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This study seeks to describe the way that characters in biblical narrative speak,
in comparison with the style of  the exposition, the action sequence, and the narra-
tor’s remarks of  evaluation. This subject is of  major importance for our understand-
ing of  narrative in the Hebrew Bible, since many tales are actually dominated by
character discourse.
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 Moreover, the way in which characters speak is indicative of
their inner life, their point of  view, their personality, and their status.
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1. 

 

The Character’s Voice

 

This study deals with those utterances that are pronounced in a character’s
voice,
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 by way of  quoted discourse (“direct speech”),
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 in interaction with the utter-

 

1. Various estimates concerning the incidence of  quoted discourse in biblical narrative are more or
less convergent. Analysis of  five narrative sections (including Genesis 29–31 and Esther 6–8) leads
G. Rendsburg to mention a mean percentage of  42.5: 

 

Diglossia in Ancient Hebrew

 

 (New Haven, 1990),
160–61. According to A. J. C. Verheij, the books of  1–2 Samuel consist of  43.33% of  quoted discourse:

 

Verbs and Numbers: A Study of the Frequencies of the Hebrew Verbal Tense Forms in the Books of
Samuel, Kings and Chronicles

 

 (Assen, 1990), 32–36. In Genesis Y. T. Radday and H. Shore find 42.71%
spoken discourse (41 samples out of  96, each containing approximately 200 words): 

 

Genesis, An Author-
ship Study

 

 (Rome, 1985), 24–25. In 1–2 Kings and 1–2 Chronicles the mean is lower (34% and 21% re-
spectively, according to Verheij, op. cit., 32–36). Actually, from section to section different data present
themselves.

2. See, e.g., S. Bar-Efrat, 

 

Narrative Art in the Bible

 

 (Sheffield, 1989), 64–77; R. Alter, 

 

The Art of Bib-
lical Narrative

 

 (New York, 1981), 65–69; A. Berlin

 

, Poetics and the Interpretation of Biblical Narrative

 

(Sheffield, 1983), 38–39, 64–66; J. L. Ska, 

 

“Our Fathers Have Told Us.” Introduction to the Analysis of
Hebrew Narratives

 

 (Rome, 1990), 89–90; H. C. Brichto

 

, Toward a Grammar of Biblical Poetics: Tales of
the Prophets

 

 (New York, 1992), 11, 18; G. W. Savran

 

, Telling and Retelling: Quotation in Biblical Narra-
tive

 

 (Bloomington, 1988). M. Sternberg emphasizes that any quoted discourse is subject to the aesthetic
function: 

 

The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading

 

 (Bloom-
ington, 1985), 11–16. This thesis implies that disregarding the role of  the dialogue entails a misjudgment
of  the aesthetic function. For Bakhtin’s view see note 3 below.

3. Few scholars have contributed so much toward the recognition of  the many-faceted function of  dia-
logue in literature (and in social life) as M. M. Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” in M. Holquist, ed.,

 

The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M. M. Bakhtin

 

 (Austin, Texas, 1981), 256–422. In his view to-
tal domination of  all language by the aesthetic function is only found in poetry, whereas prose narrative
(and in particular the novel) is characterized by the variety of  different language strata used (296–99).

4. This term has been coined by D. Cohn

 

, Transparent Minds: Narrative Modes for Presenting Con-
sciousness in Fiction

 

 (Princeton, 1978), 58, 99.
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ances of  other characters, with the action sequence as such—as a reaction to what
has happened, is happening, or could happen—or as a starting point for action. In
contrast, extensive discourses, such as Solomon’s prayer (1 Kgs. 8:15–61) or Moses’
speech in the Plains of  Moab (Deut. 1:6–28:68) are preferably viewed as texts in
their own right,

 

5

 

 with their own structure and dynamics. Our treatment of  these mat-
ters will be based on the methods developed in a previous study concerning the style
of  written language and residues of  the style of  oral narrative in general.

 

6

 

The existence of  differences between the language of  character discourse and
that of  the narrative sequence is indicated by Radday’s statistical study of  the Gen-
esis narrative and Verheij’s analysis of  the language of  the Book of  Chronicles, in
comparison with the Books of  Samuel and Kings.
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 According to Ch. Rabin, “the
brevity of  most of  the turns of  human speech causes sentences to be short, with few
subordinate clauses, and therefore also comparatively few conjunctions. The rhythm
of  human speech is staccato while that of  biblical narrative is flowing.”
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 Investi-
gations by MacDonald and Levine point to a number of  idioms, especially deictic
particles, that occur only in quoted speech, e.g., 

 

hzlh

 

 (

 

ab hzlh twmljh l[b hnh

 

,
“Here comes that dreamer,” Gen. 37:19),
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hz

 

 as an indication of  place (

 

vmt an la

hzm

 

, “don’t move from here,” Judg. 6:18),
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 and 

 

µwyk

 

 as an adverb with the meaning
“first” (

 

yl ˚trkb ta µwyk hrkm

 

, “First sell your birthright to me”; Gen. 25:31).
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Rendsburg indicates a number of  non-standard phenomena in the biblical text, such
as gender neutralization and lack of  congruence, which can be explained as traces of
colloquial language.
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Mali’s linguistic analysis of  quoted discourse in the books of  Joshua–Kings
indicates some general stylistic differences. One of  his findings is that in quoted

 

5. This distinction is also urged by R. E. Longacre, 

 

The Grammar of Discourse

 

, 2nd ed. (New York,
1996), 3.

6. F. H. Polak, “The Oral and the Written: Syntax, Stylistics and the Development of  Biblical Prose
Narrative,” 

 

JANES

 

 26 (1998), 59–105; for a statistical treatment of  40 samples of  equal extent see now
F. H. Polak, “Parameters for Stylistic Analysis of  Biblical Hebrew Prose,” in J. Cook, ed., 

 

Bible and Com-
puter—The Stellenbosch AIBI-6 Conference: Proceedings of the Association Internationale Bible et Infor-
matique: “From Alpha to Byte” University of Stellenbosch 17–21 July, 2000

 

 (Leiden, 2002), 261–84.
7. Radday and Shore, 

 

Genesis

 

 (n. 1 above), 162–67, 189–91, 204–11; Verheij, 

 

Verbs and Numbers

 

(n. 1 above), 14–15, 35–39, 97–99, 118–19.
8. Ch. Rabin, “Linguistic Aspects,” apud Radday and Shore, 

 

Genesis

 

 (n. 1 above), 218–24, esp. 220.
As will be shown in the present discussion, Rabin’s generalization is only valid for (a) casual discourse,
or (b) late pre-exilic and (post-)exilic narrative.

9. See also Gen. 24:65; Ezek. 36:35; as analyzed by B. A. Levine, “Chapters in the History of  Spo-
ken Hebrew,” 

 

Eretz Israel

 

 (H. L. Ginsberg Volume; Jerusalem, 1978), 155–60, esp. 159–60 (in Heb. with
Eng. summary).

10. See J. MacDonald, “Some Distinctive Characteristics of  Israelite Spoken Hebrew”, 

 

Bi.Or.

 

 32
(1975), 162–75, esp. 162–63, 173, and note Gen. 16:8; 37:17; 42:15; 50:25; Exod. 11:1; 13:3,19; 33:1;
Deut. 9:12; Josh. 4:3; Judg. 13:6; 1 Sam. 25:11; 30:13; 2 Sam. 1:3, 13; 15:2; 1 Kgs. 17:3.

11. See MacDonald, 173; and note Gen. 25:33; 1 Sam. 2:16; 9:27; 1 Kgs. 22:5 (as against the usual
indication of  time, 

 

hzh µwyk

 

, e.g., Gen. 50:20). However, this clause also has legal overtones (see below,
p. 91).

12. Rendsburg, 

 

Diglossia

 

 (n. 1 above), 151–76. For some similarities between the formulation of
blessings in Kuntillet Ajrud epigraphic texts and biblical narrative, see A. Wagner, “The Archeology of
Oral Communication,” 

 

JNSL

 

 26 (2000), 117–26.
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speech clauses are mostly shorter than in the narrative sequence.

 

13

 

 In this respect
quoted discourse seems to reflect some features of  the vernacular. Secondly, in
quoted discourse Mali finds more clauses opened by a direct or indirect object, or
another complement (fronting), e.g., 

 

˚l jymxt rdrdw ≈wqw

 

 (“Thorns and thistles
shall it sprout for you,” Gen. 3:18).
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 The speaking person’s psychological involve-
ment in the subject matter is illustrated by the word-order of  Amnon’s answer to
Jonadab: 

 

bha yna yja µlvba twja rmt ta

 

 (“It is Tamar, the sister of  Absalom, my
brother, I love”; 2 Sam. 13:4).

 

15

 

However, these studies are all based on a global analysis in which the sum total
of  the data for quoted discourse in the corpus (e.g., the Book of  Genesis, or the
books Joshua–2 Kings) is compared to those of  the entire domain of  the narrator in
the given corpus. Hence, the data for tales in which character discourse is para-
mount, such as the Saul tales, or the David-Absalom narratives, are lumped together
with those for tales of  a quite different character. Even within the context of  a single
book such as Genesis, this method can only yield contaminated results. Thus, any
comparison between the style of  quoted speech and the language of  the narrator’s
discourse must be based on detailed analysis within a specific context.

A second problem is the literary status of  the speaker’s utterance. In narrative
all discourse as such belongs to the narrator, who depicts the situation, describes
the action sequence and represents the discourse of  the characters.

 

16

 

 Quoted dis-
course in a tale belongs to narrative, is embedded between the other elements of  the
story, and does not 

 

eo

 

 

 

ipso

 

 differ from them. Hence Bar-Efrat can assert that the lan-
guage of  biblical narrative in general does not differ from that of  spoken discourse,
even though he is attentive to the representation of  polite address and courtly style.
In his view, careless, informal speech, such as is put in the mouth of  Ahimaaz
(2 Sam. 18:29), serves to suggest a character’s state of  mind in a given episode, but
does not imply any interest in the imitation of  colloquial language.
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 In a discus-
sion of  the place of  character speech in modern English fiction Page finds that “a

 

13. U. Mali, 

 

The Language of Conversation in the Former Prophets

 

 (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew University;
Jerusalem, 1983 [in Heb. with Eng. summary])

 

,

 

 xx; 204–7, 216–22. For his distinction between native
and foreign speech (e.g., the Gibeonites) see xxiv; 199–200, 231–32, 237, 261.

14. Mali, 

 

Language of Conversation

 

, xvii–xix, xx–xxii; 200–201, 209–13, 230–31, 235–37, 245, 251–
52, 261; see also MacDonald, “Distinctive Characteristics,” 164–65. On personal involvement in the con-
versation as a factor in the stylistic formulation of  spoken discourse, see D. Tannen, 

 

Talking Voices:
Repetition, Dialogue and Imagery in Conversational Discourse

 

 (Cambridge, 1989), 9–97, 167–95; 

 

Con-
versational Style: Analyzing Talk among Friends

 

 (Norwood, N.J., 1984; reprint: 1991), 27–32, 80–87,
144–51.

15. On fronting as a way of  achieving emphasis, see T. Muraoka, 

 

Emphatic Words and Structures in
Biblical Hebrew

 

 (Jerusalem, 1985), 11–17, 30–33, 37–59. Besides the emphatic effect M. Eskhult also
recognizes the function of  fronting for the organization of  discourse (topicalization): 

 

Studies in Verbal
Aspect and Narrative Technique in Biblical Hebrew Prose

 

 (Uppsala, 1990), 39–41, 45–50; see also B. L.
Bandstra, “Word Order and Emphasis in Biblical Hebrew Narrative: Syntactic Observations on Genesis
22 from a Discourse Perspective,” in W. R. Bodine, ed., 

 

Linguistics and Biblical Hebrew

 

 (Winona Lake,
1992), 109–23. A theory of  “communicative dynamism” that takes both aspects into account is offered by
F. Polak, 

 

Biblical Narrative: Aspects of Art and Design

 

 (Jerusalem, 1994), 81–89 [in Hebrew].
16. Savran, 

 

Telling and Retelling 

 

(n. 2 above), 77–78.
17. S. Bar-Efrat, 

 

Narrative Art in the Bible

 

 (n. 2 above), 65–66.
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persuasive effect of  colloquialism” often is dependent “upon only a very limited and
selective observance of  the features of  actual speech.”
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 Within these limitations,
however, the imitative suggestion of  features of  colloquial language must be recog-
nized as a prominent stylistic device of  narrative.

 

19

 

 In medieval literature, Chaucer’s

 

Canterbury Tales

 

, which are narrated by a number of  common people, stand out by
virtue of  a great number of  colloquial features.

 

20

 

The data uncovered by the large-scale studies of  Mali, Radday, and Verheij
indicate that some of  the conventions of  this kind have also been used in biblical
narrative. In fact, Licht argues that the girls’ dialogue with Saul (1 Sam. 9:11–13)
illustrates a certain pleasure in the imitation of  their way of  speaking.

 

21

 

 Uffenheimer
points to the use of  soldiers’ language in the tale of  Jehu’s coup against Joram,

 

22

 

which implies the imitation of  a special stratum of  language,

 

23

 

 rather than the char-
acterization of  a given individual. However, evaluation of  these and similar pas-
sages is possible only against the background of  a general understanding of  the
nature of  character discourse in biblical narrative.

 

24

 

Hence the present study will focus on the linguistic characterization of  quoted
discourse in terms of  formality, colloquial character, and register. Such a character-
ization should provide the groundwork for the study of  the inner life of  the character
in the light of  his or her way of  speaking. For this study we will distinguish between
the field of  character discourse (quoted speech) and the domain of  the story teller,

 

25

 

which will include all utterances that are made by the voice of  the narrator himself,
that is, the action sequence, expository sections, and evaluative or generalizing
comments.

 

26

 

 For each clause we will establish the number of  constituents that are
directly dependent on the predicate (that is to say, the 

 

arguments

 

, e.g., subject, direct

 

18. N. Page, 

 

Speech in the English Novel

 

 (London, 1973), 4, 6–22.
19. See R. Finnegan, 

 

Oral Literature in Africa

 

 (Oxford, 1970), 373–77; R. M. Dorson, “Oral Styles
of  American Folk Narrators,” in T. A. Sebeok, ed., 

 

Style in Language

 

 (Cambridge, Mass., 1959), 27–51,
esp. 43, 46–51; B. Ejkhenbaum, “Die Illusion des 

 

Skaz

 

,” in J. Striedter, ed., 

 

Russischer Formalismus:
Texte zur Allgemeinen Literaturtheorie und zur Theorie der Prosa

 

 (München, repr., 1981), 161–67. V. Vi-
nogradov narrows this concept down to the use of  colloquial language in imitation of  the art of  oral nar-
rative: “Das Problem des 

 

Skaz

 

 in der Stilistik,” in ibid., 170–207, esp. 171–75, 191–93.
20. See V. Salmon, “The Representation of  Colloquial Speech in 

 

The Canterbury Tales

 

,” in H. Ring-
bom et al., eds., 

 

Style and Text: Studies Presented to Nils Erik Enkvist

 

 (Stockholm, 1975), 263–77.
21. See J. Licht, 

 

Storytelling in the Bible

 

 (Jerusalem, 1978), 10–11.
22. B. Uffenheimer, 

 

Early Prophecy in Israel

 

 (Jerusalem, 1999), 439–42. Uffenheimer indicates the
low level of  the halting style of  the common man and the coarse language of  the soldier, the high level
of  religious discourse, and the intermediate level of  matter of  fact information in the narrator’s voice
(440–41).

23. On such phenomena see Page, 

 

Speech in the English Novel

 

 (n. 18 above), 77–86.
24. Sternberg (

 

Poetics of Biblical Narrative

 

, 16) warns the linguist not to “mistake the liberties taken
by art for the encoded norms,” but acknowledges the need for studying the linguistic code (pp. 11–12).

25. For this distinction see, e.g., H. C. White, 

 

Narrative and Discourse in Genesis

 

 (Cambridge, 1991),
42; Mali (

 

Language of Conversation

 

, 27 and introduction) speaks of  “speaking frame” as against “action
description,” a term that hardly covers exposition and narrator’s comment.

26. W. Labov has pointed to the special stylistic status of  the action sequence vis à vis the other ele-
ments of  narrative, including expositional and evaluative sections: 

 

Language in the Inner City: Studies in
the Black English Vernacular

 

 (Philadelphia, 1972), 359–71, 375–78.
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or indirect object, temporal and local modifier), and the number of  expanded noun
phrases. A distinction will be made between independent and subordinate clauses.

 

27

 

2. 

 

Discourse Spoken and Written: A Linguistic Characterization

a. The language of written discourse

 

Linguistic research points to a number of  characteristic differences between the
language of  spoken discourse and of  written texts.

 

28

 

 Written discourse is formal and
planned.

 

29

 

 Hence the writer typically uses more complicated syntactic constructions:
in written language the sentence contains more constituents, subordinated clauses,

 

30

 

and long noun phrases,

 

31

 

 and thus more nominal elements.

 

32

 

 In biblical narrative, the
characteristics of  written language are demonstrated by many a sentence on writing,
as, e.g.,

 

33

 

Josh. 8:32

 

larcy ynb ynpl btk rva

 

 

 

÷ hvm trwt hnvm ta µynbah l[ µv btkyw

 

And he inscribed there on the stones a copy of  the teaching / that Moses had written for the
Israelites.

 

27. For technical details of  the analysis see Polak, “The Oral and the Written,” 76–78.
28. In general see W. L. Chafe, 

 

Discourse, Consciousness and Time: The Flow and Displacement of
Conscious Experience in Speaking and Writing

 

 (Chicago, 1994), 41–50; J. Miller and R. Weinert, 

 

Spon-
taneous Spoken Language: Syntax and Discourse

 

 (Oxford, 1998); M. A. K. Halliday, 

 

Spoken and Written
Language

 

 (Oxford, 1985); W. L. Chafe, “Linguistic Differences Produced by Differences Between Speak-
ing and Writing,” in D. R. Olson et al., eds., 

 

Literacy, Language and Learning: The Nature and Con-
sequences of Writing and Reading

 

 (Cambridge, 1985), 105–23, esp. 108–11; idem, “Integration and
Involvement in Speaking, Writing and Oral Literature,” in D. Tannen, ed., 

 

Spoken and Written Language:
Exploring Orality and Literacy

 

 

 

(

 

Norwood, N.J., 1982), 35–53; D. Hartmann, “Orality in Spoken German
Standard and Substandard,” in U. M. Quasthoff, ed., 

 

Aspects of Oral Communication

 

 (Berlin, 1995), 138–
67. Some important studies have been gathered by M. Coulthard, ed., 

 

Advances in Spoken Discourse
Analysis

 

 (London, 1992).
29. The formal status and cultivation of  written discourse is highlighted by M. Stubbs, 

 

Language and
Literacy: The Sociolinguistics of Reading and Writing

 

 (London, 1980), 15–18, 29–42, 97–115; D. Tan-
nen, “Relative Focus on Involvement in Oral and Written Discourse,” in Olson et al., eds., 

 

Literacy

 

 (n. 28
above), 124–47, esp. 131–32, 137; K. Perera, 

 

Children’s Writing and Reading: Analysing Classroom
Language

 

 (Oxford, 1984). Planning as such is discussed by E. Ochs, “Planned and Unplanned Dis-
course,” in T. Givón, ed., 

 

Discourse and Syntax

 

 (New York, 1979), 51–80. Halliday (

 

Spoken and Written
Language

 

, xv, 76–79, 92–93) describes spoken discourse as an activity, writing as a product. A number
of  important studies have been brought together by M. Coulthard, ed., 

 

Advances in Written Discourse
Analysis

 

 (London, 1994). An analysis of  the cultural assumptions underlying some of  the positions in the
literacy debate is presented by B. V. Street, 

 

Literacy in Theory and Practice

 

 (Cambridge, 1984).
30. See Perera, 

 

Children’s Writing and Reading

 

, 133–51, 231–41; K. Beaman, “Coordination and Sub-
ordination Revisited: Syntactic Complexity in Spoken and Written Narrative Discourse,” in D. Tannen,
ed., 

 

Coherence in Spoken and Written Discourse

 

 (Norwood, N.J., 1984), 45–80.
31. See Chafe, “Differences,” 109–10; S. Eggins, 

 

An Introduction to Systemic Functional Analysis

 

(London, 1994), 57–60, 63.
32. According to Halliday (

 

Spoken and Written Language

 

, 61–75, 92–93) the predominance of  nouns
vis à vis verbs is connected with the higher lexical density of  written language, and in general with the
character of  written texts as static product. Halliday also highlights the predominance of  hypotaxis.

33. The importance of  these passages for the understanding of  scribal culture has been underlined by
S. Niditch, 

 

Oral World and Written Word: Ancient Israelite Literature

 

 (Louisville, 1996), 79–80, 86–88.
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Exod. 31:18

 

td[h tjl ynv ÷ ynys rhb wta rbdl ÷ wtlkk ÷ hvm la ˆtyw

µyhla [bxab µybtk ÷ ˆba

 

 

 

tjl

 

Thus he gave Moses / when he finished / speaking with him on Mount Sinai / the two tablets
of  the Covenant, stone tablets / inscribed with the finger of  God.

Deut. 27:3

 

÷ ˚rb[b ÷ tazh hrwth yrbd lk ta ˆhyl[ tbtkw

÷ vbdw blj tbz ≈ra ÷ ˚l ˆtn ˚yhla

 

 

 

òh rva ÷ ≈rah la abt rva ˆ[ml

˚l ˚ytba yhla

 

 ’h rbd rvak

And inscribe upon them all the words of  this Teaching / when you cross over / in order that
you may enter the land / that the Lord your God is giving you / a land flowing with milk and
honey / as the Lord, the God of  your fathers, promised you.

These clauses contain a high number of clauses in hypotaxis, as attribute clause with
relative particle (larcy ynb ynpl btk rva ,˚l ˆtn ˚yhla òh rva) or participle (µybtk

µyhla [bxab); as adverbial modifier (˚rb[b; ˚l ˚ytba yhla òh rbd rvak); and as
indication of  goal (≈rah la abt rva ˆ[ml). Some clauses are dependent on subor-
dinated clauses (complicated hypotaxis: ˆtn ˚yhla òh rva / ≈rah la abt rva ˆ[ml

˚l; ynys rhb wta rbdl ÷ wtlkk). The number of constituents is high. The verse on
Joshua’s writing on the altar contains (1) an adverbial modifier (µv), (2) a descrip-
tion of  place (µynbah l[), and (3) a direct object (hvm trwt hnvm ta). In Moses’ ex-
hortation we note, apart from the predicate: (1) the adverbial modifier (ˆhyl[), (2)
the direct object (tazh hrwth yrbd lk ta), (3) a time indication (˚rb[b), (4) an in-
dication of  the goal (. . . rva ˆ[ml). The second verse contains: (1) an indirect ob-
ject (hvm la), (2) a time indication (ynys rhb wta rbdl wtlkk), (3) a direct object
(td[h tjl ynv). Some arguments consist of  long noun strings (tazh hrwth yrbd lk;
vbdw blj tbz ≈ra; ˆba tjl ,td[h tjl ynv; hvm trwt hnvm). Deictic particles do
occur (ˆhyl[; Deut. 27:3; µv, Josh. 8:32), but are mainly found in dependent clauses
(wta rbdl, Exod. 31:18; ˚l ˆtn . . . rva, ˚l . . . rbd rvak, Deut. 27:3).

b. Written discourse and the complex-nominal style

The texts just presented form a perfect illustration of  the thesis that written lan-
guage adheres to the complex-nominal style, also found, for example, in the Ara-
maic contracts from Elephantine.34 This style is highly developed in literature from
the Persian era and the end of  the exilic period (the Book of  Ezra; the Esther no-
vella, Daniel 1; 1–2 Chronicles), and slightly less so in texts attributable to the exilic

34. Polak, “The Oral and the Written,” 104. The place of  scribal education in the Neo-Assyrian bu-
reaucracy is discussed by R. Mattila, The King’s Magnates: A Study of the Highest Officials of the Neo-
Assyrian Empire (Helsinki, 2000), 134; S. Parpola, “The Assyrian Cabinet,” in M. Dietrich and O. Loretz,
eds., Vom Alten Orient zum Alten Testament; Festschrift Von Soden (Kevelaer and Neukirchen-Vluyn,
1995), 379–401. On literacy and bureaucracy in the Persian empire see J. Ray, “Literacy and Language
in Egypt in the Late and Persian Periods,” in A. K. Bowman and G. Woolf, eds., Literacy and Power in
the Ancient World (Cambridge, 1994), 51–66. On the Aramaic A˙iqar tale and its similarity to postexilic
Hebrew narrative, see F. H. Polak, “On Prose and Poetry in the Book of  Job,” JANES 24 (1996), 61–97,
esp. 82–83.

Since the exhortation of  Deut. 27:3 occurs in Moses’ admonitory homily, it represents spoken discourse.
But according to our definition, this lengthy speech is to be viewed as a text in itself, rather than as part
of  a dialogue.



Polak: The Style of the Dialogue in Biblical Prose Narrative 59

period (e.g., the prose narratives on Jeremiah) or the century preceding the exile
(Late Pre-exilic/Exilic period, e.g., the Deuteronomistic history of  the Judean kings
in 2 Kings 11–22).

c. The style of spoken discourse
Spoken discourse is less formal than written language,35 and is often casual,36

in particular when used in the intimacy of  the household and in a circle of  friends
and acquaintances (the conversational mood).37 In spoken discourse one meets more
paratactic constructions,38 most sentences contain fewer constituents,39 long noun
phrases are rare,40 while reference by means of  deictic particles and pronouns is fre-
quent.41 These parameters are characteristic of  quoted discourse in biblical narrative
as well, e.g., Jacob’s proposal to his sons or Isaac’s accusation of  Abimelech, the
king of  Gerar:42

35. Halliday (Spoken and Written Language, 87) speaks of  two particular tendencies within one lan-
guage. An elaborate analysis by means of  a number of  parameters enables D. Biber to prove the cross-
cultural validity of  the distinction in Korean, Somalian, English and Tuvulan, a language spoken in the
Western Pacific: Dimensions of Register Variation: a Cross-Linguistic Comparison (Cambridge, 1995),
1–23, 27–37, 355–63.

36. For this distinction see P. Brown and C. Fraser, “Speech as a Marker of  Situation,” in K. R.
Scherer and H. Giles, eds., Social Markers in Speech (Cambridge and Paris, 1979), 33–62, esp. 45–53;
D. Crystal and D. Davy, Investigating English Style (London, 1969), 88–121.

37. On the opposition of  intimacy versus status (the public life), see E. Haugen, The Ecology of Lan-
guage (Stanford, 1972), 329–30. The term ‘conversational mood’ is used by M. A. K. Halliday, “The Us-
ers and Uses of  Language,” in M. A. K. Halliday, A. McIntosh and P. D. Strevens, The Linguistic Sciences
and Language Teaching (London, 1964), 75–110, esp. 92–94.

38. See Miller and Weinert, Spontaneous Spoken Language, 79–87, 89–104, 132; Crystal and Davy,
English Style, 109–11. In Biblical Hebrew the distinction between simple, coordinated and compound
sentences is less fruitful, since in verbal clauses the subject can be expressed implicitly by the verbal in-
flection itself  (prefix/affix). Hence a sentence in which the first clause contains an explicit subject, while
the second contains only a verbal predicate with implicit subject is to be viewed as consisting of  two
main clauses rather than as a case of  subject deletion in a compound sentence.

39. Halliday (Spoken and Written Language, 76–87) describes the lexical sparsity of  spoken language
and the preference for parataxis, and underlines the high number of  verbs, which he relates to his view of
spoken language as process oriented, and hence based on verbal clauses with less dependencies than writ-
ten language (67–75). He opposes the structured “clause complex” of  spoken discourse to the “sentence”
of  written language.

40. Miller and Weinert (Spontaneous Spoken Language, 134–43, 182–89) establish this feature on the
basis of  English, German, and Russian, as well as, occasionally, non-Indo-European languages such as
Turkish or Tamil; they also offer an analysis of  noun phrases in English “spontaneous spoken” narrative
and conversation (145–53). See also Crystal and Davy, English Style, 106, 112–13.

41. See Chafe, Discourse, Consciousness and Time (n. 28 above), 44–45; B. Fox, Discourse Struc-
ture and Anaphora: Written and Conversational English (Cambridge, 1987), 45–62, 75, 139–43; Miller
and Weinert, Spontaneous Spoken Language, 140–41, 194, 267–68; S. Eggins and D. Slade, Analysing
Casual Conversation (London, 1997), 93–94; P. M. Clancy, “Referential Choice in English and Japanese
Narrative Discourse,” in W. L. Chafe, ed., The Pear Stories: Cognitive, Cultural and Linguistic Aspects
of Narrative Production (Norwood, N.J., 1980), 127–201, esp. 127–33, 167–75, 197–98; Perera, Chil-
dren’s Writing and Reading, 104–9; H. Hausendorf, “Deixis and Orality: Explaining Games in Face-to-
Face Interaction,” in Quasthoff, ed., Aspects of Oral Communication (n. 32 above), 181–97; Crystal and
Davy, English Style, 102–3, 112.

42. So also the plea of  David (1 Sam. 26:9–10), quoted below (p. 64), and the argument of  the con-
jurer of  spirits with Saul (1 Sam. 28:21).
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Gen. 42:2 twmn alw / hyjnw / µvm wnl wrbvw / hmv wdr / µyrxmb rbv vy yk / yt[mv hnh

“Now I hear that there are rations in Egypt. Go down and procure rations for us there, and let
us live and not die.”

Gen. 26:27 µktam ynwjlvtw / yta µtanc µtaw / yla µtab [wdm

“Why have you come to me / and you have been hostile to me / and have driven me away
from you?”

In these statements all clauses are paratactic, apart from one subordinated clause
(µyrxmb rbv vy yk). Isaac’s questions contain three clauses that consist of predicate
and pronominal complement only (e.g., µktam ynwjlvtw; so also in Jacob’s pro-
posal: µvm wnl wrbvw / hmv wdr). Only one clause contains nouns (µyrxmb rbv vy yk).
In view of  the serious mood of  these statements, and the importance of  the causes
represented, their lack of  formal cultivation is all the more remarkable.

The context of  family life is represented by the discussion between Saul and his
daughter Michal (1 Sam. 19:17):

. . . flmyw / ybya ta yjlvtw / yntymr hkk hml

“Why did you deceive me this way / and let my enemy get away / and escape”

˚tyma hml / ynjlv / yla rma awh

“He said to me / help me get away / why should I kill you”

Only one out of  six clauses contains a noun (ybya ta yjlvtw), three contain one or
two pronouns or simple adverbs (yntymr hkk hml, yla rma awh, ˚tyma hml), and two
consist of  the verbal predicate only (or of  predicate with suffix: ynjlv, flmyw); ref-
erence by suffix is frequent (yntymr, ynjlv, ˚tyma).

One could argue that this style reflects the excitement of  the quarrel rather
than casual language in general.43 But such an explanation cannot hold true for
Saul’s answer to his father’s servant (1 Sam 9:7):44

wnta hm / µyhlah vyal aybhl ˆya hrwvtw / wnylkm lza µjlh yk / vyal aybn hmw / ˚ln hnhw

“But here, we go / and what can we bring the man? / For the food in our bags is all gone /
and there is nothing we can bring to the man of  God as a present / What have we got?”

The same style dominates Saul’s conversation with his uncle, who asks him (10:14):

“Where have you gone?” µtklh ˆa

Saul answers:

43. D. J. A. Clines regards the characteristic formulation of  Michal’s answer as an effort on her part
to imitate David’s soldier-like way of  speaking: “The Story of  Michal, Wife of  David, in its Sequential
Unfolding,” in D. J. A. Clines and T. C. Eskenazi, eds., Telling Queen Michal’s Story: An Experiment in
Comparative Interpretation, JSOT Supp. 119 (Sheffield, 1991), 129–40, esp. 131; see also J. P. Fokkel-
man, Narrative Art and Poetry in the Books of Samuel, Volume II: The Crossing Fates (I Sam. 13–21 &
II Sam. 1) (Assen, 1986), 270, 276.

44. The preceding conversation (vv. 5–6) is couched in the same language, as seven clauses out of
eleven contain at most one argument (63.64%). Four verbal clauses contain one argument only; one clause
consists of  a verbal predicate only (hkl). In addition we note one clause with two arguments, two relative
clauses, and one subordinate clause containing two noun arguments (twntah ˆm yba ldjy ˆp).
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lawmv la awbnw / ˆya yk harnw / twntah ta vqbl

“To look for the she-donkeys / but we saw that they were not there45 / and turned to Samuel.”

The narrative continues with his uncle’s question (10:15):

lawmv µkl rma hm / yl an hdygh

“Tell me / what did Samuel say to you?”

And Saul answers (v. 16)

twntah waxmn yk / wnl dygh dgh

“He told us / that the donkeys had been found.”

Even though this dialogue contains some subordinate clauses (twntah waxmn yk, yk
ˆya), most clauses are extremely simple. Three clauses contain no more than one
noun (lawmv la awbnw), pronominal reference is frequent (yl an hdygh, wnl dygh), and
the uncle’s question µtklh ˆa is answered by an independent infinitive clause that
forms a logical continuation to the implied answer “we went to,” twntah ta vqbl.46

By the same token one notes Jonathan’s reproach: hv[ hm ,tmwy hml (1 Sam. 20:32:
“Why should he be killed? What has he done?”), and the question of  Elisha’s ser-
vant: vya ham ynpl hz ˆta hm (2 Kgs. 4:43: “How can I set this before a hundred
men?”).

These dialogues exemplify the casual language of  family life and informal
communication with friends and acquaintances (the conversational mood). In such
a context the use of  pronominals (µkl, yl, the suffixes) and deictics (hkk) is self-
evident, as the participants in the conversation can see one another, and know what
their partner is referring to.47

An additional characteristic is “fragmented syntax,” that is the juxtaposition of
syntactic elements without explicit syntactic expression of  their connection.48 We
encounter an obvious example in Abram’s request from Sarai:

Gen. 12:13 “Please say, you are my sister.” / ta ytja / an yrma

The clauselet ta ytja suggests indirect discourse, since Sarai is referred to as ad-
dressee (ta). In quoted discourse she would refer to herself  as speaker (ykna).49 On

45. In Biblical Hebrew syntax (e.g., GK §111d) the first imperfect consecutive in a chain of  two is
considered to be logically subordinate to the second one (“as equivalent to a temporal clause”). In our
view, the decisive point is that this logical subordination is expressed by a paratactic construction.

46. This is a case of  maximal deletion, i.e. deletion of  the entire sequence that was in the question.
Thus the answer, in its surface form, contains only one element of  the underlying grammatical structure,
e.g. “Where are you going?”, “Home,” that is (I am going) “home.” For Biblical Hebrew such structures
have been analyzed by E. L. Greenstein, “The Syntax of  Saying ‘Yes’ in Biblical Hebrew,” JANES 19
(1989), 51–59, esp. 53, 59. On Job 1:7 see Polak, “Prose and Poetry in Job” (n. 34 above), 69. This con-
struction also fits the elliptical nature of  face to face communication, as shown by Eggins and Slade,
Casual Conversation (n. 41 above), 89–90.

47. For this tendency see in particular Hausendorf, “Deixis and Orality” (n. 41 above).
48. Miller and Weinert, Spontaneous Spoken Language, 22–27, 58–61; Eggins and Slade, Casual Con-

versation (n. 41 above), 94–95. On Uffenheimer’s analysis of  the soldier’s language, see n. 22 above.
49. The semantic aspects of  this construction are discussed by C. L. Miller, The Representation of

Speech in Biblical Hebrew Narrative: A Linguistic Analysis (Atlanta, 1996), 120–21.
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the other hand, this clauselet lacks the introductory particle characteristic of  indirect
discourse, e.g., yk. In terms of  discourse analysis this is a case of  “that-deletion,” a
feature that is considered typical for spontaneous spoken language.50

One also notes, for instance, Jonadab’s address of  Amnon:

2 Sam. 13:4 yl dygt awlh / rqbb rqbb ,˚lmh ˆb ld hkk hta [wdm

“Why are you so depressed, prince, morning after morning? / Will you not tell me!”

In this question one notes the high number of  pronominal and adverbial forms (hta,
[wdm), the exceptional use of  hkk before the nominal predicate,51 and the second
question yl dygt awlh, without subordinate object clause. In biblical quoted discourse
fragmented syntax is rarely met,52 but one often encounters the other characteristics
of  casual spoken language.

However, the characteristic style of  spoken discourse can also be used to con-
struct intricate arguments, e.g., David’s rebuttal of  Abishai’s proposal to kill Saul
(1 Sam. 26:9–10):

. . . hqnw / òh jyvmb wdy jlv ym yk / whtyjvt la

hpsnw / dry hmjlmb wa / tmw / awby wmwyAwa / wnpgy òh µa yk / òh yj

“Destroy him not / for who can put forth his hand against the Lord’s anointed / and not be
punished? . . .” “As the Lord lives / the Lord himself  will strike him / or his time will come
/ and he will die / or he will go into battle / and perish.”

In spite of  the seemingly plain style, this reproach contains a rhetorical question and
the parallelism of  tmw awby wmwyAwa and hpsnw dry hmjlmb wa. By the same token one
notes Abraham’s proposal to Lot to separate their flocks (Gen. 13:8–9):

wnjna µyja µyvna yk / ˚y[r ˆybw y[r ˆybw ˚ynybw ynyb hbyrm yht an la

hlyamcaw ˆymyh µaw / hnmyaw lamch µa / yl[m an drph / ˚ynpl ≈rah lk alh

“Let there be no strife between you and me, between my herdsmen and yours / for we are
kinsmen. Is not the whole land before you? / Break up from me / if  you go north, I will go
south / and if  you go south, I will go north.”53

d. Spoken discourse and the rhythmic-verbal style

A style that seems similar to the language of  quoted discourse is found in a
large number of  narratives. Many tales, and even entire narrative cycles, are char-
acterized by the high number of clauses consisting of a predicate only, or of predi-
cate with one single argument,54 the low number of clauses in hypotaxis, and the low

50. See Miller and Weinert, Spontaneous Spoken Language, 83–84; E. Finegan and D. Biber, “Reg-
ister and Social Dialect Variation: An Integrated Approach,” in D. Biber and E. Finegan, eds., Socio-
linguistic Perspectives on Register (Oxford, 1994), 315–47, esp. 330–33.

51. This syntactic connection is implied by the cantillation signs, as hkk carries a munâ˙. This is the
only passage in which hkk is used to modify a nominal predicate. In all other passages it is linked to the
verbal predicate.

52. In this respect Bar-Efrat’s position (see n. 17 above) is partly justified.
53. On the use of  parallelism in Abraham’s argument see pp. 82–83 below.
54. Mali (Language of Conversation, 204) shows that in Joshua–Kings clauses containing at most one

argument are more frequent in quoted discourse than in the narrator’s domain.

One Line Short
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number of expanded noun chains.55 In the tale of  Abraham at the terebinths of
Mamre (Gen. 18:1–15),56 this characterization is as correct for the narrator’s domain
as it is for quoted speech. In character discourse we encounter sequences such as
≈[h tjt wn[vhw ,µkylgr wxjrw (v. 4, “wash your feet and recline under the tree”),
wrb[t rja ,µkbl wd[sw ,µjl tp hjqaw (v. 5, “And let me fetch a morsel of  bread that
you may refresh yourselves; then go on”), twg[ yc[w ,yvwl ,tls jmq µyas vlv ,yrhm

(v. 6, “Quick, three seahs of  choice flour! Knead and make cakes”).57 However,
similar sequences are found in the event sequence, e.g., wjtvyw . . . µtarql ≈ryw aryw

rmayw hxra (vv. 2b–3a, he saw them, . . . bowed to the ground and said), rqb ˆb jqyw

r[nh la ˆtyw bwfw ˚r (v. 7, he took a calf, tender and choice, and gave it to the ser-
vant).58 Clauses with several arguments (e.g., hrc la hlhah µhrba rhmyw, v. 6,
Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah) are far less numerous (six clauses out of
22, 27.27%) than the clauses that include at most one argument (thirteen cases,
59.09%). Expanded noun chains and clauses in hypotaxis are not often found. The
scene of  the meal contains a series of  cases of  pronominal reference and ellipsis
wta twc[l rhmyw (and he hastened to prepare it, v. 7), µhyl[ dm[ awhw µhynpl ˆtyw

wlkayw ≈[h tjt (and he set these before them; and he was waiting on them under the
tree, and they ate, v. 8; also vv. 1–2).

A narrative style of  this kind, then, is quite different from the complex-nominal
style. It is best characterized as rhythmic-verbal, and seems close to character dis-
course; in consequence it may be assumed to reflect the norms of  oral narrative.59

This style is characteristic of  such narrative cycles as, e.g., the tales of  the Pa-
triarchs, of  Samuel, Saul and David, of  Elijah and Elisha. In other words, even
though in their present form these cycles belong to written literature, they are based
on a substrate of oral literature. The authors who wrote them down, had a thorough
knowledge of  the literary norms of  oral narrative, and adhered to them.60

55. Polak, “The Oral and the Written,” 73–87, 100–105; R. Dauenhauer and N. M. Dauenhauer, “Oral
Literature Embodied and Disembodied,” in Quasthoff, ed., Aspects of Oral Communication (n. 28 above),
91–111. “A fluent, paratactic style,” with no further specification, is advanced by E. Nielsen as a criterion
for oral composition (or rather oral transmission): Oral Tradition: A Modern Problem in Old Testament
Introduction (London, 1954), 36.

56. Attention is also due to the high number of  epic formulae in this episode, for which see F. H. Po-
lak, “Prose and Poetry in Job” (n. 34 above), 91–97; “Epic Formulas in Biblical Narrative and the Foun-
tainheads of  Ancient Hebrew Narrative,” Te’udah 7 (Tel Aviv, 1992), 9–53 (in Heb. with Eng. summary);
Y. Avishur, Studies in Biblical Narrative (Tel Aviv-Jaffa, 1999), 57–74, 133–35, 199–238; G. del Olmo
Lete, Mitos y Leyendas de Canaan segun la Tradicion de Ugarit (Madrid, 1981), 36–37, 54–58.

57. In Gen. 18:1–8 we encounter 16 clauses in character speech, of  which 12 (75%) contain 0–1 argu-
ment, 2 (12.50%) 2–3 arguments, and 2 clauses in hypotaxis (12.50%); this domain includes 4 expanded
noun chains (25%). Pronominal/adverbial reference is found in v. 5 (twice).

58. In Gen. 18:1–8 the narrator’s domain includes 22 clauses, out of  which 13 include 0–1 argument
(59%), 6 contain 2–3 arguments (27.27%), and 3 are embedded in an independent clause (13.64%). The
text contains 8 expanded noun chains (in 36.36% of  the clauses).

59. For this characterization see the references in nn. 38–41 above.
60. The symbiosis of  oral and written literature has been discussed by A. B. Lord, Epic Singers and

Oral Tradition (Ithaca, 1991), 25–27, 170–95; J. M. Foley, Traditional Oral Epic: The Odyssey, Beowulf
and the Serbo-Croatian Return Song (Berkeley, 1990), 1–51; R. Thomas, Literacy and Orality in Ancient
Greece (Cambridge, 1992), 35–51; S. Niditch, Oral World and Written Word (n. 37 above); J. Van Seters,
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However, even in the tale of  the terebinths at Mamre, the domain of  the narra-
tor includes a number of  verses in which the language is more intricate than is usual
in the rhythmic-verbal style:

Gen. 18:1 µwyh µjk lhah jtp bvy awhw / armm ynlab òh wyla aryw

The Lord appeared to him by the terebinths of  Mamre; and he was sitting at the entrance of
the tent as the day grew hot.

v. 11 µyvnk jra hrcl twyhl ldj / µymyb µyab ,µynqz hrcw µhrbaw

Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in years; Sarah had stopped having the periods
of  women.

In the tale of  Hagar’s flight one notes a similar opening:

Gen. 16:1 rgh hmvw / tyrxm hjpv hlw / wl hdly al µrba tva yrcw

Sarai, Abram’s wife, had borne him no children. She had an Egyptian maidservant and her
name was Hagar.

Some of  these clauses contain three arguments (armm ynlab òh wyla aryw; bvy awhw

µwyh µjk lhah jtp), long noun chains (µrba tva yrcw; tyrxm hjpv; armm ynlab;
lhah jtp), or dependent clauses (µwyh µjk; µyvnk jra hrcl twyhl). Accordingly,
these clauses seem similar to the complex-nominal style. But their stylistic character
suits their expositional function: since the narrator has to present the necessary data
concerning the situation, he needs more arguments and longer noun chains to state
the facts.61

The second place in which the style is more intricate than usual is the closure
of  the tale of  Hagar:

Gen. 16:14 drb ˆybw vdq ˆyb hnh / yar yjl rab rabl arq ˆk l[

Therefore the well was called Beer-lahai-roi. See, it is between Kadesh and Bered.

The aetiological element in this tale involves the narrator’s authority vis-à-vis the
audience, and is thus close to the evaluative function, embodied by such remarks as
the conclusion of  the first part of  the Bath-sheba tale:

2 Sam. 11:27b òh yny[b dwd hc[o rva rbdh [ryw

But the thing that David had done was bad in the eyes of  the Lord.

In elements of  this type the narrator often prefers clauses of  a more complicated
structure, such as clauses with three arguments, and subordinated clauses.62 Thus

61. This tendency is evident in, e.g., Gen. 19:1; 2 Sam. 16:1, 5; 20:2; 1 Kgs. 1:1, 4–10; 11:26 (see
also Crystal and Davy, English Style, 109). The expositional descriptions of  the Esther tale occupy exten-
sive sections of  the narrative: Esth. 1:1–9; 2:5–8; 3:1–2.

62. So also, e.g., Gen 25:30b. In 2 Sam. 5:9ab the aetiological note is presented by a clause that is em-
bedded in the narrative sequence and contains two arguments: dwd ry[ hl arqyw.

The Pentateuch: A Social-Science Commentary (Sheffield, 1999), 74. However, contrary to Van Seters’
presumptions, the data presented by Polak (“The Oral and the Written”) point to a gradual shift in em-
phasis. Up to a certain point, probably the middle of  the eighth century B.C.E., the prestige language of
Hebrew literature is that of  oral narrative, but from here on the dominant model for literary creation is
scribal.
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within the narrator’s domain the style of  expositional and evaluative clauses (narra-
tor’s comment) is more intricate than that of  the action sequence proper.63

In the following discussion we will deal, first of  all, with the place of  character
discourse in the style of  complex-nominal language. Afterwards we will turn to the
problems raised by its use in narratives that represent the rhythmic-verbal style.

3. The Complex-Nominal Style and Quoted Discourse

Prose narrative in the complex-nominal style tends to maintain a certain dis-
tinction between character discourse and the domain of  the narrator, who adheres to
the norms of  written language.

a. The Ezra Memoirs

In the Ezra Memoirs this distinction is illustrated by the following example, in
which we indicate, for every clause, (a) the number of  arguments (as defined above),
(b) status (subordination is indicated as “sub,”64 complex subordination as “chyp,”
attributive clauses as “attr,” conditional clauses as “cond”;65 verbal groups that are
not to be split into a main and a subordinate clause are marked as “vg”), and (c) the
number of  expanded noun strings (“expand”). In the following excerpts not all
verses analyzed will be quoted in full.66

Ezra 10:7–14
a. Narrator

Unit Ezra 10:7–9 Argument Sub Expand

v. 7 (≈bqhl) hlwgh ynb lkl µlvwryw hdwhyb lwq wryb[yw 4 arg - 2
µlvwry ≈bqhl 1 arg sub -

v. 8 wvwkrAlk µrjy (awbyAal rva) lkw 2 arg - 1
µynqzhw µyrch tx[k µymyh tvlvl awbyAal rva 3 arg attr 2+
hlwgh lhqm ldby awhw 2 arg - 1

v. 9 µlvwry ˆmynbw hdwhyAyvnaAlk wxbqyw 4 arg - 3+
vdjb µyrc[b (vdj awh) µymyh tvlvl

y[oyvth vdj awh 1 arg - 1
(µydy[rm) µyhlah tyb bwjrb µ[h lkAwbvyw 3 arg - 2+
µymvghmw rbdhAl[ µydy[rm 1 arg sub 1

63. A similar distinction has been established by Labov’s analysis of  oral narrative in the black ver-
nacular of  New York: Language in the Inner City (n. 26 above), 360–70, 393–96.

64. Motive and adversative clauses introduced by yk are analyzed as independent clauses, since in
these cases the syntactic connection can be extremely loose, as shown by S. R. Driver (BDB, 473–74, esp.
474b). In this connection Muraoka (Emphatic Words, 159–60, 164) points to the deictic force of  yk.

65. In the analysis of  narrative style, a conditional clause counts as hypotactic, but is not considered
as an argument in the apodosis, if  it is separated from the protasis by the waw marking parataxis. How-
ever, if  the apodosis does not open with a paratactic marker, the protasis is viewed as an argument of  the
apodosis as main clause.

66. Vocatives and adverbial clauses are counted as arguments. So are object and subject clauses. In
contrast, relative clauses are not regarded as arguments since they serve as attributes, and thus merely
form an expansion of  the noun phrase. But at the present stage of  research we have not counted them as
such.
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b. Character Discourse

Unit vv. 12–14 Argument Sub Expand

v. 12 ˆk - - -
twc[l wnyl[ ˚yrbdk 2 arg - -

v. 13 br µ[h lba 1 arg - -
µymvg t[hw 1 arg - -
(dwm[l) jk ˆyaw 2 arg - -
≈wjb dwm[l 1 arg sub -
dja µwylAal hkalmhw 1 arg - 1
µynvl alw - - -
([vpl) wnybrhAyk 1 arg - -
hzh rbdb [vpl 1 arg sub 1

v. 14 (byvhl d[) lhqh lkl wnyrc an wdm[y 3 arg - 1
µynmzm µyt[l aby (byvhh) wnyr[b rva lkw 2 arg - 2
twyrkn µyvn byvhh 1 arg attr 1
hyfpvw ry[w ry[ ynqz µhm[w 1 arg - 2
hzh rbdl d[ wnmm wnyhla πa ˆwrj byvhl d[ 3 arg sub 2

The statistical survey presents the summation and percentage for (a) character
discourse (Char), the domain of  the story-teller (Narr), and (c) the whole unit. For
each of  these fields we will establish (a) the number of  arguments in the independent
short clauses only (0–1 arguments, including cases with two pronouns or deictic
adverbs), for long independent clauses (2–5 arguments) and the percentage relative
to the total number of  clauses; (b) the number and percentage of  hypotactic clauses,
and (c) the number and percentage of  expanded noun strings.67 The last four lines of
the summation give the figures for subordination (hypot), long clauses (2–5 argu-
ments), short clauses (0–1 arguments), and expanded noun chains (expand).

Ezra 10:7–14 Char % Narr % Unit %

clauses 15 64.00 9 36.00 24
0–1 arg 7 46.67 1 11.11 8 33.33
2–5 arg 4 26.67 5 55.56 9 37.50
hypot 4 26.67 3 33.33 7 29.67
expand 11 73.33 15 166.67 26 108.33

Thus we see that the clauses in the narrator’s domain are formulated in a highly
complex-nominal style, whereas the language used by the speaking characters is far
less formal and complex. The inference is warranted that this pericope tries to imi-
tate the peculiarities of  spoken language, although basic patterns of  the complex-
nominal style are also found in quoted discourse. Here, then, the complex style is
mitigated and rendered more vivid by the imitation of  the conversational mood,
without thereby turning into rhythmic-verbal. In the pericope of  the Torah reading
(Ezra 8:1–18) one meets a similar style.

67. The percentage of  expanded noun chains (relative to the number of  clauses) indicates how many ex-
panded chains are, on the average, found in each clause. Thus the indication 166.67%, given for the nar-
rator’s domain in Ezra 10, means that each clause in this domain contains 1.67 chains (or each ten clauses
16 expanded noun chains).

One Line Short
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This constellation is far from unique. For instance, the Chronicler’s account of
Hezekiah’s preparations for the Assyrian onslaught (2 Chron. 32:1–9) is dominated
by the complex-nominal style.68 However, the style of  quoted speech is far less for-
mal. The decision to stop up all the springs is motivated by two simple clauses, con-
taining two arguments and one argument, respectively. Each clause includes one
expanded noun chain:

2 Chron. 32:4 µybr µym waxmw / rwva yklm wawby hml

“Why should the kings of  Assyria come / and find much water?”

Hezekiah’s exhortatory address in the sequel opens with three short clauses that
consist only of  a predicate, followed by a long clause with an expanded noun chain
as argument:

v. 7a wm[ rva ˆwmhh lk ynplmw rwva ˚lm ynpm wtjt law / waryt la / wxmaw / wqzj

“Be strong and courageous / do not be afraid / and do not fear the king of  Assyria nor for all
the multitude that is with him.”

This sequence is rounded off  by a short nominal clause that is continued by two
nominal clauses and two subordinate infinitive clauses:

v. 7b wm[m br wnm[ yk

v. 8 wntmjlm µjlhlw ÷ wnrz[l ÷ wnyhla ÷ ’h wnm[w / rcb [wrz wm[

“For there is someone greater with us than with him / With him is an arm of  flesh / but with
us is the Lord our God / to help us / and to fight our battles.”

These nine clauses, then, include three clauses consisting of  a single predicate
(33.33%), two clauses containing one argument (22.22%), and the same number of
clauses with two arguments. We note only two subordinate clauses (infinitive clauses;
22.22%), two noun phrases, and one extremely long noun chain.

b. The Esther Scroll

The differences between the style of  the action sequence and quoted discourse
are also noted in the Esther novella, as demonstrated by the following pericope,
where we analyze 16 clauses in character discourse and in the narrator’s domain.
The first pericope contains a long sequence of  narrated (indirect) speech.

Esther 4:6–8, 11b–13
a. Narrator

Unit Esth. 4:4, 6–8, 12–13a (partial excerpt) Argument Sub Expand

v. 4 hysyrsw rtsa twr[n hnyawbtw 1 arg - 1+
hl wdygyw 1 pron - -
dam hklmh ljljttw 2 arg - -
(vyblhl) µydgb jlvtw 2 arg - -
ykdrm ta vyblhl 1 arg sub -

68. See Polak, “The Oral and the Written,” 98.
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Argument Sub Expand
wyl[m wqc ryshlw 2 arg sub -
lbq alw - - -

(. . .)
v. 6 ˚lmh r[v ynpl rva ry[h bwjr la ykdrm la ˚th axyw 3 arg - 3
(. . .)
v. 8 (twarhl) wl ˆtn (rva) tdh btk ˆgvtp taw 3 arg - 1

(µdymvhl) ˆvwvb ˆtn rva 3 arg attr
µdymvhl - chyp 1
rtsa ta twarhl 1 arg sub -
hl dyghlw 1 pron sub -
(awbl) hyl[ twwxlw 1 pron sub -
˚lmh la awbl 1 arg chyp -
wl ˆnjthl 1 pron chyp -
hm[ l[ wynplm vqblw 2 arg chyp -

(. . .)
v. 12 rtsa yrbd ta ykdrml wdygyw 2 arg - 1
v. 13a (byvhl) ykdrm rmayw 2 arg - -

rtsa la byvhl 1 arg sub -

b. Character Discourse

Unit Esth. 4:11, 13b–14, 16 Argument Sub Expand

v. 11 (rva) µy[dwy ˚lmh twnydm µ[w ˚lmh ydb[ lk 2 arg - 3
(tymhl) wtd tja (rva) hvaw vya lk rva 2 arg sub 1
(rva) tymynph rxjh la ˚lmh la awby rva 3 arg attr 1
arqy al rva - chyp -
tymhl - sub -
bhzh fybrv ta ˚lmh wl fyvwy rvam dbl 3 arg attr 1
hyjw - - -
µwy µyvwlv hz (awbl) ytarqn al ynaw 3 arg - -
˚lmh la awbl 1 arg sub -

(. . .)
v. 13b (flmhl) ˚vpnb ymdtAla 2 arg - -

µydwhyh lkm ˚lmh tyb flmhl 2 arg sub 2
v. 14 tazh t[b yvyrjt vrjh µa yk 1 arg - 1

rja µwqmm µydwhyl dwm[y hlxhw jwr 4 arg - 2
wdbat ˚yba tybw taw 1 arg - 1
(µa) [dwy ymw 2 arg - -
twklml t[gh tazk t[l µa 2 arg sub 1

(. . .)
v. 16 ˚l - - -

(µyaxmnh) µyaxmnh µydwhyh lk ta swnk 1 arg - 1
ˆvwvb µyaxmnh 1 arg attr -
yl[ wmwxw 1 pron - -
wlkat law - - -
µwyw hlyl µymy tvlv wtvt law 2 arg - 2
ˆk µwxa ytr[nw yna µg 2 arg - 1
tdk al rva ˚lmh la awba ˆkbw 3 arg - -
ytdba rvakw - sub -
ytdba (rvakw) 1 arg - -

One Line Short
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Esther 4 Char % Narr % Unit %

clauses 26 50.00 26 50.00 52
0–1 arg 7 26.92 4 15.38 11 21.15
2–5 arg 8 30.77 8 30.77 16 30.77
hypot 11 42.31 14 53.85 25 48.08
expand 17 65.38 8+ 32.69 25+ 49.04

In this pericope the stylistic differences between spoken discourse and action
sequence are obvious: in character discourse the number of  clauses with no more
than two arguments (0, 1, 2 arg) is higher than in the action sequence, whereas the
number of  subordinated clauses and clauses with 3 arguments is lower. We note
only that the incidence of  expanded noun strings is on the high side in character dis-
course, and on the low side in the action sequence.

c. Jeremiah and 1–2 Kings

Character discourse is rare in large narrative sections that are attributed to the
Late Pre-exilic/Exilic period. For instance, the account of  Joash’s enthronement by
the priest Jehoiada contains only a few examples, mainly the long sequence of  the
priest’s orders (2 Kgs. 11:5–8), two short exclamations, ˚lmh yjy (v. 12), rvq rvq

(v. 14), and two additional priestly orders (v. 15). A number of  long royal instruc-
tions is found in the narrative on Josiah’s Temple restoration (2 Kgs. 22:4–7, 13),
followed by a long prophetic diatribe (vv. 15–20). Short stretches of  quoted speech
relate to the scroll which was found in the debris:

2 Kgs. 22:8 òh tybb ytaxm hrwth rps / rpsh ˆpv l[ lwdgh ˆhkh whyqlj rmayw

Then Hilkiah, the high priest, said to Shaphan, the scribe, “I have found a scroll of  the Teach-
ing in the House of  the Lord.”

v. 10 ˆhkh whyqlj yl ˆtn rps / rmal ˚lml rpsh ˆpv dgyw

The scribe Shaphan also told the king, “Hilkiah, the priest, has given me a scroll”

The account on Gedaliah’s murder by Ishmael (Jer. 41:1–18) contains only two
short stretches of  quoted speech:69

Jer. 41:670
µqyja ˆb whyldg la wab / µhyla rmayw

He said to them, “Come to Gedaliah son of  Ahikam” (LXX Gedaliah)

v. 8 vbdw ˆmvw µyr[cw µyfj / hdcb µynmfm wnl vy yk / wntmt la / la[mvy la rmayw

But they said to Ishmael, “Don’t kill us! We have stores hidden in a field—wheat, barley, oil,
and honey.”

69. In contrast, the consultation of  Jeremiah by Johanan ben Kareah centers on Jeremiah’s prophecy
(Jer. 42:9–22) and the preceding questions by the officers (vv. 2–6) rather than on narrative develop-
ments. In the tale of  Johanan’s flight to Egypt, the action sequence carries more weight, but the accusa-
tions of  the prophet (43:2–3) and the prophecy itself  (vv. 8–13) are still the main issue.

70. In this verse the LXX does not represent the patronymic. Thus in certain sections of  the book of
Jeremiah the LXX may reflect a text that contains fewer long noun chains. The difference, however, does
not affect the typology of  narrative discourse in this book.
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On the other hand, character discourse plays an important role in the story of  Ged-
aliah’s efforts to establish his authority (Jeremiah 40; in the following excerpts char-
acter discourse is not separated from the narrator’s voice, but is indicated as “char,”
whereas the narrator’s domain is marked as “narr”).

Jer. 40:7–16
Unit Jeremiah 40 Argument Sub Expand

40:7 (yk) µhyvnaw hmh hdc…b rva µylyjh yrc lk w[mvyw 2 arg - 3
≈rab µqyja ˆb whyldg ta lbb ˚lm dyqph yk 3 arg sub 2
≈rah tldmw πfw µyvnw µyvna wta dyqph ykw 2 arg sub 2+
hlbb wlgh al rvam 2 arg chyp -

v. 8 htpxmh hyldg la wabyw 2 arg - 8+
ynbw tmjnt ˆb hyrcw jrq ynb ˆtnwyw ˆnjwyw whyntn ˆb la[mvyw

µhyvnaw hmh ytk[mh ˆb whynzyw ytpfnh ypy[

v. 9 (rmal) µhyvnalw ˆpv ˆb µqyja ˆb whyldg µhl [bvyw 2 arg - 3
rmal - sub -

char (dwb[m) dwb[m waryt la 1 arg - -
µydckh dwb[m 1 arg sub -
≈rab wbv 1 arg - -
lbb ˚lm ta wdb[w 1 arg - 1
µkl bfyyw 1 pron - -

v. 10 (dm[l) hpxmb bvy ynnh ynaw 3 arg - -
µydckh ynpl dm[l 1 arg attr 1
wnyla waby rva 2 pron chyp -
ˆmvw ≈yqw ˆyy wpsa µtaw 2 arg - 1+
µkylkb wmcw 1 arg - -
µkyr[b wbvw 1 arg - -
µtcpt rva 1 arg attr -

v. 11 µwdabw ˆwm[ ynbbw bawmb rva µydwhyh lk µgw 2 arg - 5
(yk) w[mv twxrah lkb rvaw

hdwhyl tyrav lbb ˚lm ˆtn yk 2 arg sub 1
ˆpv ˆb µqyja ˆb whyldg ta µhyl[ dyqph ykw 2 arg sub 2

v. 1271 (. . .)
htpxmh whyldg la hdwhy ≈ra wabyw 3 arg - 1
dam hbrh ≈yqw ˆyy wpsayw 2 arg - 2

v. 13 hdcb rva µylyjh yrc lkw jrq ˆb ˆnjwyw 3 arg - 3+
htpxmh whyldg la wab

v. 14 wyla wrmayw 1 pron - -
char (yk) [dt [dyh 1 arg - -

la[mvy ta jlv ˆwm[ ynb ˚lm syl[b yk 3 arg sub 3+
(˚tkhl) hyntn ˆb

vpn ˚tkhl 1 arg chyp -
narr µqyja ˆb whyldg µhl ˆymah alw 2 arg - 1
v. 15 (rmal) hpxmb rtsb whyldg la rma jrq ˆb ˆnjwyw 5 arg - 1

rmal - sub -
char an hkla - - -

hyntn ˆb la[mvy ta hkaw 1 arg - 1
[dy al vyaw 1 arg - -
vpn hkky hml 2 arg - -
(µyxbqnh) hdwhy lk wxpnw 1 arg - -
˚yla µyxbqnh 1 pron attr -

71. In v. 12 the LXX does not reflect the entire first clause (µv-wbvyw).
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Argument Sub Expand
hdwhy tyrav hdbaw 1 arg - 1

v. 16 jrq ˆb ˆnjwy la µqyja ˆb whyldg rmayw 2 arg - 3
char hzh rbdh ta hc[t la 1 arg - 1

la[mvy la rbd hta rqv yk 2 arg - -

Jer. 40:7–16 Char % Narr % Unit %

clauses 24 57.14 18 42.86 42
0–1 arg 13 54.17 1 5.56 14 33.33
2–5 arg 4 16.67 10 55.56 14 33.33
hypot 7 29.16 7 38.89 14 33.33
expand 10 41.67 38 211.11 48 114.29

In this pericope the distinction between character speech and narrator’s discourse is
indicated by (a) the high number of  independent clauses with 0–1 arguments (54%
as against 5.56% in the narrator’s domain); (b) the low number of  clauses containing
2–5 arguments (16.67%; in the narrator’s domain: 55.56%); (c) the percentage of  sub-
ordinated clauses (29.16% as against 38.89% in the narrator’s domain); (d) the low
percentage of  expanded noun chains (41.67% as against 211% in the narrator’s do-
main). In the account of  Jehoiakim’s persecution of  Jeremiah and Baruch the situa-
tion is similar, even though the differences between the domains are less clear cut.72

Jer. 36:13–15 Char % Narr % Unit %

clauses 5 35.72 8 64.29 13
0–1 arg 3 60.00 2 22.22 5 38.46
2–5 arg 1 20.00 3 33.33 4 30.77
hypot 1 20.00 3 33.33 4 30.77
expand 1 20.00 7 87.50 8 61.54

The tale of  the Queen of  Sheba contains a long appreciation of  Solomon’s court
and wisdom, which could almost be regarded as a formal speech in itself. However,
since it forms a reaction to the narrative events, it still belongs to character dis-
course. The language proves less formal than the style of  the narrator’s domain.

1 Kgs. 10:2–10, 13 (quoted: vv. 6–10, 13)
Unit 1 Kings 10 Argument Sub Expand

v. 6 ˚lmh la rmatw 1 arg - -
char ˚bdh hyh tma 1 arg - -

˚tmkj l[w ˚yrbd l[ yxrab yt[mv rva 3 arg attr 1
v. 7 (rva d[) µyrbdl ytnmah alw 2 arg - -

ytab rva d[ - sub -
yny[ hnyartw 1 arg sub -
yxjh yl dgh al hnhw 2 arg - -
h[wmvh la bwfw hmkj tpswh 2 arg - 1
yt[mv rva 1 pron attr -

v. 8 ˚yvna yrva 1 arg - -

72. For the analysis of  this pericope see F. H. Polak, “The Style of  the Dialogue in Biblical Narrative,”
Te’udah 17–18 (2001), 47–102, esp. 59–60 (in Heb. with Eng. summary); “The Oral and the Written,”
94–95.
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Argument Sub Expand
hla ˚ydb[ yrva 1 arg - 1
dymt ˚ynpl µydm[h 2 arg attr -
˚tmkj ta µy[mvh 1 arg attr -

v. 9 ˚wrb ˚yhla ’h yhy 1 arg - 1
(˚ttl) ˚b ≈pj rva 3 arg attr -
(tbhab) larcy ask l[ ˚ttl 3 arg chyp 1
µl[l larcy ta ‘h tbhab 3 arg chyp -
(twc[l) ˚lml ˚mycyw 2 arg - -
hqdxw fpvm twc[l 1 arg sub 1

v. 10 µymcbw bhz rkk µyrc[w ham ˚lml ˆttw 2 arg - 4+
hrqy ˆbaw dam hbrh

brl dw[ awhh µcbk ab al 3 arg - 1
hmlv ˚lml abv tklm hntn rva 3 arg - 2

(. . .)
v. 13 (dblm) (rva) hxpj lk ta abv tklml ˆtn hmlv ˚lmhw 4 arg - 3

hlav rva 1 pron attr -
hmlv ˚lmh dyk hl ˆtn rva dblm 3 arg sub 1+
ˆptw - - -
hydb[w ayh hxral ˚ltw 2 arg - 1

1 Kgs. 10:2– Char % Narr % Unit %
10,13

clauses 18 45.00 22 55.00 40
0–1 arg 4 22.22 4 18.18 8 20.00
2–5 arg 4 22.22 10 45.45 14 35.00
hypot 10 55.56 8 36.36 18 45.00
expand 6 33.33 28 127.27 34 85.00

In this pericope, the Queen of  Sheba delivers a sophisticated encomium of  Solo-
mon’s wisdom in a highly formal style. The most obvious indication of  this formal-
ity is the double praise of  Solomon’s courtiers, in two parallel clauses, ˚yvna yrva,
hla ˚ydb[ yrva (v. 8). In general one notes the high incidence of  subordinate
clauses (10 out of  18 clauses, 55%). As a matter of  fact, in this cultivated discourse
the percentage of  subordinate clauses is far higher than in the narrator’s domain (8
clauses out of  22, 36%). Nevertheless, in other respects the style of  this encomium
is less formal than the language of  the action sequence, in which the percentage of
clauses with two arguments or more is higher than in character speech. Of  particular
interest are the long noun chains used to describe the caravan of  the queen and the
gifts which she presented to Solomon. That is to say, even in cultivated, “elevated”
quoted discourse the narrator may prefer a style that is less formal than the style of
the pericopes in the narrator’s domain.

Thus, narrative prose in the complex-nominal style (Persian era and the Late
Pre-exilic/Exilic period) tends to maintain a distinction between the complex, in-
tricate style of  the narrator’s discourse and the less formal language of  character
speech.73 Since the complex-nominal style reflects the habits of  the scribal desk, the
authors using it seem to be aware of  the special status of  spoken discourse vis-à-vis
written language.

73. Of  course, this is no more than a tendency. In Jeremiah 38 the style of  discourse is more intricate
and cultivated than that of  the narrative sequence.



Polak: The Style of the Dialogue in Biblical Prose Narrative 73

4. Character Speech in the Rhythmic-Verbal Style

In the narrative cycles in the rhythmic-verbal style, subordinate clauses and
expanded noun chains are rare, while most clauses contain less than two arguments.
In this respect, the rhythmic style is closely related to the style of  character dis-
course, in so far as it imitates the spoken language. What, then, is the place of
quoted speech within a tale in the rhythmic-verbal style? Rabin has already pointed
out that quoted discourse contains more than one register, and more than one stylis-
tic level.74 In certain situations the narrator allows the characters to speak in the cul-
tivated, intricate style, while in other episodes plain diction is preferred, as is found
in the conversational mood. The following paragraphs will bear out the distinction
between these levels. The functions of  the intricate style in tales that are dominated
by the rhythmic-verbal style will be analyzed in the ensuing sections.

a. Stylistic similarity between quoted speech and the narrator’s domain

In the first part of  the tale of  Abraham at the terebinths of  Mamre (Gen. 18:1–
8), the style of  quoted speech is highly informal, and thus, as we have already
shown, closely resembles the rhythmic style of  the narrative sequence, as indicated
by the following table:

Gen. 18:2–8 Char % Narr % Unit %

clauses 16 42.11 22 57.89 38
0–1 arg 12 75.00 13 59.09 25 65.79
2–5 arg 2 12.50 6 27.27 8 21.05
hypot 2 12.50 3 13.64 5 13.16
expand 4 25.00 8 36.36 12 31.57

In character discourse the only long sentence (˚yny[b ˆj jtaxm an µa, v. 3) consists
of  a fixed formula of  respectful language, and thus represents the polite address of
worthy guests. On the other hand, Abraham’s discourse to Sarah is couched in char-
acteristically casual language, including two clauses without argument and two with
one argument (t/g[ yc[w ,yvwl ,tls jmq µyas vlv ,yrhm; v. 6: “Quick, three seahs
of  choice flour! Knead and make cakes!”).75 It is hardly possible to explain this style
as a matter of  excitement only, since Abraham’s visitors also address him in casual
language (v. 5: trbd rvak hc[t ˆk, “Do so, as you have said”).

A similar constellation is found in the tale of  Hagar’s flight (Gen. 16:1–12).76

74. Rabin, “Linguistic Aspects” (n. 8 above), esp. 218, 224. But Rabin does not pursue the subject
any further. Mali only mentions the problem of  the foreigner’s language: Language of Conversation, xxiv;
199–200, 231–32, 237, 261.

75. In view of  the thesis that in the rhythmic-verbal style the language of  the action sequence tends
to be less complicated than that of  the dialogue, it is to be noted that even in the present tale the percent-
age of  clauses with no explicit argument is slightly lower in dialogue than it is in the action sequence.
The difference, however, is not significant.

76. For the present analysis Gen. 16:13 has not been taken into account because of  the well-known
textual difficulties. As indicated above, the style of  vv. 14–15 is quite different from that of  the preceding
episodes.



JANES 28 (2001)74

Gen. 16:1–2, 4–12 (quoted vv. 2, 4–8)
Unit Genesis 16 Argument Sub Expand

v. 2 µrba la yrc rmatw 2 arg - -
char (tdlm) ‘h ynrx[ an hnh 2 arg - -

tdlm - 1 -
ytjpv la an ab 1 arg - -
hnmm hnba ylwa 2 pron - -

narr yrc lwql µrba [mvyw 2 arg - 1
v. 4 rgh la abyw 1 arg - -

rhtw - - -
(yk) artw 1 arg - -
htrhw yk - 1 -
hyny[b htrbg lqtw 2 arg - -

v. 5 µrba la yrc rmatw 2 arg - -
char ˚yl[ ysmj 1 arg - -

˚qyjb ytjpv yttn ykna 3 arg - -
(yk) artw 1 arg - -
htrhw yk - 1 -
hyny[b lqaw 1 arg - -
˚ynybw ynyb ‘h fpvy 2 pron - -

v. 6 yrc la µrba rmayw 2 arg - -
˚dyb ˚tjpv hnh 1 arg - -
˚yny[b bwfh hl yc[ 2 arg - 1

narr yrc hn[tw 1 arg - -
hynpm jrbtw 1 arg - -

v. 7 rbdmb µymh ˆy[ l[ ‘h ˚alm haxmyw 3 arg - 4+
rwv ˚rdb ˆy[h l[

v. 8 rmayw - - -
char tab hzm ya yrc tjpv rgh 2 arg - 1+

yklt hnaw 1 pron - -
narr rmatw - - -
char tjrb ykna ytrbg yrc ynpm 2 arg - 1

16:1–12 Char. % Narr. % Unit %

clauses 27 57.45 20 42.55 47
0–1 arg 18 66.67 9 45.00 27 57.45
2–5 arg 7 25.93 10 50.00 17 36.17
hypot 2 7.41 1 5.00 3 6.38
expand 7 25.93 11 55.00 18 38.30

In this tale one notes a number of  clauses in plain language, such as Sarai’s proposal
hnmm hnba ylwa / ytjpv la an ab (v. 2: “Consort with my maid; perhaps I shall have
a son through her”), the angel’s counsel hydy tjt yn[thw / ˚trbg la ybwv (v. 9: “Go
back to your mistress, and let yourself  be maltreated by her hands”). The casual
style stands out all the more, as the tale also contains some instances of  quoted dis-
course in the intricate style, such as Sarai’s argument ˚qyjb ytjpv yttn ykna (v. 5:
“It is me who put my maid in your bosom”).

b. Varieties of character discourse

By contrast, in many tales the language of  character discourse is more complex
than the style of  the action sequence. This situation prevails even in stories that

Double
Tab
Format
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seem to epitomize the art of  oral narrative, such as the Samson tale.77 (In the fol-
lowing excerpts “cond” indicates conditional clauses,78 “vg” a verbal group that is
not to be separated into finite verb and infinitive.)

Judg. 14:11–20 (vv. 12–16)
Unit Judges 14 Argument Sub Expand

v. 12 µwvmv µhl rmayw 2 arg - -
char hdyj µkl an hdwja 2 arg - -

htvmh ymy t[bv yl htwa wdygt dgh µa 3 arg cond 1
µtaxmw - cond -
µydgb tplj µyvlvw µynyds µyvlv µkl yttnw 2 arg - 2+

v. 13 yl dyghl wlkwt al µaw 1 arg cond/vg -
µydgb twplj µyvolvw µynyds µyvlv yl µta µttnw 3 arg - 2+

narr wl wrmayw 1 pron - -
char ˚tdyj hdwj 1 arg - -

hn[mvnw - - -
v. 14 µhl rmayw 1 pron - -
char (lkam axy) lkahm - sub -

lkam axy (lkahm) 2 arg - -
qwtm axy z[mw 2 arg - -

narr µymy tvlv hdyjh dyghl wlky alw 2 arg vg 1
v. 15 y[ybvh µwyb yhyw 1 arg - 1

ˆwvmv tval wrmayw 1 arg - 1
char (ˆp) ˚vya ta ytp 2 arg - -

hdyjh ta wnl dgyw 2 arg - -
vab ˚yba tyb taw ˚twa πrcn ˆp 2 arg sub 1+
wnvrylh - sub -
alh wnl µtarq (wnvrylh) 3 arg - -

v. 16 wyl[ ˆwvmv tva ˚btw 2 arg - 1
rmatw - - -

char yntanc qr - - -
yntbha alw - - -
ym[ ynbl tdj hdyjh 2 arg - 1
htdgh al ylw 1 pron - -

narr hl rmayw 1 pron - -
ytdgh al ymalw ybal hnh 1 arg - 1
dyga ˚lw 1 pron - -

Judg. 14:11–20 Char % Narr % Unit %

clauses 26 45.61 31 54.39 57
0–1 arg 7 26.92 18 58.06 25 43.86
2–5 arg 12 46.15 9 29.03 21 36.84
hypot 7 26.92 4 12.90 11 19.30
expand 9+ 36.54 14 45.16 25+ 44.74

77. See, e.g., S. Niditch, “Samson as Culture Hero, Trickster and Bandit: The Empowerment of  the
Weak,” CBQ 52 (1990), 608–24; H. Gressmann, Die Anfänge Israels (Göttingen, 1914), 24.

78. As noted above (n. 65), in conditionals that are introduced by a particle (e.g., µa or yk) the apo-
dosis is analyzed as a subordinate clause that counts as an argument in the apodosis. The only exception
to this rule is the case in which the apodosis is separated from the protasis by waw, and thus in parataxis.
In such a case the protasis is still viewed as hypotactic, but it does not count as an argument in the apo-
dosis. If  the condition is expressed by two asyndetic clauses in parataxis, these clauses are considered in-
dependent, since the logical connection is not expressed by morphological means.
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This tale, popular though it be, contains a variety of  levels of  discourse. The casual
style characteristic of  informal situations presents itself  in such utterances as Sam-
son’s quarrel with his wife (Judg. 14:16), or his demand to give him the Timnite
woman (yl jq htwa, with two pronominal arguments; 14:3). However, in other con-
texts one notes a slightly more formal style. The reaction of  Samson’s parents to his
demand to marry the woman from Timnah is couched in complex, formal language
(Judg. 14:3):

µylr[h µytvlpm hva tjql / ˚lwh hta yk / hva ym[ lkbw ˚yja twnbb ˆyah

“Is there not a woman among the daughters of  your own kinsmen and among all my people,
that you must go and take a wife from the uncircumcised Philistines?”

The cultivated style of  this question, which includes a number of  long noun chains
and two subordinate clauses, seems to reflect quite a different attitude from Sam-
son’s plain demand. Since Samson’s parents endeavor to persuade Samson not to
take a wife from foreign Timnah, it seems that the intricate style of  this utterance re-
flects the dignity of  parental authority.79

The voice of  parental persuasion also makes itself  heard in Naomi’s desperate
counsel to her daughters-in-law:80

Ruth 1:881 / hma tybl hva hnbv / hnkl

/ ydm[w µytmh µ[ µtyc[ rvak / dsj µkm[ òh c[y

v. 9a hvya tyb hva hjwnm ˆaxmw / µkl òh ˆty

“Turn back, each of  you, to her mother’s house. May the Lord deal kindly with you, as you
have dealt with the dead and with me! May the Lord grant that each of  you find security in
the house of  her husband!”

The elaborate style of  Naomi’s plea contrasts sharply with the plain language which
Orpah and Ruth use for rejection:

v. 10 ˚m[l bwvn ˚ta yk

“But we will return with you to your people”

A second source of  stylistic variation is the use of  cultivated, rhetorical lan-
guage, e.g., in Samson’s challenge to and accusation of  his Philistine guests. These
speeches are characterized by parallelism and intricate conditionals:

Judg. 14:18 ytdyj µtaxm al / ytlg[b µtvrj alwl

“If  you had not plowed with my heifer, you would not have found out my riddle”

79. The use of  prestige language to boost parental authority is most evident in bilingual communities.
R. Fasold mentions that in a farmers village with one language as household language (Hungarian or Mex-
ican Spanish) and a second language as prestige language (German or English), parental orders may be
given in the prestige language when a child does not obey: The Sociolinguistics of Society (Oxford, 1987),
203–6.

80. So also Ruth 1:11–13, 15; 2:22; 3:1–4, 18. The other voice of  authority is Boaz: 2:8–9, 11–12;
3:10–13. The simple style of  casual speech is reflected in 3:5; 4:4b, 6.

81. According to Rendsburg (Diglossia [n. 1 above], 41–43) the final mem in the suffix µk- and the
verbal affix µt- reflects the neutralization of  the gender distinction (epicene suffix) which he views as
characteristic of  colloquial language.



Polak: The Style of the Dialogue in Biblical Prose Narrative 77

v. 12 µtaxmw / htvmh ymy t[bv yl htwa wdygt dgh µa

µydgb tplj µyvlvw µynyds µyvlv µkl yttnw

“If  you can tell it to me within the seven days of  the feast, and solve it, then I will give you
thirty linen garments and thirty changes of  raiment”

This tale, then, simple and popular as it may seem, contains various levels of  quoted
speech, from casual to rhetorical and cultivated. The latter style, elevated as it is, is
far more intricate than casual language, and thus in some respects is similar to the
formal style.

Elements of  the cultivated style are also found in some of  the stories on Eli-
sha,82 e.g., the tale of  Gehazi’s curse.

2 Kgs 5:20–27 (vv. 23–27)
Unit 2 Kings 5 Argument Sub Expand

v. 23 ˆm[n rmayw 1 arg - -
char lawh - - -

µyrkk jq 1 arg - -
narr wb ≈rpyw 1 prn - -

µydgb twplj ytvw µyfrj ynvb πsk µyrkk rxyw 2 arg - 3
wyr[n ynv la ˆtyw 1 arg - 1
wynpl wacyw 1 arg - -

v. 24 lp[h la abyw 1 arg - -
µdym jqyw 1 arg - -
tybb dqpyw 1 arg - -
µyvnah ta jlvyw 1 arg - -
wklyw - - -

v. 25 ab awhw 1 prn - -
wynda la dm[yw 1 arg - -
[vyla wyla rmayw 2 arg - -

char yzjg ˆyam 1 arg - -
narr rmayw - - -
char hnaw hna ˚db[ ˚lh al 2 arg - 1
v. 26 wyla rmayw 1 prn - -
char (rvak) ˚lh ybl al 2 arg - -

˚tarql wtbkrm l[m vya ˚ph rvak 3 arg sub -
πskh ta tjql t[h 2 arg - -
rqbw ˆaxw µymrkw µytyzw µydgb tjqlw 1 arg - 4
twjpvw µydb[w

v. 27 µlw[l ˚rzbw ˚b qbdt ˆm[n t[rxw 3 arg - 2
narr ([rxm) wynplm axyw 2 arg - -

glvk [rxm 1 arg sub -

vv. 20–27 Char % Narr % Unit %

clauses 22 46.81 24 53.19 46
0–1 arg 10 45.45 16 68.00 27 57.45
2–5 arg 8 36.36 6 24.00 14 29.78
embedd 4 18.18 2 8.00 6 12.77
expand 11 50.00 7 28.00 18 38.30

82. H. Gressmann, Die älteste Geschichtsschreibung und Prophetie Israels, 2nd ed. (Göttingen, 1921),
269–70; A. Rofé, The Prophetical Stories (Jerusalem, 1988), 13–18.
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The casual style characteristic of  informal situations presents itself  in such utter-
ances as Elisha’s question, yzjg ˆyam (v. 25), that seems a typical example of  the
prophet’s way of  speaking to common people (so also, e.g., jmq wjqw, wlkayw µ[l qx,
2 Kgs. 4:41). However, in other contexts one notes a slightly more cultivated style.
The casual language of  Elisha’s question, yzjg ˆyam, “Where is Gehazi (coming)
from?” contrasts sharply with the polite style of  his servant’s denial, ˚db[ ˚lh al

hnaw hna, “Your servant has gone neither there nor there,” including two arguments
and one repetitive expression (hnaw hna). The self-reference to “your servant”
strengthens the formal character of  the answer. Finally, the style of  Elisha’s indict-
ment of  Gehazi is couched in highly intricate language, with a number of  subordi-
nate clauses, a long noun chain, and a clause that includes three arguments:

v. 26 / ˚tarql wtbkrm l[m vya ˚ph rvak / ˚lh ybl al

/ twjpvw µydb[w rqbw ˆaxw µymrkw µytyzw µydgb tjqlw / πskh ta tjql t[h

“Did not my spirit go along, when a man got down from his chariot to meet you? Is it a time
to receive money, and to obtain garments, and olive orchards and vineyards, and sheep and
oxen, and men-servants and maid-servants?”

v. 27 µlw[l ˚[rzbw ˚b qbdt ˆm[n t[rxw

“But the leprosy of  Naaman shall cling to you and to your descendants forever.”

Elisha’s answer demonstrates his mastery. He refutes Gehazi’s evasive answers, es-
tablishes his guilt, and pronounces the punishment. Thus the rhetorical level of  his
indictment is a sign of  his authority.83

The cultivated style is also found in other sections of  the Elisha tales, e.g., his
declaration to Joash (2 Kgs. 13:17, 19):

2 Kings 13
Unit 2 Kings 13 Argument Sub Expand

v. 17 rmayw - - -
char hmdq ˆwljh jtp 2 arg - -
narr jtpyw - - -

[vyla rmayw 1 arg - -
char hry 2 arg - -
narr rwyw - - -

rmayw - - -
char òhl h[wvt ≈j 1 arg - 1

µrab h[wvt ≈jw 1 arg - 1
(hlk d[) qpab µra ta tykhw 3 arg - -
hlk d[ - sub -

(. . .)
v. 19 µyhlah vya wyl[ πxqyw 2 arg - 1

rmayw - - -
v. 1984

µym[p vv wa vmj twkhl 1 arg - 2

83. E. L. Greenstein discusses rhetorical language as a sign of  authority: “Jethro’s Wit: An Interpreta-
tion of  Wordplay in Exodus 18,” in S. L. Cook and S. C. Winter, eds., On the Way to Nineveh: Studies in
Honor of George M. Landes (Atlanta, 1999), 155–71; and see n. 92 below.

84. In v. 19 the LXX reads eij ejpavtaxaÍ for twkhl, and thus seems to reflect tyKIhI Wl. The use of  za in
the apodosis following Wl is found in Joab’s speech in 2 Sam. 19:7. If  one accepts the reading twkhl of
MT, it may be regarded as a feature of  casual language.

One Line Long
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Argument Sub Expand
(hlk d[) µra ta tykh za 3 arg - -
hlk d[ - sub -
µra ta hkt µym[p vlv ht[w 3 arg - 1

In these prophetic proclamations the opening clauses manifest the casual style of  in-
formal discourse, but the concluding clauses are couched in a far more formal style.
Since these statements embody the main content of  the prophetic declaration, the
formal style might be related to the religious register of  discourse. This surmise is
confirmed by other pronouncements by the prophet, e.g.,

2 Kgs. 2:21 tlkvmw twm dw[ µvm hyhy al / hlah µyml ytapr / òh rma hk

3:16 µybg µybg hzh ljnh hc[ / òh rma hk

The formality of  religious discourse is also evidenced by Samson’s prayer at En
Hakkore (Judg. 15:18):

char tazh hldgh h[wvth ta ˚db[ dyb ttn hta 3 arg - 2 expand
amxb twma ht[w 2 arg - -
µylr[h dyb ytlpnw 1 arg - 1 expand

Thus we see that even in narratives of  a pronounced rhythmic-verbal character
prayer and prophetic discourse can be far more intricate than other pieces of  dis-
course. On some levels of  discourse, then, such as religious discourse and author-
itative talk, these narrators know to use formal and cultivated language. That is to
say, in narratives dominated by the rhythmic-verbal style the diction of  discourse is
characterized by its immense variety. In this respect, then, Bakhtin’s characteriza-
tion of  prose in general holds true for biblical narrative:

The novelist working in prose (and almost any prose writer) . . . welcomes the heteroglossia
and language diversity of  the literary and extraliterary language into his own work not only
not weakening them but even intensifying them (for he interacts with their particular self-
consciousness).85

c. Character discourse and rhetorical figures

In many cases formal, cultivated discourse also manifests obvious rhetorical
features, such as, e.g., parallelism.86 A characteristic example is found in Abram’s
address to Sarai (Gen. 12:11b–13):

85. Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” 298 (n. 2 above); see also his discussion of  the discourse of  the
speaking person 315–20, 331–66.

86. The use of  parallelism in quoted discourse is discussed by F. I. Andersen, “What Biblical Scholars
Might Learn from Emily Dickinson,” in J. Davies, G. Harvey, W. G. E. Watson, eds., Words Remembered,
Texts Renewed: Essays in Honor of J. F. A. Sawyer (Sheffield, 1995), 52–74; E. Z. Melamed, “The Con-
versation of  the Patriarchs in Genesis,” in S. Asaf  et al., eds., J. N. Epstein Jubilee Volume (Jerusalem,
1950), 8–28, reprinted in E. Z. Melamed, Biblical Studies in Texts, Translations and Commentators (Jeru-
salem, 1984), 11–32 [Hebrew]. In view of  the significant differences between parallelistic forms in poetry
and in prose it seems preferable to speak of  “balanced coupling” in character speech: Polak, “Prose and
Poetry in Job,” (n. 34 above), 66–71. U. Simon speaks of  “quasi-poetic phrasing” in 1 Sam. 1:11–12:
Reading Prophetic Narratives (Bloomington, 1997), 15–16 (see also 17–18, 205). On Greenstein’s view
see n. 88 below.
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/ µyrxmh ˚ta wary yk hyhw / ta harm tpy hva yk / yt[dy an hnh

/ wyjy ˚taw / yta wgrhw / taz wtva / wrmaw

˚llgb yvpn htyjw / ˚rwb[b yl bfyy ˆ[ml / ta ytja / an yrma

“I know what a beautiful woman you are. When the Egyptians see you, they will say, ‘She is
his wife,’ and kill me and let you live. Please say, you are my sister, that it may go well with
me because of  you, and that I may remain alive thanks to you.”

For the most part Abram’s address seems casual.87 Out of  eleven clauses of
quoted discourse, seven contain either one argument or none. However, a more for-
mal level of  language is indicated by the relatively high percentage of  clauses in
hypotaxis (three out of  eleven, 27.27%). This aspect of  Abram’s discourse is en-
hanced by its rhetorical power. The dangers threatening the patriarch are described
in two antithetic, chiastic clauses, wyjy ˚taw / yta wgrhw. One also notes the balancing
of  the two final clauses ˚llgb yvpn htyjw / ˚rwb[b yl bfyy ˆ[ml that close both with
a reference to Sarai (˚rwb[b, ˚llgb). Stylistic structure raises these clauses above
the level of  casual language.88 By the same token Pharaoh’s rebuke of  Abram re-
veals a fusion of  parallelism and anaphora (vv. 18b–19):

/ awh ˚tva yk / yl tdgh al hml / yl tyc[ taz hm

˚lw / jq / ˚tva hnh ht[w / hval yl hta jqaw / awh ytja / trma hml

“What have you done to me! Why did you not tell me that she was your wife? Why did you
say, ‘She is my sister,’ so that I took her as my wife? Now, here is your wife; take her and
be gone!”

Pharaoh’s accusation consists of  nine clauselets with an extremely simple syntactic
structure. The single clause that contains more than two pronominal arguments domi-
nates a clause in hypotaxis (awh ˚tva yk yl tdgh al hml). On the other hand, this
discourse stands out by its rhetorical power, as the general opening question (taz hm

yl tyc[) is followed by two accusations (awh ˚tva yk yl tdgh al hml, and hml

awh ytja trma), that are characterized by the anaphoric repetition of  hml and the
semantic-syntactic congruity of  the two clauselets awh ˚tva yk and awh ytja. No
less impressive are the rhetorical means used in the episode of  the separation from
Lot (Genesis 13):

87. On “that-deletion” in v. 13 as a feature of  spoken language, see n. 50 above.
88. According to E. L. Greenstein parallelism is a common stylistic convention of  quoted speech in

biblical literature (including the books of  Psalms, Proverbs, Lamentations, and Deuteronomy as well as
the poetic discourses in Job) with roots in Northwest Semitic epic literature: “Direct Discourse and Par-
allelism,” in S. Vargon et al., eds., Studies in Bible and Exegesis 5, Presented to Uriel Simon (Ramat Gan,
2000), 33–40 (in Heb. with Eng. summary). In his view biblical prose narrative preserved this convention
in quoted speech because of  its dramatic qualities. Although this is not the place to discuss the problem
of  the origin of  parallelism, two points are worthy of  notice. D. Tannen highlights the frequent use of  par-
allelism in contemporary Greek and English spoken discourse: “Relative Focus on Involvement in Oral
and Written Discourse,” in Olson et al., eds., Literacy (n. 28 above), 124–47. But since she describes par-
allelism as one of  the features of  “the style of  involvement,” it seems that the frequent use of  parallelism
for quoted speech constitutes a further extension of  the natural rhetoric of  spoken discourse, rather than
a dramatic convention or an inheritance of  ancient epic. On the other hand, J. Huizinga interprets the
“game” of  poetry as the ceremonial of  earnest play: Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Cul-
ture, trans. R. F. C. Hull (London, 1949), 119–27, 129–35. Huizinga (127–29) shows that ancient Frisian
law even contains a poetic description of  the hardships of  winter.
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v. 8 wnjna µyja µyvna yk / ˚y[r ˆybw y[r ˆybw ˚ynybw ynyb hbyrm yht an la

v. 9 hlyamcaw ˆymyh µaw / hnmyaw lamch µa / yl[m an drph / ˚ynpl ≈rah lk alh

“Let there be no strife between you and me, between my herdsmen and yours / for we are
kinsmen. Is not the whole land before you? / Break up from me. / If  you go north, I will go
south / and if  you go south, I will go north.”

This proposal opens with two balanced stretches, ˚y[r ˆybw y[r ˆybw ˚ynybw ynyb, and
closes with two parallel clauses in chiastic order, ˆymyh µaw / hnmyaw lamch µa

hlyamcaw (v. 9).
The impressive rhetorical means that stand at the narrator’s disposal, form an-

other aspect of  the cultivated style, as they enrich the formal syntactic aspects.
These qualities justify the use of  the term “elevated style.”

Clearly, then, quoted discourse in narrative is far from uniform. On the con-
trary, in classical biblical narrative character speech stands out by the large variety
of  registers. In the following section an attempt will be made to sketch some of
these registers.

5. The Cultivated Style in Character Discourse

In public life the distinction between the casual and the cultivated, elevated
style is of  the utmost importance.89 In Jotham’s parable, the trees of  the wood use
the casual style to address the candidates for kingship:

Judg. 9:8 wnyl[ hklm / tyzl wrmayw / ˚lm µhyl[ jvml / µyx[h wklh ˚wlh

Once the trees went to anoint a king over themselves. They said to the olive tree, “Reign over
us.”

v. 10 wnyl[ yklm / ta ykl / hnatl µyx[h wrmayw

Then the trees said to the fig tree, “You come, reign over us.”

But the reply of  the magnates of  the wood uses an elevated, formal style, e.g.,

v. 9 / µyvnaw µyhla wdbky yb rva / ynvd ta ytldjh / tyzh µhl rmayw

µyx[h l[ [wnl ytklhw

But the olive tree said: “Have I stopped yielding my rich oil, by which gods and men are
honored, and should I go and wave above the trees?”

v. 13 / µyvnaw µyhla jmcmh / yvwryt ta ytldjh / ˆpgh µhl rmayw

µyx[h l[ [wnl ytklhw

But the vine said, “Have I stopped yielding my new wine, which gladdens gods and men, and
should I go and wave above the trees?”

The style of  these rebuttals is highly cultivated, as evidenced by the fixed pair
µyvnaw / µyhla.90 Each clause includes an embedding: µyvnaw µyhla wdbky yb rva

89. In Haugen’s terms (n. 37 above), public life is dominated by the language of  status rather than by
the language of  intimacy.

90. See Y. Avishur, Stylistic Studies of Word Pairs in Biblical and Ancient Semitic Literatures, AOAT
210 (Kevelaer and Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1984), 124, 548–49; note Gen. 32:29; Isa. 7:13; Ps. 55:24 (in
prose also Gen. 6:4, 9; 30:20; 31:50); and with µda: Gen. 6:2, 4; 9:6; Num 23:19; 2 Kgs. 19:18 (= Isa.
37:19); Ezek. 28:2, 9; Ps. 14:2 (= 53:3); 36:8; Prov. 3:4; Qoh. 3:13; 5:18; 7:29; 8:17; 9:1. In Phoenician
note µda ynbw µnla n[l µyjw ˆj µl ˆt[y] (KAI 48:4).
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(v. 10), µyx[h l[ [wnl ytklhw (v. 10, 13), µyvnaw µyhla jmcmh (v. 13).91 In this par-
able, then, the elevated style accentuates the status of  the important personages, as
is often found in traditional societies.92

On the other hand, a person enjoying high status may address a lowly person
in the casual style,93 whereas he himself  is addressed in the elevated register of  re-
spectful language.94 Thus Esau addresses Jacob in the plain style, e.g., ˚l hla ym,
“Who are these to you?” (Gen. 33:5:); ytvgp rva hzh hnjmh lk ˚l ym, “What is this
entire camp of  yours that I have encountered?” (v. 8).95 Jacob, on the other hand,
persuades his brother by the use of  cultivated and respectful language, e.g.,96

Gen. 33:10 / ydym ytjnm tjqlw / ˚yny[b ˆj ytaxm an µa / an la

ynxrtw / µyhla ynp tark / ˚ynp ytyar ˆk l[ yk

v. 11 lk yl vy ykw / µyhla ynnj yk / ˚l tabh rva / ytkrb ta an jq

“No, I pray you; if  you would do me this favor, accept from me this gift; for to see your face
is like seeing the face of  God, and you have received me favorably. Please accept my present
which has been brought to you, for God has favored me and I have plenty.”

a. The register of authority

In biblical narrative, then, status and authority are related to various ways
of  using language. It all depends on the ranking of  the persons speaking and being
addressed:

(1) If  persons who do not enjoy formal power are to manifest authority, they of-
ten use the formal, cultivated style, as in the cases of  Manoah and his wife display-
ing parental authority, or the high-born trees refusing to serve as monarch. By the

91. The fig’s reply (v. 11) contains the noun chain hbwfh ytbwnt taw yqtm ta.
92. The connections between rhetoric and authority have been established by M. Bloch, ed., Political

Language and Oratory in Traditional Society (New York, 1975), 5–28; J. Comaroff, “Talking Politics;
Oratory and Authority in a Tswana Chiefdom,” ibid., 141–61. For biblical narrative this connection has
been indicated by Greenstein (“Jethro’s Wit,” 157–64, n. 81 above), who also refers to the speech by the
wise woman from Tekoa (2 Samuel 14). The social ranking of  oral poetry, and its function in political life
in a nomadic society is described by B. W. Andrzejewski, “Poetry in Somali Society,” in J. B. Pride and
J. Holmes, eds., Sociolinguistics: Selected Readings (Middlesex, 1972), 252–59, esp. 256, 254–55. The
oratorical capacities of  chiefs in Africa are noted by W. H. Whiteley, ed., A Selection of African Prose.
Vol. I: Traditional Oral Texts (Oxford, 1964), 166–67; E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Essays in Social Anthropol-
ogy (London, 1962), 111. The role of  oratory in West-African political palavers and legal proceedings is
commented upon by Finnegan, Oral Literature in Africa, 444–56 (for the function of  proverbs in such
context see pp. 407–13).

93. The dialectic of  respect and status in the multi-leveled Javanese language has been discussed by
C. Geertz, The Religion of Java (London, 1960), 248–60, esp. 255–59. Javanese has a complicated hier-
archy of  language levels, ranking from the plain language of  the household (ngoko inggil) to the most
elevated language which is used to address the high ranking members of  the ancient aristocracy (krama
inggil). Yong-Jin Kim and D. Biber point to the morphosyntax of  multiple levels of  respectful language in
Korean: “A Corpus-Based Analysis of  Register Variation in Korean,” in Biber and Finegan, eds., Socio-
linguistic Perspectives, 157–81, esp. 158, 176–78.

94. On diverse patterns of  respectful language (polite address of  persons with high status by persons
of  lower status) see G. Brin, “Polite Speech in the Bible,” Issues in the Bible and the Dead Sea Scrolls
(Tel Aviv, 1994), 78–96 [Hebrew].

95. So also Esau’s discourse in vv. 9, 12, 15.
96. So also Jacob’s discourse in Gen. 33:13–15, but in vv. 5, 8 he uses clauses of  less intricate structure.



Polak: The Style of the Dialogue in Biblical Prose Narrative 83

same token, Naomi uses the cultivated style when addressing her daughters-in-law,
in order to convince them to leave (Ruth 1:8–9).97

(2) The dignity of  the court requires the formal, and even elevated language.
This is the style used by the royal servants, when addressing the king, even in the
alarming news of  Absalom’s mutiny:98

2 Sam. 15:13 µwlvba yrja larcy bl hyh

“The heart of  the men of  Israel is after Absalom.”

v. 15 ˚ydb[ hnh ˚lmh ynda rjby rva lkk

“Whatever our lord the king decides, see, your servants.”

1 Kgs. 1:2 ˚lmh ynpl hdm[w / hlwtb hr[n ˚lmh yndal wvqby

“Let one seek a young virgin for my lord the king, and let her serve the king.”

In the Goliath tale, David’s answer to the question whose son he is, is well-formed
and dignified: ymjlh tyb yvy ˚db[ ˆb (“The son of  your servant Jesse the Beth-
lehemite,” 1 Sam. 17:58b).99 Thus the young shepherd boy already knows how to
speak the language of  the court, as already announced by Saul’s courtiers (16:18).

(3) Different rules obtain for the king’s speaking style. On formal occasions
the king’s speech is cultivated, and even elevated, such as, for instance, when Saul
accuses his servants of  lack in loyalty:100

1 Sam. 22:7–8: / µymrkw twdc yvy ˆb ˆty µklkl µg / ynymy ynb an w[mv

/ yl[ µklk µtrvq yk / twam yrcw µypla yrc µycy µklkl

/ ynza ta hlgw / yl[ µkm hlj ˆyaw / yvy ˆb µ[ ynb trkb / ynza ta hlg ˆyaw

hzh µwyk [LXX eijÍ ejcqrovn = ?byal] bral yl[ ydb[ ta ynb µyqh yk

“Listen, men of  Benjamin! Will the son of  Jesse give fields and vineyards to every one of  you
/ and will he appoint all of  you captains of  thousands or captains of  hundreds, that all of  you
have conspired against me / and no one informs me when my own son makes a pact with the
son of  Jesse; / no one is concerned for me and no one informs me when my own son has set
my servant in ambush against me, as at this day?”

The formal opening, “Listen, men of  Benjamin,”101 is continued by two clauses of
which the one contains three arguments (µymrkw twdc yvy ˆb ˆty µklkl µg) and two
expanded noun chains (yvy ˆb, µymrkw twdc), and the second two arguments (µklkl,
twam yrcw µypla yrc) and one expanded noun chain (twam yrcw µypla yrc), to be
followed, in v. 8, by a series of  clauses in hypotaxis (yl[ µklk µtrvq yk) and coor-
dination (ynza ta hlg ˆyaw, ynza ta hlgw / yl[ µkm hlj ˆyaw). The real content of  the

97. See above, p. 78. So also Ruth 1:11–13; 3:1–4; also when Boaz speaks: 2:8–9; 3:10–13; 4:3–4,
9–10; and when Ruth takes the initiative: 1:16–17; 2:2.

98. This style is found in a large variety of  passages, e.g., 1 Sam. 22:9, 14–15; 2 Sam. 15:15, and
Nathan’s addresses Bathsheba’s and David (vv. 11–14; in vv. 24–27 one notes the double question). One
also notes the way in which the Aramean officers address their king (2 Kgs. 6:12).

99. The subject ykna is deleted in the wake of  the preceding question, in accordance with the findings
of  Greenstein, “The Syntax of  Saying ‘Yes’ ” (n. 46 above).

100. So also in the accusation of  Ahimelech (1 Sam. 22:13).
101. This formula is discussed by S. E. Loewenstamm, “The Address ‘Listen’ in the Ugaritic Epic

and the Bible,” in G. Rendsburg et al., eds., The Bible World: Essays in Honor of Cyrus H. Gordon (New
York, 1980), 123–31. Its forensic use is noted by Y. Hoffman, “Two Opening Formulae in Biblical Style,”
Tarbiz 46 (1977), 157–80, esp. 158–69 (in Heb. with Eng. summary).
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accusation is expressed in intricate clauses that are subordinated to these clauses
(yvy ˆb µ[ ynb trkb, hzh µwyk bral yl[ ydb[ ta ynb µyqh yk, five arguments).

By the same token, David addresses the priests in cultivated, dignified language
(2 Sam. 15:27–28):

/ µkta µkynb ynv rtyba ˆb ˆtnwhyw ˚nb ≈[myjaw / µwlvb ry[h hbv / hta hawrh

yl dyghl / µkm[m rbd awb d[ / rbdmh twbr[b hmhmtm ykna / war

“Do you see? You return to the safety of  the city with your two sons, your own son Ahimaaz
and Abiathar’s son Jonathan. Look, I shall linger in the steppes of  the wilderness / until word
comes from you / to inform me.”

A number of  clauses in these instructions include two arguments or more (hbv

µwlvb ry[h, [awb d[] rbdmh twbr[b hmhmtm ykna), complex hypotaxis (rbd awb d[

yl dyghl / µkm[m), and long noun chains (rbdmh twbr[b; rtyba ˆb ˆtnwhyw ˚nb ≈[myjaw

µkynb ynv).102

On the other hand, the king often addresses his subjects in short, simple, clauses:

2 Sam. 15:14 µwlvba ynpm hfylp wnl hyht al yk / hjrbnw wmwq

brj ypl ry[h hkhw / h[rh ta wnyl[ jydhw / wngchw / rhmy ˆp / tkll wrhm

“Arise, and let us flee; for else none of  us shall escape from Absalom / make speed to depart,
lest he will haste and overtake us, and bring down evil upon us, and smite the city with the
edge of  the sword.”

In the present context the sequence of  short clauses can be related to the excitation
and the urgency of  the moment.103 A similar style, however, is found in a large num-
ber of  passages, e.g., when Saul asks David for his father’s name:

1 Sam. 17:58a: “Whose son are you, boy?” / r[nh hta ym ˆb

Saul is often represented as using extremely simple language. In a number of  cases
this stylistic choice seems to suit the intimacy of  the family circle and other close re-
lationships, e.g., when addressing Abner:

v. 55a: Whose son is that boy, Abner? / rnba r[nh hz ym ˆb

The army-leader and nephew of  the king is allowed to answer in the same vein:

v. 55b “By your life, the king, if  I do know.” / yt[dy µa ˚lmh ˚vpn yj

But this style also has other aspects. Saul is extremely curt when giving orders:104

µynhkb [gpw / hta bs (“You, move, and kill the priests,” 1 Sam. 22:18).105 Saul’s

102. The formal style is found in David’s address of  Hushai (2 Sam. 15:33–35), the priests (19:12–
14), and the supporters of  Solomon (1 Kgs. 1:29–30, 32–35), and to a lesser extent in 2 Sam. 15:19–20;
16:10–12; 19:30, 34, 39; 1 Kgs. 2:22–24, 26, 31–33, 36–37, 42–44). In the Elijah-Elisha cycles one notes
Obadiah’s plea to the prophet (1 Kgs. 18:9–10, 12–13), Ahab’s explanations to Izebel (1 Kgs. 21:6), Naa-
man’s address to Elisha (2 Kgs. 5:15, 17–18), and Gehazi’s discourse (ibid., vv. 20, 22). Also note Saul’s
accusation of  Ahimelech (1 Sam. 22:13).

103. So, e.g., the two short clauses of  the cry lwav htaw yntmyr hml (1 Sam. 28:12); see also 2 Kgs.
11:14 (rvq rvq).

104. So also his threats to Ahimelech and Jonathan (1 Sam. 22:16; 14:44).
105. M. Eskhult points to the use of  the verb bbs as introduction to the main action: “The Verb sbb,

as a Marker of  Inception in Biblical Hebrew,” Orientalia Suecana 47 (1998), 21–26.

One Line Long
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manner of  speaking is hardly less brusque when he witnesses the reaction of  the
people to the Ammonite threat: wkby yk µ[l hm (1 Sam. 11:5, “What happened to the
people that they weep?”). This scene implicitly endows Saul with lordly authority,
even though he is not represented as king before the outcome of  the battle (vv. 12–15).

In some cases one could argue that the king addresses his subjects in a con-
descending style, such as in David’s question to Ziba: ˚l hla hm (“What are you do-
ing with these,” 2 Sam. 16:2), ˚ynda ˆb hyaw (v. 3: “And where is your master’s
son?”). It is quite possible that he is treating Ahimaaz roughly as the latter does not
know to bring news concerning Absalom: hk bxyth bs (“Move, stand over there,”
18:30).106

At times the informal manner of  speaking indicates that the king does not speak
from a position of  authority, such as in the scene before the fateful battle with Ab-
salom, when David addresses his veterans in the informal style:

2 Sam. 18:2 “I will also march out with you” / µkm[ yna µg axa axy

v. 4 “What seems you best I will do” / hc[a µkyny[b bfyy rva

v. 5 “Gently, please,107 with my boy, with Absalom” / µwlvbal r[nl yl fal

The informal tone strengthens the impression that David is uttering a wish rather
than issuing full-blown commands.108

The connection between authority and speaking style is amply illustrated in the
tale of  the wise woman from Tekoa.109 As the woman approaches the king, in the
guise of  a widow in deep mourning, she establishes contact by her prostration
(2 Sam. 14:4),110 and initiates the proceedings by demanding the king’s intervention
(˚lmh h[vwh).111 As befits the subject’s request from the king, her plea is couched
in formal language (so also 2 Kgs. 6:26). In contrast, the king’s condescending re-
sponse uses the most casual style possible: ˚l hm (v. 5: “What ails you?”).112 The

106. So also 2 Sam. 14:24; 1 Kgs. 20:12; 2 Kgs. 6:27–28.
107. The particle yl functions as a dativus ethicus rather than as a dativus commodi. It hardly is strong

enough to justify the rendering “for my sake” (ASV, NJPS).
108. A similar effect is to be noted in Saul’s plea with the Ziphites (1 Sam. 23:21–23).
109. The high adroitness with which the wise woman from Tekoa succeeds in persuading the king is

described by J. P. Fokkelman, Narrative Art and Poetry in the Books of Samuel, Volume I: King David
(II Sam. 9–20 & I Kings 1–2) (Assen, 1981), 128–42; J. Hoftijzer, “David and the Tekoite Woman,” VT
20 (1970), 419–44, esp. 428–31, 442–44; Greenstein, “Jethro’s Wit,” (n. 81 above), 157–59. From the
point of  view of  conversation analysis the performance of  the Tekoite is a transaction initiated by the wise
woman, and concluded to her full satisfaction.

110. In this case the prostration serves to open the communication between the subject and her king,
as a “paralinguistic act,” that is an act which does not use language elements, but belongs to the commu-
nication framework, as shown by, e.g., W. Edmondson, Spoken Discourse: A Model for Analysis (London,
1981), 34–37.

111. The importance of  initiative, which puts restraints on the expectations for the continuation and to
a large extent establishes dominance, is discussed by M. Coulthard, An Introduction to Discourse Analy-
sis, 2nd ed. (London, 1985), 134–35; Edmondson, Spoken Discourse, 86–91; Longacre, The Grammar of
Discourse (n. 5 above), 127–29, 150.

112. This formula is used in a large number of  passages that indicate its colloquial character: Gen.
21:17 (in a friendly way); Josh. 15:18; Judg. 1:14; 18:23, 24; 1 Kgs. 1:16; 2 Kgs. 6:28; Ps. 114:5. In a
number of  cases the tone could hardly be described as friendly: Jon. 1:6; Ps. 50:16; Isa. 22:1, 16.
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wise woman uses a similar style for the opening of  her plea, which consists of  a
series of  simple clauses with hardly more than one argument (vv. 5–6):

/ µynb ynv ˚tjpvlw / yvya tmyw / yna hnmla hva / lba

wta tmyw / djah ta djah wkyw / µhynyb lyxm ˆyaw / hdcb µhynv wxnyw

“Alas, I am a widow, my husband is dead, and your servant had two sons. The two of  them
came to blows out in the field, and there was no one to stop them, and one of  them struck the
other and killed him.”

A similar style dominates her description of  the agitation around the punish-
ment of  the fratricide, even though the use of  the participles seems suitable to the
legal register (v. 7a: wyja hkm, vrwyh). A sharp change in style, however, occurs
when he states her evaluation of  the case:

14:7b hmdah ynp l[ tyravw µv yvyal µwc ytlbl / hravn rva / ytljg ta wbkw

“Thus they would quench the last ember / remaining to me / leaving my husband without
name or remnant upon the earth.”

The metaphor is accompanied by the use of  a relative clause and a complicated in-
finitive clause with three arguments (yvyal, tyravw µv, hmdah ynp l[). Thus the
cultivated style indicates the status of  the wise woman.113

But in spite of  the woman’s mastery of  language, David continues to treat her
as a plain commoner (v. 8):

“Go home / I will issue an order in your behalf”114 / ˚yl[ hwxa ynaw / ˚tybl ykl

The curtness of  this answer contrasts sharply with David’s cordial response to Abi-
gail’s request:115

1 Sam. 25:35 ˚ynp acaw / ˚lwqb yt[mv / yar / ˚tybl µwlvl yl[

“Go home safely. See, I have heeded your plea and respected your wish.”

However, the woman from Tekoa is not satisfied with this subterfuge. In order to ob-
tain an explicit decision, she assumes full responsibility for the outcome, thus clean-
ing the royal house in advance from all liability for the clemency concerning the
fratricide. However, the very mention of  liability, raises the eventuality of  divine
retribution (2 Sam. 14:9: ˆw[h ˚lmh ynda yl[; “My lord the king, may the guilt be on
me”). Thus David can only express his readiness to intervene:

2 Sam. 14:10 ˚b t[gl dw[ πysy alw / yla wtabhw / ˚yla rbdmh

“Anyone troubling you, have him brought to me, and he will not continue to harass you.”

The language level of  this declaration is higher than that of  David’s previous an-
swers, and thus seems to imply a certain recognition of  the status of  the woman. The
wise woman uses the concessions in order to press the king even more:

113. Bar-Efrat (Narrative Art, 66; n. 2 above) discusses the rhetorical skills of  the Tekoite woman,
and also indicates her polite address of  the king, but does not note how she gradually starts to dominate
the discourse, as she turns from petitioner to advisor.

114. In this case, as in many like it, even the modern English rendering fails to do justice to the Hebrew.
115. The Abigail tale endows David with royal authority and magnamity, even though he is not yet king.

One Line Long
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v. 11a / ˚yhla òh ta ˚lmh an rkzy

ynb ta wdymvy alw / tjvl / µdh lag [LXX plhqunqhÅnai = twbrhm] tybrhm

“Let the king be mindful of  the Lord your God, that the blood avenger destroy not any more,
and let my son not be killed.”

In this petition the second infinitive clause, tjvl, is dependent on the first infinitive
clause, µdh lag [?twbrhm] tybrhm. The practical explanation is only given in the in-
dependent third clause: ynb ta wdymvy alw. The king responds to this richness of  style
in a metaphor that is designed to convince the other party:

v. 11b hxra ˚nb tr[cm lpy µa ’h yj

“As the Lord lives, not a hair of  your son shall fall to the ground.”

This language level implies a full appraisal of  the status of  the wise woman. From
this moment on she is in full control. She now formally requests consideration of  her
argument:

v. 12 rbd ˚lmh ynda la ˚tjpv an rbdt

“Let your servant speak a word to my lord the king”

As this request is granted tersely: yrbd (v. 12b, “speak”), she proceeds to admonish
the king in a highly elevated style by which her authority is highlighted even more.
In the end it is the king who asks for permission to speak:

v. 18a ˚ta lav ykna rva rbd ynmm ydjkt an la

“Do not withhold from me anything I ask you!”

In response the wise woman gives the king permission to speak, politely, but
decisively:

v. 18b Let my lord the king speak.” / ˚lmh ynda an rbdy

And when the king asks her whether she was coached by Joab, she immediately con-
firms the assumption in rich and persuasive language. By highlighting Joab’s way of
concealing the real purpose of  her intervention, she indicates the authority behind
her performance. In addition she acknowledges the infinite wisdom of  the king who
in the end realized what was at stake.116 These words of  praise clinch the case:
David is now virtually obliged to accept the implications of  his decision. In the end,
then, it is the king who has to obey the woman. Calling for Joab is the logical con-
sequence of  this dialogue.

b. Discourse and the legal register

The various genres of  legal literature, such as law and obligation by contract,
reflect specialized activities that are dominated by experts. They are characterized

116. In a sense this part of  the performance of  the wise woman serves as the confirmation of  the out-
come, for which see Coulthard, Discourse Analysis (n. 111 above), 123–29; Edmondson, Spoken Dis-
course, 101–2; M. Coulthard and D. Brazil, “Exchange Structure,” in Coulthard, ed., Advances in Spoken
Discourse (n. 28 above), 50–78, esp. 72–73. The logic of  biblical episodes, in which the dialogue implies
a transaction, is discussed by F. Polak, “On Dialogue and Speaker Status in the Book of  Ruth,” Beit Mikra
46 (2001), 193–218 (in Heb. with Eng. summary).
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by a particular terminology and a traditional repertory of  language patterns,117 such
as, in casuistic law, hmal wtb ta vya rkmy ykw (“Now if  a man sells his daughter as
a servant,” Exod. 21:7), hnd[yy wnbl µaw (“but if  he designates her for his son,” v. 9),
patterns in which biblical law reflects traditional constructions of  Old Babylonian
law,118 that are, in their turn, reproduced by Deuteronomic law (e.g., Deut. 22:23,
25), and Holiness Code (Lev. 25:2, 25, 28). In public ceremonies of  a legal charac-
ter, then, the cultivated style seems obligatory. Thus Abimelech imposes an oath on
Abraham (Gen. 21:23):119

Gen. 21:23 / ydknlw ynynlw yl rqvt µa hnh / µyhlab yl h[bvh ht[w

hb htrg rva / ≈rah µ[w ydm[ hc[t / ˚m[ ytyc[ rva dsjk

“Therefore swear to me by God, here, you will not deal falsely with me or with my kith and
kin; you will deal with me and with the land, in which you have enjoyed hospitality, as loy-
ally as I have dealt with you.”

This declaration contains two relative clauses (hb htrg rva, ˚m[ ytyc[ rva), and
two clauses with two arguments (µyhlab yl h[bvh, ydm[ hc[t ˚m[ ytyc[ rva dsjk).
The single clause with one argument contains a long noun chain (ydknlw ynynlw yl),
not unlike the long list of  future parties to the Sefire treaty (Sf  I. A, 5–6):120

htjtw µra yl[ lk [yklm µ[]w [h]rvab ˆqsy yz yhwnb µ[w rxm µ[w hlk µra µ[

˚lm tyb ll[ lk µ[w

With all Aram and with Mußr and with his sons who will come after [him] and [with the
kings of ] all Upper-Aram and Lower Aram and with all who enter the royal palace.

Many episodes contain an admixture of  casual and formal language. Abimelech’s
rebuttal of  Abraham’s argument (Gen. 21:26) contains one clauselet with pronomi-
nal reference (yl tdgh al hta µgw), whereas the conclusion sounds formal:121 µgw

µwyh ytlb yt[mv al ykna (“and also I have not of  it until today”). Apart from the two
arguments, one also notes the use of  the negation particle ytlb.122

117. Crystal and Davy, English Style, 193–217. Rendsburg (Diglossia [n. 1 above], 157) finds less
colloquialisms in “legalese” than in narrative prose.

118. See, e.g., R. Haase, Einleitung in das Studium keilschriftlicher Rechtsquellen (Wiesbaden, 1965),
19–24; R. Yaron, The Laws of Eshnunna (Jerusalem, 1969), 55–68; as well as D. Daube, Studies in Bib-
lical Law (Cambridge, 1947), 74–77, 86–99.

119. In Abimelech’s oath one notes the legal overtones of  the condition yl rqvt µa (v. 23), similar
to the Sefire treaties, according to J. A. Fitzmyer, The Aramaic Treaties of Sefire (Rome, 1967), 12–15:
la[tm rq[ rqvy ˆ[hw ˚tk ˚lm haygrbl dpra ˚]lm ˚msrt[ rb la[tm rqvy ˆhw (Sf  I, A, 14–15), µtrqv

[ayd[ y]hla lkl (Sf  II, B, 9; Fitzmyer, Sefire, 80–81).
120. Fitzmyer, Sefire, 12–13. The Akkadian parallels of  this sequence mention sons and grandsons of

both parties, e.g., the treaty between Mursili II and Niqmepa, RS 17.338, ll. 7–9, 8ò–9ò, and RS 17.353,
ll. 7–9, 15ò–16ò; J. Nougayrol, Textes Accadiens des Archives Sud (Archives internationales), PRU IV
(Paris, 1956), 85–90; for a mention of  sons and grandsons of  the vassal see, e.g., the treaty between Sup-
piluliuma and Niqmaddu (RS 17.340, ll. 9ò–11ò, ibid., 51); the Esarhaddon Succession Treaty, col. ll. 4,
288–89, according to S. Parpola and K. Watanabe, Neo-Assyrian Treaties and Loyalty Oaths (Helsinki,
1988), 28, 40.

121. The same style prevails in the negotiations between Abimelech and Isaac after Isaac’s first rep-
rimand (Gen 26:28–29; on the casual style of  Isaac’s first reaction in v. 27 see p. 62 above).

122. The formal overtones of  the particle ytlb are indicated (a) by its use as the negation of  the em-
bedded infinitive construct (e.g., Gen. 3:11; 4:15; 19:21); (b) its use in authoritative proclamations in legal



Polak: The Style of the Dialogue in Biblical Prose Narrative 89

A mixture of  this kind is often found in the Jacob tales.123 When Jacob starts
negotiating the birthright with Esau, he mixes the casual language of  the household
with some formal features: yl ˚trkb ta µwyk hrkm (“First sell your birthright to me,”
25:31). This clause contains three arguments, while the personal pronoun is placed
in the end, in a highly emphatic position.124 The lexeme “birthright” situates this de-
mand firmly in the legal register. The negotiations concerning Jacob’s marriages are
mostly couched in the casual style, such as his demand, which consists of  three short
clauses with one argument each:

Gen. 29:21 hyla hawbaw / ymy walm yk / ytva ta hbh

“Give me my wife, for my time is full, that I may cohabit with her.”

Jacob asks for his wife as a household member, rather than demanding her as future
son-in-law. The casual style is also used in Jacob’s agitated complaint on the re-
placement of  Rachel by Leah:

v. 25 yntymr hmlw / ˚m[ ytdb[ ljrb alh / yl tyc[ taz hm

“What have you done to me? Did not I serve with you for Rachel? Why have you deceived me?”

Laban’s answer, however, is couched in formal language, and thus accentuates both
the legal position and patriarchal authority:

v. 26 / hrykbh ynpl hry[xh ttl / wnmwqmb ˆk hc[y al

v. 27 twrja µynv [bv dw[ ydm[ db[t rva / hdb[b taz ta µg ˚l hntnw / taz [bv alm

“It is not so done in our place, to give the younger before the older. Fulfill the week of  this
one, and we will give you the other also for the service which you shall serve with me yet
seven other years.”

The formal character of  this statement is most obvious in the long relative clause at
the end of  the decision (twrja µynv [bv dw[ ydm[ db[t rva). One also notes the
embedded infinitive clause (hrykbh ynpl hry[xh ttl), the use of  three arguments
(hdb[b taz ta µg ˚l hntnw). The legal register, then, has an important role to fulfill
in classical Hebrew narrative.

c. The Language of Religious Discourse

Since discourse of  a religious character, e.g., prayer, hymnody, and prophetic
vision, is ceremonial by its very nature, its preferred style is the elevated one.125 In

123. The legal aspects of  the negotiations between Jacob and Laban (Gen. 31:26–30, 31–32, 36–44)
have been highlighted by C. Westermann, Genesis 12–36: A Commentary, trans. J. J. Scullion (Minne-
apolis, 1985), 489–95; C. Mabee, “Jacob and Laban: The Structure of  Judicial Proceedings (Genesis xxxi
25–42),” VT 30 (1980), 192–207. These negotiations are opened by statements in the casual style (31:26–
27), but in the sequel the style is more intricate (e.g., vv. 29–30), notwithstanding sporadic elements in
the verbal style (e.g., v. 40). Rachel addresses her father in respectful language (v. 35).

124. For this exceptional construction one may compare Gen. 34:16; Deut. 12:1; Ps. 18:48; 28:4;
Prov. 23:26; Cant. 8:1.

125. Crystal and Davy, English Style, 147–72; D. Crystal, Linguistics, Language and Religion (Lon-
don, 1965), 133–37, 149–56.

or administrative contexts, e.g., Joseph’s decree (Gen. 43:3, 5), official petitions (Gen. 47:18; Num.
11:6); dream interpretation (Judg. 7:14), and also Exod. 20:20; 22:19; Num. 32:12.
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bilingual communities this tendency is extremely clear-cut, as shown by, e.g., the
use of  Latin in medieval Christianity and the Roman Catholic church, the use of
Hebrew in traditional Jewish communities where the vernacular is Yiddish, Arabic,
or Ladino, and the use of  French in the religious services of  the Creolic-speaking
Protestant communities of  Haiti.126 That the situation in the ancient Near East was
no different, is indicated by the use in Babylonia and Assyria of  the hymnal-epic di-
alect and Sumerian for prayer and royal inscriptions, when Sumerian was no longer
in use as a spoken language,127 as well as by the well-known archaisms of  hymnic
and prophetic poetry in the Hebrew Bible.128

Small wonder, then, that in biblical narrative prayer and prophetic utterances
are for the most part couched in cultivated, elevated language, though not necessar-
ily in poetic parallelism. Samuel’s prophetic indictment of  Saul opens with a num-
ber of  clauses in the casual style of  prose narrative, e.g.,

1 Sam. 15:16 hlylh yla òh rbd rva ta ˚l hdygaw πrh

“Stop! Let me tell you what the Lord said to me this night!”

The confrontation of  prophet and king ends with two indictments, of  which the sec-
ond is entirely in the poetic style:

1 Sam. 15:22 òh lwqb [mvk / µyjbzw twl[b òhl ≈pjh

µylya bljm byvqhl / bwf jbzm [mv hnh

v. 23 rxph µyprtw ˆwaw / yrm µsq tafj yk

˚lmm ˚samyw / òh rbd ta tsam ˆ[y

“Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices / as much as in obedience to the Lord’s
command? Surely, obedience is better than sacrifice / compliance than the fat of  rams. For
rebellion is like the sin of  divination / defiance, like the iniquity of  teraphim. Because you
rejected the Lord’s command, He has rejected you as king.”

These verses stand out by their intricate syntactic structure (e.g., the use of  the in-
finitive clause as subject in the main clause in v. 22, and the inversion of  subject and
predicate in v. 23a), as well as by their parallelism (e.g., in v. 23a, rxph matches yrm,
as µyprtw ˆwaw balances µsq tafj).129

126. Extensive description of  these phenomena is offered by W. J. Samarin, “The Language of  Reli-
gion,” in idem, ed., Language in Religious Practice (Rowley, Mass., 1976), 3–13; R. Fasold, The Socio-
linguistics of Society (Oxford, 1987), 62–66, 77–78, 165–68, 193–94. In addition to the sociolinguistic
aspect, Samarin points to the use of  language for purposes of  magic.

127. The use of  Sumerian in the Old-Babylonian period is discussed by W. H. Ph. Römer, Die
Sumerologie: Einführung in die Forschung und Bibliographie in Auswahl, AOAT 262 (Münster, 1999),
196–97; idem, Sumerische “Königshymnen” der Isin-Zeit (Leiden, 1965), 1–3, 5; A. Falkenstein, Das Su-
merische (Handbuch der Orientalistik I,2,1 (Leiden, 1964), 16–17; H. Steible, Rimsîn, mein König (Wies-
baden, 1975); E. Sollberger, Inscriptions Royales sumériennes et accadiennes (Paris, 1971), 171–207; on
Sumerian and bilingual inscriptions of  Hammurapi and his successors see ibid., 212–14, 218–29. The ar-
chaisms of  the hymnal-epic register in Akkadian, e.g., in Enuma Elish, the Gilgamesh epic, and the pro-
logue and epilogue of  Hammurapi’s law, have been analyzed by W. von Soden, “Der hymnisch-epische
Dialekt des Akkadischen,” ZA 40 (1931), 163–227, esp. 163–65; ZA 41 (1933), 90–183, esp. 160–81.

128. On archaic elements and other lexical and morphological particularities of  poetic language, see
W. G. E. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry: A Guide to its Techniques, JSOT Supp. 26 (Sheffield, 1984),
49, 51.

129. Note also, e.g., 1 Sam. 10:1–2, 7–8; 15:28–29; Num. 23:18–19.
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Other narrators also prefer the poetic style for the prophetic utterances in their
tales, e.g., Zedekiah’s prophecy before the battle over Ramoth Gilead, which uses
two arguments and the infinitive clause µtlk d[:130

1 Kgs. 22:11 µtlk d[ µra ta jgnt hlab

“With these you shall gore the Arameans until their destruction.”

One also notes, e.g., the structure of  Elijah’s proclamation of  the coming drought:131

1 Kgs. 17:1 wynpl ytdm[ rva / larcy yhla òh yj

yrbd ypl µa yk / rfmw lf hlah µynvh hyhy µa

“As true as the Lord lives, the God of  Israel whom I serve, there will be no dew nor rain these
years, except at my bidding.”

So also his declaration to the widow from Sarepta:

v. 14 / rsjt al ˆmvh tjpxw / hlkt al jmqh dk

hmdah ynp l[ µvg òh tt µwy d[

“The jar of  flour shall not give out and the jug of  oil shall not fail until the day that the Lord
sends rain upon the ground.”

The first two clauses balance one another exactly: both of  them open with a sub-
ject in the construct state, followed by the predicate. The third colon consists of
temporal modifier that includes an embedded infinitive clause with three argu-
ments. This proclamation, then, instances the elevated style of  prophetic discourse
in narrative.132

Elevated diction is not restricted to prophetic utterances, however. The widow
acknowledges Elijah’s truthfulness in the same cultivated style:

v. 24 tma ˚ypb òh rbdw / hta µyhla vya yk / yt[dy hz ht[

“Now I know that you are a man of  God and that the word of  the Lord is truly in your mouth.”

The inference is warranted, then, that the use of  the cultivated style is not only
related to the prophetic style of  speech, but to the elevated character of  religious
discourse.

Indeed, we encounter this style in other types of  context as well. Hannah’s
prayer consists for the most part of  clauses with two arguments (1 Sam. 1:11):

/ ˚tma ta jkvt alw / yntrkzw / ˚tma yn[b hart har µa twabx òh
wvar l[ hl[y al hrwmw / wyyj ymy lk òhl wyttnw / µyvna [rz ˚tmal httnw

“Lord of  Hosts, if  You will look upon the suffering of  Your maidservant and will remember
me and not forget Your maidservant, and if  You will grant Your maidservant a male child, I
will dedicate him to the Lord for all the days of  his life; and no razor shall ever touch his
head.”

130. A similar expression is found in Elisha’s address of  Joash (2 Kgs. 13:19), on which see above,
pp. 80–81.

131. The pair rfm-lf  represents the poetic style, as evidenced by Deut. 32:2; 2 Sam. 1:21; Job 38:28.
In addition one notes the play with this pair in Job 29:19 (µym-lf ) and 29:23 (vwqlm-rfm).

132. See Andersen, “What Biblical Scholars Might Learn” (see n. 86 above), 59; Simon, Reading Pro-
phetic Narrative, 205.
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In this prayer four clauses out of  six contain two arguments, and four expanded
noun chains,133 giving it a decidedly formal character. The priest’s rebuke in the
same pericope (v. 14) is closer to the verbal style:

˚yl[m ˚nyy ta yrysh / ˆyrktvt ytm d[

“How long will you be drunken? Keep the wine far from you.”

However, this rebuke also stands out by its prosodic regularity. It consists of  two
balanced clauses, that contain the poetic pair rkv / ˆyy,134 and the antithesis of  d[

ytm and ˚yl[m . . . yrysh. Parallelism also exists in Hannah’s prayer, though in a
less conspicuous form. The only two simple clauses (˚tma ta jkvt alw / yntrkzw),
form a pair of  antithetic cola.135 In addition one notes the sequence of  identical
verbs (wyyj ymy lk hwhyl wyttnw / µyvna [rz ˚tmal httnw, v. 14).136 Hannah’s answer
to the priest contains two balanced junctions (rkvw ˆyyw, v. 15; ys[kw yjyc brm, v. 16).
Finally, the priest’s blessing stands out by its elevated style:

v. 17 wm[m tlav rva / ˚tlv ta ˆty larcy yhlaw / µwlvl ykl

“Go in peace and may the God of  Israel137 grant you the request that you have requested of  Him.”

On the formal level one notes the use of  two arguments in the main clause, the rel-
ative clause, and the paronomasia of  ˚tlv and wm[m tlav. The construction yhlaw

wm[m tlav rva / ˚tlv ta ˆty larcy is balanced by (a) the repetition of  the root
÷lav in the phrase tlav rva ˚tlv (noun/verb interchange);138 and (b) the contrast
between the wish for the divine favor conveyed in the main clause (ˆty larcy yhlaw

˚tlv ta) and the request from God that is expressed by the relative clause (rva

wm[m tlav).
Words spoken by the deity also represent the register of  religion, and thus are

often couched in the elevated style. This tendency may be illustrated by the procla-
mations of  Abram’s destination:

133. Hannah’s answer to Eli’s rebuke (vv. 15–16) opens with three simple clauses, but its continuation
contains three clauses with two arguments each. Four clauses contain an expanded noun chain.

134. This pair occurs in poetry with the noun rkv: Isa. 24:9; 28:7; 29:9; 56:12; Mic. 2:11; Prov. 20:1;
31:4, 6; and with the verbal root rkv: Jer. 51:7; Cant. 5:1; and in prose: Gen. 9:21. In prose the noun pair
is found in Lev. 10:9; Num. 6:3; Deut. 14:26; 29:5; Judg. 13:4, 7, 14. On the parallelism of  skrn and sbº yn
in Ugaritic epic poetry see Avishur, Stylistic Studies of Word Pairs (n. 90 above), 441, n. 1.

135. These cola also represent an action-result sequence, a construction that has been recognized as
parallelism by S. A. Geller, Parallelism in Early Biblical Poetry (Missoula, Montana, 1979), 31–37.

136. On parallelism of  identical verbs in biblical and Ugaritic poetry see principally M. Held, “The
YQTL-QTL (QTL-YQTL) Sequence of  Identical Verbs in Biblical Hebrew and in Ugaritic,” in M. Ben-
Horin, ed., Essays Presented to A. A. Neuman (Leiden, 1962), 281–90. The occurrence on this pattern in
so-called Priestly prose has been noted by M. Paran, Forms of the Priestly Style in the Pentateuch; Pat-
terns, Linguistic Usages, Syntactic Structures (Jerusalem, 1989), 40–61, 98–136 (in Heb. with Eng. sum-
mary). For its use in narrative prose see F. H. Polak, “The Structure of  the Book of  Samuel and its Place
in Ancient Israelite Historiography,” Shnaton (Jerusalem, 2000), 13–47, esp. 38–39 (in Heb. with Eng.
summary).

137. This compound epithet is found in a number of  verses without preceding tetragrammaton: (a) in
poetic context: 2 Sam. 23:3; Isa. 29:23; 45:15; Ezek. 8:4; 9:3; 10:20; 11:22; (b) in prose: Exod. 24:10;
1 Kgs. 8:26; and in the phrase larcy yhla ˆwra: 1 Sam. 5:7, 8, 10, 11; 6:3, 5; (c) in (post-)exilic prose:
Ezek. 43:2; Ezra 3:2; 9:4; 1 Chr. 4:10; 5:26; 2 Chr. 29:7; (d) in conjunction with la or µyhla: Gen. 33:20;
Ps. 68:9.

138. This construction is found twice in Gen. 26:18.

One Line Long
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Gen. 12:1 . . . ˚ara rva ≈rah la ˚yba tybmw ˚tdlwmmw ˚xram ˚l ˚l

v. 3 hmdah tjpvm lk ˚b wkrbnw / raa ˚llqmw / ˚ykrbm hkrbaw

“Go forth from your country, and from your family and from your father’s house to the land
that I will show you. . . . I will bless those who bless you, and curse him that curses you; and
all the families of  the earth shall bless themselves by you.”

This proclamation stands out by the balanced noun chain tybmw ˚tdlwmmw ˚xram

˚yba (v. 1), by the two participles that serve as object to the two short cola in the last
verse (v. 3), and by the long noun chain in the last clause (tjpvm lk ˚b wkrbnw

hmdah), that also contains two arguments. This colon carries all the more weight, as
Abram’s blessing by all the families of  the earth balances his departure from his
family and his country in the opening clause.

The cultivated style also stands out in the divine announcement to Samuel of
Saul’s kingship:

1 Sam. 9:16 / ˆmynb ≈ram vya ˚yla jlva rjm t[k

/ µytvlp dym ym[ ta [yvwhw / larcy ym[ l[ dygnl wtjvmw

(. . .) yla wtq[x hab yk / ym[ [LXX + ejpi; th;n tapeivnwsin = yn[b] ta ytyar yk

v. 17 ym[b rx[y hz / ˚yla ytrma rva vyah hnh

“At this time tomorrow, I will send a man to you from the land of  Benjamin, and you shall
anoint him ruler of  my people Israel. He will deliver my people from the hands of  the Phi-
listines; for I have taken note of  (LXX + the suffering of) my people, their outcry has come
to me. (. . .) This is the man of  whom I told you; he will rule over my people.”

The first of  these divine proclamations to the prophet consists of  a series complex
clauses that contain two or three arguments. Only one clause is less intricate (yk
ym[ ta ytyar), but here the LXX could reflect a reading with a construct state (e.g.,
ym[ yn[b). The cultivated style is also evidenced by other declarations of  designa-
tion (e.g., Gen. 13:14–17; 21:12–13; 22:2, 12, 16–19; 25:23–24; 26:2–5; 28:13–15;
32:29;139 46:2–4.140

These data, however, do not permit the generalized thesis that all divine
speech is cultivated or formal. The tale of  Abraham and the three wayfarers con-
tains, apart from two intricate utterances (the promise concerning Sarah and the
comment on her laughter, Gen. 18:9, 13–14) a number of  short clauses, that seem
entirely casual: trbd rvak hc[t ˆk (“Do as you have spoken,” v. 5); ˚tva hrc hya

(“Where is your wife, Sarah?” v. 9).141 This is not only a matter of  ironic conceal-
ment of  the divine speaker. In the Gideon tale a number of  divine instructions
represent the formal style (Judg. 7:2–3, 4, 5), but the narrative also includes a mili-
tary instruction in casual language:

Judg. 7:9 ˚dyb wyttn yk / hnjmb dr / µwq

“Come, attack the camp, for I have delivered it into your hand.”

139. The cultivated style in the angelic announcement of  the change of  Jacob’s name (Gen. 32:28)
stands out all the more against the background of  the obvious verbal style of  the tale itself.

140. In Gen. 17:1 the opening of  the divine promise consists of  three short clauses (1 arg. each), but
the diction of  the next verses is more intricate (v. 2), and often even extremely formal (vv. 4–8, 15–16,
19–21). Signs of  the elevated style are also found in, e.g., Gen. 3:11, 14–19, 22; 4:7, 11–12, as against
the more casual style in Gen. 3:9, 13; 4:9, 10, 15.

141. In 18:17–21, 23–33 the style of  spoken discourse is entirely formal.
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This way of  speaking suits the register of  the military rather than that of  religion. Of
course, in the present context this style is only to be expected, unlike the previous
instructions, that are permeated by religious notions. However, less formal speech
is also found in other divine instructions, e.g., the orders to Moses, Aaron and Mir-
iam: d[wm lha la µktvlv wax (Num. 12:4; “Come out, you three, to the Tent of
Meeting.”142

Thus, we do not perceive any intrinsic difference in language use between
divine and human discourse.143 In general, however, divine speech belongs to the
register of  religion, and represents its language use. Divine discourse, that does not
belong to this register, does not necessarily use the cultivated style, and may even
be as casual as any human quoted speech.144

6. The Style of Character Speech and the Narrator’s Art

These data are indicative of  the great stylistic variety of  character speech in
those narratives that are dominated by the rhythmic-verbal style. The reader must be
attentive to the different nuances in order to perceive the tone of  speaking, the rela-
tion to the social context and setting, and thus also the shades of  meaning, and the
relation to the character’s inner life. It appears that this great variety in style is re-
lated to the nature of  oral narrative and the special gifts and techniques developed
by the story-tellers over the generations. In oral narrative quoted discourse is an
essential element. As Richard Dorson has put it:

One point that had escaped me until they were placed on the dissection table is their plentiful
use of  dialogue. The tale becomes fresher, livelier, and clearer when natural conversation is
introduced.145

Anthropologists who study these phenomena in their proper setting often highlight
the theatrical talents of  the oral narrator,146 who turns a character’s discourse into an
actor’s performance, and the narrative, at least partly, into a play on stage.

More than that, in Bakhtin’s view, the presence of  various different speaking
voices warrants “speech diversity and language stratification,”147 and thereby con-

142. And similarly Num. 12:14. But the declaration concerning Moses’ prophetic position instances
the elevated style (12:6–8), including parallelism (6bbg).

143. In this respect, our data do not support Radday’s perception of  a general difference between di-
vine discourse, on the one hand, and character speech and the narrator’s voice, on the other; see Radday-
Shore, Genesis (n. 1 above), 212–14; Rabin, “Linguistic Aspects” (n. 8 above), 221.

144. Frank Andersen was kind enough to inform me that in an unpublished paper he notes that “God
talks to humans more casually, humans to God more formally.” In his view the point is that the deity ad-
dresses human beings in human language, as asserted by the Talmudic maxim µda ynb ˆwvlk hrwt hrbd

(TB Makkoth 12a; Qiddushin 17b).
145. R. M. Dorson, “Oral Styles of  American Folk Narrators” (n. 19 above), 43, 46–51. For addi-

tional references see n. 19 above.
146. Finnegan, Oral Literature in Africa (n. 19 above), 373–77; Ìlhan Basgöz, “The Tale-Singer and

his Audience,” in D. Ben-Amos & K. R. Goldstein, eds., Folklore: Performance and Communication
(The Hague-Paris, 1975), 142–203.

147. Bakhtin, “Discourse in the Novel,” 315.
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tributes to the embedding of  the narrative in a broad social framework that supports
“a dialogue of  languages.”148 Thus the diversity of  speech ultimately serves to em-
ulate the variety of  social life and thought.

148. Ibid., 314.


