay. See, e.g., Casanowicz,
Paronomasia in the Old Testament; Edward L. Greenstein, “Wordplay, Hebrew,” in ABD 6.968-
971; Scott B. Noegel (ed.), Puns and Pundits: Word Play in the Hebrew Bible and Ancient Near
Eastern Literature (Bethesda, MD: CDL Press, 2000).

39 Robert Alter, The Hebrew Bible (New York-London: Norton, 2019), 1.691-92, commentary,
v. 8.

40 Rashi relies here on Sifre Devarim 229:7 (ed. Finkelstein, p. 262). See also R. Yosef Bekhor
Shor who interprets in a similar fashion: Xan X5w 27717 19 90 ¥ %1 .719°% "R » Ho1n 910 9
21570 HY 71230 1030 03,770 2 19pn, "For he shall fall, (shall) that falling one: (This refers to) one
who is worthy to fall. And despite this the verse warns that there should not be any by means
of your hand, for guilt befalls by the hands of one who is guilty.”

41 Stephen Garfinkel, who was present at the Columbia University Seminar when I presented
an earlier version of this article, wrote afterwards: “When you were presenting and mentioned
that Rashi's theology was lamentable, I thought you would say it just falls short” (private
communication); it is comments like these that make one’s work as a scholar most memorable.
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such an accident “had it coming to him.” 42 The Sages who taught that
humankind ought not to attempt to create theology out of the capriciousness
of human existence were surely on the right track.43
But as Alter noted, Ibn Ezra observes a syntactic rule at play in the
verse:
;UWON DAY 97321 ;NN DAY 1391 .1910 aw By R (voan
.0910 w2 WRIP] 7727 77902 007 '[’Nb M7 N9AY 0% XXM
SP1OWR D1 TV 1T TV 17771 00 ,ARI1 70T X R ,PWR 0T 10 OR YT R
AR DRI PIAR DR WOR 210 19 Y
The falling one is so called according to how he ends up. So too: the dead
one will be put-to-death (Deut 17:6), the clothes of the naked will you
strip off (Job 22:6); the sons struggled (Gen 25:22). Many other words,
without number in the Torah alone, describe what their referents will
become. We do not know whether this is the ordinary (BH) idiom, or
whether they are all (stated) according to the way of prophecies, as in
he went in pursuit as far as Dan (Gen 14:14]; to wadi Eshcol [“Grape-
cluster Valley”] (Num 13:23); Hence a man leaves his father and mother

and clings to his wife (Gen 2:24).

Ibn Ezra makes several important contributions here. First, he gives a name to
the syntactic phenomenon that he observes here: 1910 ow 9y X7p1, something
that “is called by the way it ends.” To be sure, this is not a syntactic category
found in modern or medieval grammars. Second, he claims that this is a
widespread phenomenon, not something that is unusual or even singular, as
in the word npyn itself: 090 aw2 RIPI 7727 7702 TR PR M7 MY, “Many

other words, without number in the Torah alone, describe what their referents

42 [ forget which correspondent had suggested the similarity between Rashi'’s religious efforts
to moralize what appears to be coincidental tragedy, and Brother Juniper’s similar aspiration
in Thornton Wilder’s The Bridgeof San Luis Rey, but the similarity is apt, and equally
problematic.

43 See, e.g., m. Avot 4:15: D°p>7877 M0°1 XY ARY 2°YWIT NHWH K2 T2 PR LI 0K 037, "It is not in
human grasp (to understand) either the tranquility of the wicked nor even the suffering of the
righteous.”
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will become.”#4 It remains to be seen precisely how to go about identifying the
verses “without number” where such cases might be found. Finally, Ibn Ezra
expresses uncertainty as to whether such a phenomenon is rooted in the
essentially prophetic nature of biblical literature, or whether it is a
construction rooted in the nature of ancient Hebrew: X ,)7W%77 717 12 OX V71 X7
X121 777 X179, “We do not know whether this is the way of language or if it is the
way of prophecy.” Even though he does not follow up on the theological
implications teased out by midrash, Rashi, and other commentators, [ am not
certain whether to take him seriously, or whether he really did believe that
either a linguistic or a prophetic interpretation of the syntactic structure was
a possibility.

However, at least one modern scholar proposed a linguistic basis for
the phenomenon. Arnold B. Ehrlich expressed this explicitly, though not in his
commentary on our verse (Deut 22:8), but rather at one of the other verses
that Ibn Ezra cited and that demonstrated the rule: Deut 17:6 ( 2>7y 0% | °9=5y
MR 7Y 09ThY M XD nna npY o7y awtY iR, “According to the mouth of two
witnesses or three witnesses shall he be put-to-death, that dead one).” Ehrlich
writes:

2 WY WO 2IN0 HYID? 12727 TIVXWD RIPNAT WD TIT (0t nn
I YRwY L9913 2197 12 RX1IY LIND 11,12 Wianwnaw R0 o 1 b
Let him be put to death: It is the way of the language of Scripture when

the speaker requires an impersonal verb#> it will make a participial-

44 Using Accordance Bible software, [ tried to construct a search that could verify Ibn Ezra’s
claim; I am grateful to Helen Brown and Ryan Mudge at Accordance, who helped me with this.
However, given Ibn Ezra’s criteria, which were not limited to cases such as Deut 22:8, where
both the verb and the following participle contain the identical root, this has proven
impossible at least up until the time of this writing. That being said, in addition to the cases
cited by Ibn Ezra, I can point to the following additional verses that seem to express the same
rule: Num 6:9; 2 Sam 17:9; Isa 16:10; Jer 6:15; 8:12 (?); 51:3; Ezek 34:10; Amos 9:1.

45 Literally, a “closed” or “stopped up” verb; presumably, Ehrlich means a verb whose referent
is unspecified. My thanks to Edward Greenstein (personal communication) for clarifying
Ehrlich’s intent. Several of the medieval and early modern rabbinic exegetes employ the term
nno 9919 (an “unspecified verb”); see, e.g., Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenburg, Haketav ve-ha-Kabbalah
(Jerusalem: n.p., 1985) and R. Samuel David Luzzatto(Shadal), Commentary on the Pentateuch
(Jerusalem: Dvir, 1965) [Hebrew].
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noun from the verb that it is employing, as is the case here. Similar

cases (may be found) at: shall he fall, shall that falling (one) (Deut

22:8); he will hear, shall that hearer (2 Sam 17:9).46
To be clear, while Ehrlich does state that BH does feature a regular syntactic
form (“It is the way of the language of Scripture”) that does inter alia
encompass the case of 91177 99° °3 in Deut 22:8, Ehrlich’s rule is more limited
than Ibn Ezra’s. Ehrlich limits his cases to ones in which the participial noun is
constructed from the same root letters as its preceding verb, whereas Ibn Ezra,
through reference to such biblical passages as Job 22:6 and Gen 25:22,
incorporates also cases where the verb and the resultant participle may come

from different roots.

Conclusion

In a sense, a conclusion of “no firm conclusion” is a disappointing point at
which to arrive. While we might be inclined to regard Ehrlich’s explanation of
%9117 719 as strong, and would similarly consider the medievals’ derivation of
7pvn from a stem meaning “restrain” as most plausible, we must admit that
these interpretations ought not to be considered as conclusively
demonstrated. Despite a journey through the history of interpretation, both
with regard to the hapax legomenon as well as to the clause 991171 9° *3, we are
unable to either conclusively identify the verbal root of p¥», nor to determine
whether the construction of the phrase represents a common idiom in BH.
Nonetheless, as is often said about joke-telling, the journey getting there is

more important than the punchline.

46 Arnold B. Ehrlich, Mikra Ki-Pheschuto (3 vols.; New York: Ktav, 1969), 1.339 (on Deut 17:6)
[Hebrew]. Ehrlich does not appear to treat the word 7pyn in his Randglossen, although in his
notes on Amos 2:13 he assigns the word there to the root pw, as do most of the medieval
rabbinic commentaries. See Arnold B. Ehrlich, Randglossen zur hebrdischen Bibel (7 vols.;
Leipzig: ]. C. Hinriches, 1908), 5.233.



