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Alliteration in the Book of Genesis

GARY A. RENDSBURG
Rutgers University

In a series of studies over the last decade or so, I have attempted to demon-
strate the extent to which alliteration echoes within both biblical prose and po-
etry.! Previous scholars have devoted essays to the same subject,? though I believe
that the literary device of alliteration remains underappreciated in the world of
Hebrew Bible scholarship. This picture is even more acute in research on bibli-
cal narrative prose; note, for example, that the studies mentioned in n. 2 are all
devoted to poetic texts.

As T hope to have shown in prior studies, and as I hope to demonstrate here
again, the desire to elicit alliteration governs the word choice made by ancient
Israelite authors—no less in prose than in poetry. Atypical usages are often present
in the text alliterationis causa.

While I have discussed the connotation of the term alliteration in previous
publications, it seems appropriate to do so again on this occasion. The dictionary

Author’s note: An oral version of this article was presented at the conference entitled “A
Literary Creation: Literary Approaches to the Book of Genesis,” held at Bar-Ilan University,
June 10-11, 2014. I here express my gratitude to my colleagues Ed Greenstein and Elie Assis
for their kind invitation and gracious hospitality, and to Sarah Schwartz, graduate student
in the Department of Bible at Bar-Ilan University, for her friendly and efficient assistance
in all matters logistical.

1. The most significant investigations are: Gary A. Rendsburg, “Alliteration in the
Exodus Narrative,” in Birkat Shalom: Studies in the Bible, Ancient Near Eastern Literature,
and Postbiblical Judaism Presented to Shalom M. Paul on the Occasion of His Seventieth
Birthday, ed. Chaim Cohen et al. (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2008), 83-100; and Scott
B. Noegel and Gary A. Rendsburg, Solomon’s Vineyard: Literary and Linguistic Studies in the
Song of Songs, AIL 1 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2009), 63-106.

2. Oliver S. Rankin, “Alliteration in Hebrew Poetry,” JTS 31 (1930): 285-91; Law-
rence Boadt, “Intentional Alliteration in Second Isaiah,” CBQ 45 (1983): 353-63; and
Thomas P. McCreesh, Biblical Sound and Sense: Sound Patterns in Proverbs 10-29, JSOT Sup
128 (Sheffield: Shefhield Academic Press, 1991).
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definition of alliteration refers to the initial consonants of words. Thus, for ex-
ample, in the Oxford English Dictionary: “The commencing of two or more words
in close connection, with the same letter, or rather the same sound.”? Or the Wiki-
pedia entry: “The repetition of the same sounds or of the same kinds of sounds
at the beginning of words.”* And this is exactly how alliteration operates in Old
English poetry (e.g., Beowulf, Battle of Maldon, etc.) and indeed in other Old Ger-
manic verse (e.g., the Old High German Das Hildebrandslied, the Old Norse [Ice-
landic] Eddas, etc.).

In fact, alliteration is so pervasive in these early medieval poems, it is no exag-
geration to state that the device is a requirement of the writing style. This is not the
case with biblical literature—neither in poetry nor in prose—and yet the ancient
Hebrew bards made effective use of the technique, peppering their compositions
with alliteration when so desired, in an effort to enhance the reading (or better:
listening) pleasure further.

Yes, the listening pleasure—for, clearly, the effects of alliteration are better
sensed and better appreciated when one hears a string of the same or similar con-
sonants in quick succession. An example from American history demonstrates the
point nicely. Perhaps the most famous speech in the annals of American oratory is
Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, which begins, “Fourscore and seven years
ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in lib-
erty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.” Here, one
notes the use of “fourscore,” “fathers,” and “forth” in the opening phrase, followed
by the two words “continent” and “conceived” beginning with the same syllable.
American schoolchildren, who typically are asked to memorize this line at some
point in their elementary school education, never stop to ask, “Why “fourscore and
seven years ago’? Why not the simpler ‘eighty-seven years ago’?”—which does not
require the listener to engage in arithmetic calculations at the outset of the speech.
One can similarly imagine other word choices, such as “created” for “brought
forth.” If these substitutions were made, the passage would read, “Eighty-seven
years ago our fathers created,” a phrase devoid of the alliterative ring used by Lin-
coln in the words that continue to resonate in the ears of Americans young and old
a century and a half after they were uttered. The brilliance of Lincoln’s address, I
submit, is not only its stirring content but the manner of elocution, which captures
the audience from the start.

3. OED, s.v. “alliteration.”

4. “Alliteration,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alliteration.

5. All five manuscripts of the Gettysburg Address commence with this same line,
with only punctuation differences between and among them. For convenient access to the
documents, go to “Gettysburg Address,” http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gettysburg_Address.
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And so it is (or was) with the ancient Israelite consumers of (what would be-
come) biblical literature, with its sounds and resonances echoing in the ears of the
listeners. But back to our definition of alliteration.

As indicated above, most consider alliteration to refer to the repetition of
sounds at the beginning of a series of words. As we shall see below, however, the
Hebrew writers enjoyed greater freedom and flexibility in creating the acoustic
effect. First, given the root structure of Hebrew (and Semitic generally), the re-
peated sounds are not found at the beginning of words necessarily but, rather,
(a) may appear anywhere in a given word or words,® and (b) may be accompanied
by other like-sounding consonants. Second, the alliteration was heard not neces-
sarily within consecutive words, but, rather, in words also further apart—some-
times in proximity, sometimes at a greater distance. As such, given all the possible
permutations and combinations, alliteration in ancient Hebrew texts occurs with
two or three identical consonants, two or three similar consonants, or any com-
bination thereof; with the evocative sounds presented either in the same order or
in scrambled fashion; with the sound effect placed either in the same verse or in
adjacent verses; with the options either of highlighting just two crucial words in
the text or of creating a veritable cluster of alliterative words; and so on.”

The above description of alliteration in Biblical Hebrew literature is best dem-
onstrated by a typical example. Of the literally hundreds of passages that could be
selected, I present the following stich from Ps 55:9:

Psalm 55:9: 70 Y0 11177
meériah so‘G missa‘ar
From the wind, sweeping from the storm.

The panoply of permutations and combinations noted in the previous paragraph
may be illustrated by these three Hebrew words. Identical sounds are naturally

6. Assuch, some may prefer to use the more general term consonance for this device,
of which alliteration (with initial consonance) is a specific type. But since the term allitera-
tion is so much better known and since, specifically, “initial consonance” is actually quite
rare in Hebrew and thus not germane to our subject, I have elected to use alliteration as the
favored term here.

7. For insights into native appreciation of what constitutes alliteration in ancient He-
brew, see Mic 1:10-16, in which the sounds of many of the place-names listed are echoed
in like-sounding words. Note, for example, the alliterations produced between the follow-
ing sets of words: (a) 7°8W $apir ‘Shapir’ and NWA™MY ‘erya boset ‘nakedness (in) shame’
in v. 11; (b) 73X¥ sa’indn ‘Zaanan’ and 7IRY? X2 16° yas’a ‘do not come out’ (see also 77_3_?_1[!
ha-’ésel ‘the Ezel’) in v. 11; and (c) ID"D'Z lakis ‘Lachish’ and W) rekes ‘steed’ in v. 13. For
discussion, see Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman, Micah, AB 24E (New York:
Doubleday, 2000), 212-14; and Moshe Garsiel, Biblical Names: A Literary Study of Mid-
rashic Derivations (Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan University Press, 1991), 109.
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easy to identify. The mem and re$ that occur in D9 mériah and IWWOR missa‘ar
represent, of course, the same sounds. The samek and ‘ayin that occur in 730 s6G
and YoM missa‘ar are again the same sounds. Like-sounding consonants aid the
alliteration in the following ways: The het in 397 rilah and the ‘ayin in the two
words 1IY0 s6‘4 and WY sa‘ar also alliterate, because both /h/ and // are pha-
ryngeal fricatives.® Moreover, when we realize that 7¥0 504 ‘sweeping’ in Ps 55:9
is a hapax legomenon, we understand the conscious lexical choice made by the
ancient Israelite poet. Indeed, as adumbrated above and as we shall see below, rare
words, including hapax legomena, were specifically chosen by the writers to create
or enhance sound play.® And finally, in this particular case, we may note that the
two instances of samek in the three-word string create an onomatopoetic effect as
the reader hears the sound of the wind whistling in these words.!° In short, I hope
to have shown through this single illustration exactly how much thought goes into
the creation of a single passage—indeed, in this case, a three-word poetic stich.
Multiply this example by hundreds, and one gains a greater appreciation of how
the ancient Hebrew texts were composed, with conscious word choices made at
every turn.

8. For general introduction to the sounds of ancient Hebrew, see my “Ancient He-
brew Phonology,” in Phonologies of Asia and Africa, ed. Alan S. Kaye (Winona Lake, IN:
Eisenbrauns, 1997), 65-83; and my “Phonology: Biblical Hebrew,” EHLL 3.100-109. In this
particular case, we must contend with the fact that both 1 (het) and ¥ (‘ayin) represent two
distinct sounds in ancient Hebrew, on which, see Joshua Blau, On Polyphony in Biblical He-
brew, Proceedings of the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities 6/2 (Jerusalem: Israel
Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 1982). Cognates from Arabic and Ugaritic inform us
that all three sounds, the /h/ in the first word and the /*/ in the second and third words, are
indeed pharyngeal fricatives.

9. For the notion that hapax legomena are actually rare words in the language and
not coincidentally attested only once in the corpus, see Frederick E. Greenspahn, Hapax
Legomena in Biblical Hebrew: A Study of the Phenomenon and Its Treatment since Antiq-
uity with Special Reference to Verbal Forms, SBLDS 74 (Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1984),
31-46.

10. For a parallel to this effect in an Egyptian text, note Pyramid Text, Utterance 253,
§275: $w ssw sw $w s$w sw ‘O Shu, lift him up! O Shu, lift him up!” with its invocation of Shu,
the god of air. See Carleton T. Hodge, “Ritual and Writing: An Inquiry into the Origin of
the Egyptian Script,” in Linguistics and Anthropology: In Honor of C. E Voegelin, ed. Marvin
D. Kinkade, Kenneth L. Hale, and Oswald Werner (Lisse: de Ridder, 1975), 331-50, esp.
p. 343. Reprinted in Afroasiatic Linguistics, Semitics, and Egyptology: Selected Writings of
Carleton T. Hodge, ed. Scott B. Noegel and Alan S. Kaye (Bethesda, MD: CDL, 2004), 199-
220, esp. p. 215. The standard English translations are Raymond O. Faulkner, The Ancient
Egyptian Pyramid Texts (Oxford: Clarendon, 1969), 63; and James P. Allen, The Ancient
Egyptian Pyramid Texts, 2nd ed., WAW (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2015), 46.
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With the foregoing as an introduction to our subject, let us proceed, then, to
instances of alliteration in the first book of the Bible as representative of standard
Hebrew narrative prose. My examples advance through the book in narrative or-
der, with several exceptions (see nos. 7, 11, 12), for the reasons stated.

(1) Genesis 2:25-3:1

T(UWJI'\’ N‘?"l 1ﬂWN1 QIR oY D'I’JW T"l"l
DR M Y WK ATwD N Yo oMY 17 Umm
225And the two of them were naked—the human and his wife—but they
were not embarrassed.

*1And the snake was (more) cunning than all the animals of the field that
YawH God had made.. ..

We begin with one of the best-known—albeit most simple and most glaring and
thus to my mind less sophisticated (as we shall see)—examples of alliteration at
work. The last verse of ch. 2 portrays the first human couple as Q1Y “Grimmim
‘naked’, while the first verse of ch. 3 describes the snake as D1 “riim ‘cunning’.
The sound correspondences here are plain and obvious. !

(2) Genesis 6:14

19922 I D20 AR 07921 7ANTHX ‘nzzyn %3 993" Xy n2an '['7 'IWY
Make for yourself an ark of gopher wood (from) reeds you shall make
the ark; and you shall cover it inside and outside with pitch-cover.

Two unique usages are present in this verse. The first is the noun 753 goper, which
occurs only here in the Bible: the word refers to a type of wood, typically translated
(since scholars are unsure of which tree) ‘gopher-wood’, though almost undoubt-
edly to be identified with cypress. This identification is based on (a) the similarity
between the Hebrew form 993 goper and the Greek word kvmdpiocog, whence
Latin cupressus and eventually English cypress;'? and (b) the fact that cypress wood
was used in ancient ship building,'® since (i) long planks could be made from

11. Again, Arabic cognates inform us that the ¥ ‘ayin in both of these words repre-
sents the pharyngeal fricative //.

12. See John Pairman Brown, Israel and Hellas, 3 vols., BZAW 231, 276, 299 (Berlin: de
Gruyter, 1995-2001), 1.329-30, 2.302, 3.283.

13. See Lionel Casson, Ships and Seamanship in the Ancient World (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1971), 196, 212-13. A key ancient source is Vegetius, Epitoma
rei militaris (~ De re militaris), 4.34, available online at http://www.thelatinlibrary.com/
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the tall tree, and (ii) the wood is relatively impervious to rot from moisture. But
Hebrew has a word for ‘cypress’—namely, W12 bards, which appears 20 times in
the Bible—which raises the question: why did the author of Gen 6 use an atypical
word in v. 14 and not the usual word?

The answer is forthcoming from a look at the second unique usage (actually,
a two-part usage) in the verse: (a) the verb 17921 wakaparta ‘and you shall cover’,
derived from the root kpr; and (b) the noun 393 koper ‘pitch’ (rendered above as
‘pitch-cover’ to show the connection between the verb and the noun). This verb is
common in the Bible in other patterns, especially in the piel with the connotation
‘atone’. But only here in the Bible does the verb occur in the gal, with the mean-
ing ‘cover’. The noun is a true hapax legomenon;!* it is used here instead of other
potential options, such as 17 hémar ‘loam’ and NYJ zepet ‘bitumen’ (see Exod 2:2,
Isa 34:9).1°

Clearly, the author of our text reached deep into the Hebrew lexicon pur-
posefully to select these words, one with the consonants 793 gpr and two with the
consonants 92 kpr, to alliterate with each other. Note that the only distinction
between the two is the voiced velar stop /g/ in the former and the voiceless velar
stop /k/ in the latter.

(3) Genesis 21:4,7-8
109 0K I WD TR NISYT3 133 PN DR 5@21

SPIRTY 12 N7 T 0732 TRPPT 03I2RY 290 1 mRm
PIYTNR P37 0 '7m ANW DR WY Y3 190 YT
4And Abraham circumcised Isaac his son at e1ght days old, as God had
commanded him.

7 And she said, “Who would declare to Abraham (that) Sarah would nurse
sons, that I would bear a son in his old-age.”

8And the child grew, and he was weaned; and Abraham made a big party
on the day of the weaning of Isaac.

vegetius4.html. (The reference in Brown [see n. 12] to Vegetius 3.34, should be corrected
to 4.34.)

14. Though notably 193 koper is cognate with the Akkadian word kupru ‘pitch’, which
occurs in the Babylonian flood story preserved both in Atra-hasis 3.2.51 and in Gilgamesh
11.55. See Harold R. (Chaim) Cohen, Biblical Hapax Legomena in the Light of Akkadian and
Ugaritic, SBLDS 37 (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1978), 33-34.

15. The different English glosses ‘pitch’, loam’, and ‘bitumen’ are used simply to dis-
tinguish the different words, without necessarily aligning one specific gloss with one spe-
cific word.
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The attentive reader/listener to this text will realize that the verb 99 millél ‘de-
clare’ in v. 7 is a rare verb that is entirely unexpected in the mouth of Sarah within
the larger narrative. Apart from Gen 21:7, the verb is limited to poetry in the Bible,
the other attestations being in Ps 106:2; Job 8:2, 33:3'®*—and here one should note
that poetry, not only in ancient Hebrew!” but in many world literatures (such as
ancient Greek and ancient Latin), possesses a richer vocabulary (both words and
phrases) employed by the poets to express their passions and emotions.'® Given
the scant distribution of the verb 991 millel ‘declare’ in the Bible,!® we are led to
ask: why, then, did the writer of Gen 21 place the word in Sarah’s mouth in v. 7?
Why did he not, for example, use any number of verbs for speech, much more
common in the Bible, especially in prose texts, such as X *amar ‘say’; 9327 dib-
ber ‘speak’; 77373 higgid ‘tell’; etc.? The answer lies in the author’s desire to produce
alliteration. I refer here not only to the string of /m/ and /1/ sounds produced in
the expression —? 551 1 mi millél la- ‘who would declare to’ (which is, after all, a
rather simplistic example of alliteration given the ordinariness of both the inter-
rogative pronoun ) mi ‘who’ and the preposition - [o- ‘t0’), but more importantly,
to the presence of two other verbs in this pericope with the same two sounds, to
wit, 27 wayyamol ‘and he circumcised’ in v. 4, and 213" wayyiggamal ‘and he was
weaned’ / 9137 higgamél ‘weaning’ in v. 8.

The unusual nature of the key word 551 millel ‘declare” in Gen 22:7 is re-
vealed by the comment by Rashi (1040-1105 CE). He noted, quite cleverly, that
the gematria of mem-lamed-lamed equals 100,%° the age of Abraham at the birth
of Isaac (see Gen 21:5). Obviously, this is not the reason that the author of Gen 21
selected this verb in our story (especially since the gematria device is a postbibli-
cal development). But, as so often happens when we read the medieval exegetes,
the benefit gained is not the answer that a particular commentator provides but

16. The root 99 mil also produces two other (unrelated) verbs in ancient Hebrew,
one with the meaning ‘rub, scrape’ (Prov 6:13) and one with the meaning ‘languish, wither,
fade’ (Psalms twice, Job four times). Note that these verbs are also limited to the domain
of poetry.

17. The standard work remains G. R. Driver, “Hebrew Poetic Diction,” in Congress
Volume: Copenhagen 1953, ed. George W. Anderson, VTSup 1 (Leiden: Brill, 1953), 26-39.

18. This was the case in English as well until the Romantics (led by William Words-
worth) and even more so the Modernists challenged the notion of a special poetic diction
so that the lexis of prose and poetry has merged to a great extent.

19. Even the noun -‘l';??; milld ‘word’ derived from this verb, although more common
in the Bible, is also limited to poetry: 2 Sam 23:2; Ps 19:5, 139:4; Prov 23:9; and 34 times in
the book of Job. Note that both the verb and the noun belong more properly to the Aramaic
lexicon.

20. The letter mem = 40, and the letter lamed = 30 (x 2 = 60, in this particular case),
thus yielding 100.
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the question that underlies his remark. In this case, Rashi’s sensitivity to the text
was such that he understood that 997 millél represented a most unusual usage,
necessitating comment. Had the author of Gen 21 used any of the aforementioned
(near-)synonyms, each a much more common verb in Biblical Hebrew prose, one
can be certain that Rashi would not have taken the time to comment.

(4) Genesis 21:14-16

19707 DR AROWCYY O 13372K 1071 07 NI anY N7 T2 | 012K 0WN
;YW X2 12702 yNm '|5m anYwn
WD IR NOn 7'7’1 Y 72WR M T 0 1997
WM T N2 TRINCUR TR 72 NWR MIIUmD pID TR A9 2wn1 12m
720 AYP-NK XN T3
"“And Abraham arose-early in the morning, and he took bread and a
bottle-skin of water, and he gave (them) to Hagar, put (them) on her
shoulder—and the child—and he sent her forth; and she went, and she
wandered in the wilderness of Beer-sheba.
15And the water from the bottle-skin was finished; and she cast the child
under one of the bushes.
16And she went and she sat herself opposite (him), at a distance of a bow-
shot, for she said, “Let me not see the death of the child”; and she sat op-
posite, and she lifted her voice and cried.

This passage includes two unique usages: (a) the pure hapax legomenon “Jjvn»
matahdawé, within the expression NWp "IMWN3 kimtahdwé qeset, lit., ‘like the shoot-
ers of a bow’ > ‘bowshot’; and (b) the quasi hapax NI hémet (cstr. NG hemat)
‘bottle-skin’. The former is a pure hapax because the noun and indeed the root
(presumably 7V thh ‘shoot’) occurs only here in the Bible. The latter is classified
as a quasi hapax because the noun appears twice in our passage, and then again a
few lines farther down in v. 19—though nowhere else in the Bible.

Most important for our present concern is the manner in which the two forms
incorporate the same sounds (or very similar ones in the case of /t/ and /t/). The
words were intentionally chosen alliterationis causa. Moreover, additional words
aid in the aural effect: (a) NON tahat ‘under’ and I0R “ahad ‘one’ both have /h/ +
/dental/; and (b) DT‘I'? lehem ‘bread’ and or°W sthim ‘bushes’ both have /h/ + /m/.
The first three of these words are common, but the fourth is another rare word:
W Siah ‘bush’ occurs elsewhere in the Bible only in Gen 2:5; Job 30:4, and 30:7.%!

21. In all of these cases, Ugaritic and Arabic cognates inform us that the consonant
represented by I het is the pharyngeal fricative /h/ throughout. This includes the noun
R matahdwé ‘bowshot’, on the assumption that it is related to Arabic thy ‘spread, extend’
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(5) Genesis 24:18-22

IRUN] 77"7737 A72 TIN1 0001 23R TNV MRM
Salclivip 1’73 DR 7Y XU 1”773;\'7 03 KM InPwY Yom
Phm3=9ab IRWNI IKWY WAT9R T PINI NPWE-OR 172 90 mm
:X97DR 1977 MY YR an n:v-f'v WM 7Y IROWR WRD)
“9Y OPIY I 9pWn YR 271 011 WK RN mnw’v D%ma 9 TR M
:09pWn AT Y T
"And she said, “Drink, my lord”; and she hurried, and she lowered her
jug from her hand, and she gave-drink to him.
YAnd she finished to give-drink to him; and she said, “Also for your
camels I will draw, until they have finished to drink.”
2And she hurried, and she emptied her jug into the trough, and she ran
again to the well to draw; and she drew for all his camels.
2lAnd the man is gazing at her, being-silent, to know whether or not
YuwH had made his way successful.
22And it was, after the camels had finished to drink, and the man took a
golden nose-ring, a beqa“ its weight; and two bracelets on her hand, ten
(shekels) of gold their weight.

This passage provides a paradigmatic example of the employment of a hapax le-
gomenon in order to produce alliteration. The unique word is IRDWN mista’eh
is gazing’ in v. 21, a hithpael masculine-singular participle from the root IRV $h
‘gaze, watch’. Two common roots appear in the surrounding verses: (a) TNV sth
‘drink’, occurring in vv. 18, 19, and 22 (plus four other times in the chapter); and
(b) ARV $b ‘draw (water)’, occurring in vv. 19 and 20 (plus five other times in the
chapter). Note especially the form 2XWn] wattis’ab ‘and she drew’ in v. 20, which
alliterates most closely with IRDWN mista’eh ‘is gazing’ in v. 21, with only three
words intervening. These two words have the most pronounced aural effect, due to
the presence of the third feminine-singular preformative - in the former and the
characteristic infix -t- of the hithpael form in the latter, with the alliteration com-
pleted by the corresponding labial consonants bet and mem in these two words.

(6) Genesis 25:23-24

170D Pynn D’DN‘? 18} '[JU:D 02 W 'l'? 'H'I’ WDN"‘I

-uu:: nmn 'u'n m'7’7 'my m’wm

and even ‘throw’, for which, see Edward W. Lane, Arabic-English Lexicon, 8 vols. (London:
Williams & Norgate, 1863-93), 5.1832.
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2And YHwH said to her, “Two nations are in your womb, and two peoples
from your innards will divide; and (one) people will be stronger than the
(other) people, and the greater shall serve the younger.”

22And her days of bearing were fulfilled; and behold, twins in her womb.

The ancient Israelite listener to this text immediately would have recognized that
ORY [2%m ‘people’ (used here three times) is an unusual lexeme to encounter in
a narrative prose text. Indeed, of the word’s 31 occurrences in the Bible, 27 ap-
pear in poetry (11 in Isaiah, 1 in Jeremiah, 1 in Habakkuk, 10 in Psalms, and 4 in
Proverbs). Of the remaining four instances, three occur in the present passage,
Gen 25:23, with the one remaining attestation in Gen 27:29, used there in order
to evoke the verse interpreted here.?? The expected word in Hebrew prose is the
exceedingly common 0y ‘am ‘people’.

This survey of the noun OX? 12%m ‘people’ leads one to inquire: why, then,
does the author of Gen 25 use the word three times in v. 23? Now, it is true that
the divine word (because we have here an oracle from Yahweh to Rebekah)—even
when embedded into narrative prose—often includes elevated (indeed, poetic)
language. So this fact partially answers our question, but I believe that there is
more at work here. A more complete answer is forthcoming from a look at the
first word in v. 24: 9197 wayyimla’ii ‘and were fulfilled’ in the expression “and her
days of bearing were fulﬁlled.” The root of this common verb, X591 ml” Gll’, consti-
tutes an anagram of the noun DN'? 12%6m ‘people’ with the alliteration heard clearly.

(7) Genesis 48:19

5'!3’ %7703 DV'? Y RITT03 DY 1 YT MR AR X7
DATROR T YT 'm’ TORD PIX 07N
And his father declined, and he said, “I know, my son, [ know—he also
will become a people, and he also will grow; however, his younger brother
will grow greater than he, and his seed will be the fullness of nations.”

As indicated above, my general approach in this article is to proceed via the nar-
rative order of the book of Genesis. In the present instance, however, I elect to
treat Gen 48:19 out of order because, once more, it involves the root X9 ml” fill’.
Jacob’s words to Joseph concerning Ephraim, the younger who will supersede his
older brother Manasseh, are on a par with similar expressions in similar situations
in the book of Genesis (see especially Gen 17:18-21 regarding Isaac and Ishmael
and Gen 25:23-24 regarding Jacob and Esau [treated above]). Yet the verse con-

22. For another echo of Gen 25:23, see below, no. (7), regarding Gen 48:19.
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cludes with a most enigmatic locution: 033X malo’ haggoyim ‘the fullness of
nations’. This two-word phrase is encountered only here in the Bible,?* and while
the sense is clear (especially in light of the parallel texts just cited), the expression
is puzzling nonetheless.

By now the reader will have discerned my approach, which I would summa-
rize as follows: “Hark! An unusual word (or phrase)! Look for alliteration nearby!”
Once more, our search yields the successful result, for in this verse we are able to
identify the relatively rare term D?IX) wa’ilam ‘however’, which appears only 4
times in the Torah.*

Our verse also includes another alliterative word, namely, 1827 wayma’en
‘and he declined’. This is a standard verb in Biblical Hebrew, so there is nothing
unusual about its presence at the head of the verse—and yet it also serves to en-
hance the auditory effect. Of the consonants that do not match perfectly between
and among the three terms, note that the nun of the root 1Xm m’n ‘refuse, decline’
and the lamed of the other two key words in this verse fall under the general cate-
gory of sonorants (comprising liquids and nasals).

There is another reason for the use of DM33"X91 malo’ haggdyim ‘the fullness
of nations’ in Gen 48:19. As intimated above, there is a relationship between the
scene in which this verse occurs and the earlier scene in which Rebekah receives
the divine word. As we saw in our treatment of Gen 25:23-24, the noun 0”3 géyim
‘nations’ and the verbal root 9% ml’ ‘fill’ appear there, with the latter alliterating
with the noun oX? 12%m ‘people’. I suggest that the author of Gen 48:19 intention-
ally alludes to the earlier scene by using similar language. In fact, 21 malo’ and
DN5 19%6m also evoke one another through assonance—a literary device that uses
vowel patterns, in much the same way that alliteration operates with consonants.
As such, through these various sound plays, an allusive or intertextual linkage
between the two passages is created.

In short, there are several motivations for the presence of the unusual expres-
sion D3R malo’ haggdyim ‘the fullness of nations’ in Gen 48:19.° Not only

23. The closest parallel is Isa 31:4: Q°¥7 N'??g malo’ roIm, lit., ‘fullness of shepherds’,
meaning (most likely) ‘a large band of shepherds’ (or something on that order).

24. In one of these four instances, viz., Num 14:21, the same alliteration occurs, with
both 079X1 wa’iilam ‘however’ and the root X9» mP’ fill’ present in this verse as well.

25. As another key to the unusual nature of the two-word phrase, note that Tg. On-
qelos departs from its usual word-for-word rendering with either XR>7m¥2 ‘[’U’?W ‘rulers over
peoples’ (thus ms British Library Or. 2363) or X7my2 '(’D"?'(D‘l 1’35D ‘kings who rule over
peoples’ (as well as similar wordings in early printed editions). See Alexander Sperber,
The Bible in Aramaic (Leiden: Brill, 2004 [repr. of the original 1959-68 four-volume
set]), 84.
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does the first part of the phrase alliterate with other words in the verse; the entire
phrase brings the listener back to the parallel scene in Gen 25:23-24.

(8) Genesis 27:12

171272 X9 719%p 2V "DRATI YOYOND PIYI N0 7R W 7N
Perhaps my father will feel me, and I will be in his eyesasa mocker, and
I will bring upon myself a curse, and not a blessing.
(Notice D°»yun ‘dainties, delicacies’, used 6 times [vv. 4,7, 9, 14, 17, 31].)

Two rare words are collocated in these verses. The noun Ynyn» moata‘téa®

“‘mock’ in

‘mocker’ (actually the masculine-singular participle of the verb ¥¥n
the pilpel pattern) occurs only here and in 2 Chr 36:16, while the related noun
D°YNYR ta‘tu‘im ‘mockery’ appears only in Jer 10:15 and 51:18. The noun Q7yWn
mat‘ammim ‘dainties, delicacies’ occurs six times in Gen 27, as indicated in the
parentheses above, and again only in Prov 23:3 and 23:6 (albeit in slightly different
form, with the N3- nominal plural ending). In light of the approach taken thus far,
I submit that the author of Gen 27 selected these two words intentionally, in order
to enhance the oral-aural process through the similar sounds: /m/, //,% and voice-
less dental (either /t/ or /t/).

While I have not attempted to capture the alliterations in the verses surveyed
thus far in my English renderings, in this case I take the opportunity to do so.
Instead of the more standard ‘mocker’, one could imagine an English translation
using either ‘derider’ or ‘disdainer’ for YYD mata‘téa’, paired with either ‘dain-
ties” or ‘delicacies’ for DRYVD mat‘ammim.

(9) Genesis 38:21-23

ADPITXY MR 717370V Q1Y RIT TWIRT MR TRY APpn CWIRTNR YRWUN
'RD"I? =]
'IW'K') 12T X5 TR DW??D'I TWIR 031 PNR¥D XY WDN"I aEnie 5& DW"I
ANRYN x> R 710 T30 *nnbw i n:b MM 1D AYTMRR AT MR
21And he asked the men of her place, saying, “Where is the qadesa who
(was) in Enayim on the roadway?” And they said, “There has not been a
qadesa in this [sc. ‘here’].”
22And he returned to Judah, and he said, “I did not find her, and even the
men of the place said, “There has not been a gadésd in this [sc. ‘here’].””
23And Judah said, “Let her take (it) for herself, lest we become a ridicule;
behold, I sent her this kid, but you could not find her.”

26. Once more, Arabic cognates of the two vocables demonstrate that the ¥ ‘ayin rep-
resents the pharyngeal fricative // in both cases.
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Quite strikingly in this passage, the precise words that Judah’s friend Hirah heard
from the townspeople of Enayim (in v. 21) are used in his report to Judah (in
V. 22): TR 712 INY3°RY 16° hayta bazeh qodésa ‘there has not been a gadesa in
this [sc. “here”]’. As is well known, the norm in biblical literature is repetition with
variation.?” Verbatim repetition is extremely rare in the Bible, including when di-
rect speech is reported, as we have here in Gen 38:21-22.%

Another rarity occurs in these verses, the root 112 bwz ‘scorn, ridicule’, in the
form 1937 labiiz (become) a ridicule’. This is the only appearance of this verbal
root in the entire biblical narrative prose corpus. The lexeme is relatively common
in poetic texts (e.g., Psalms 4x, Proverbs 10x, Job 3x, etc.) but, as noted, only in
Gen 38:23 does the word occur within prose.

The sounds of these words evoke one another, with the sound play operating
with the bet-zayin combination: ]2 bazeh ‘in this’ / TD? labiiz ‘(become) a ridi-
cule’. To enhance the alliteration, the author has Hirah repeat the same words that
he heard from the townsfolk.

(10) Genesis 38:22-23, 25

TR IR ANTITRY TR OTPBT WIK 03 [PORSH K7 MR ATNT0R W7
FNRED K7 AR T D AN2Y 737 132 701 19 A7TRA 7 MR
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27. See, for example, Shamir Yona, “Stylistic and Syntactic Variants in Repeated Texts
in the Bible,” in T®shiirét LaAvishur: Studies in the Bible and the Ancient Near East, in He-
brew and Semitic Languages: Festschrift Presented to Prof. Yitzhak Avishur on the Occasion
of His 65th Birthday, ed. Michael Heltzer and Meir Malul (Tel-Aviv: Archaeological Center,
2004), 225-32 [Heb.]; idem, “Repetition and Variation in Biblical Texts,” UF 37 (2005):
729-40; Gary A. Rendsburg, “Variation in Biblical Hebrew Prose and Poetry,” in Built by
Wisdom, Established by Understanding: Essays on Biblical and Near Eastern Literature in
Honor of Adele Berlin, ed. Maxine L. Grossman (Bethesda, MD: CDL, 2013), 197-226; and
idem, “Repetition with Variation in Legal-Cultic Texts of the Torah,” in Marbeh Hokmah:
Studies in the Bible and the Ancient Near East in Loving Memory of Victor Avigdor Hurowitz,
ed. Shamir Yona et al. (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2015), 435-63.

28. In fact, there are only ten such instances of verbatim repetition of the original
speech in the narrative corpus stretching from Genesis through Kings (five in Genesis—
Exodus; five in Samuel-Kings); see George W. Savran, Telling and Retelling: Quotation in
Biblical Narrative (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988), 29. One will admit that
in a short speech of only four words, as here in Gen 38:21-22, the opportunity for varia-
tion is less. Nevertheless, even short speeches occasionally are varied by the biblical author,
as seen, for example, in the comparison between Num 20:17 and Judg 11:17 (even though
these two occur at great distance from one another).
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22And he returned to Judah, and he said, “I did not find her, and even the
men of the place said, “There has not been a gadésd in this [sc. ‘here’].””
23And Judah said, “Let her take (it) for herself, lest we become a ridicule;
behold, I sent her this kid, but you could not find her.”

2She is brought-out—and she had sent to her father-in-law, saying, “By
the man to whom these (belong), I am pregnant”; and she said, “Recog-
nize, please, to whom (belong) these: the seal and the cords and the staff.”

The odd usage here is the hophal feminine-singular passive participle form NX¥
milse’t ‘(she) is brought-out’.? The reader of biblical prose would expect to find
here a suffix-conjugation form indicating the past tense. The author used the un-
expected form, however, because the participle allows the mem to be prefixed to
the root XX ys’ ‘go out’ (hiphil ‘bring out’, with the passive expressed by the ho-
phal), thereby creating a string of consonants: mem-sade-"alep-taw. This unusual
form is employed alliterationis causa, to invoke the sounds of the earlier words
PIREN moasa’tiha T did (not) find her’ (v. 22) and ANRED masa’tah ‘you did (not)
find her’ (v. 23), both of which contain the same mem-sade-"alep-taw series.

(11) Genesis 2:15-16, 18
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15And YuwH Elohim took the man, and he placed him in the garden of
Eden, to till it and to guard it.
1And YawH Elohim commanded the man, saying, “From every tree of
the garden you indeed may eat.”

8And YawH Elohim said, “It is not good for the man to be alone; I will
make for him a lady as his opposite.”

My next example brings us back to the beginning of the book of Genesis, so that
once more I have elected to treat a passage out of canonical order. I do so given the
very thorny issues involved with the phrase 17312 1Y ‘ézer kanegds,* a two-word
combination that has confounded scholars for millennia. Had we proceeded in

29. The oddity has been noticed by many scholars: e.g., Robert Alter, The Art of Bibli-
cal Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981), 9: “a rare present passive participle.”
30. The phrase occurs not only in v. 18, reproduced above, but in v. 20 as well.
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canonical order, these words would have come at the beginning of our explora-
tions (since they appear in the second creation account). I felt it more prudent,
however, to set the stage with examples such as Gen 2:25-3:1; 6:14; 21:4, 7-8, etc.,
given the simpler wording in these verses. Only now toward the essay’s end, with
the device of alliteration exemplified and our method of interpretation revealed,
may we proceed to this illustration.

The famous rendering of the King James Version (1611), “an help meet for
him,”3! became ensconced in the English language, eventually yielding “help-
meet” (with hyphen, used by John Dryden, for example) and then either “helpmeet”
(without hyphen, common from the 19th century onward) or “helpmate” (used by
Daniel Defoe, for example).* The first element, “help,” is a suitable rendering of
the Hebrew nounJ¥y ‘ézer, which appears about 12 times elsewhere in the Bible
(e.g., Deut 33:7); while the second element, “meet,” meaning “equal” (though
it would have been archaic even in 1611), is an attempt to render the Hebrew
prepositional phrase 7332 kanegdo. In truth, however, this compound preposition
(formed by 3- ka- + T3] neged) appears only in Gen 2:18 and 2:20, so we cannot
be so certain about its meaning, especially since the simple preposition 733 neged
nowhere else has the meaning ‘equal’ but rather typically means ‘opposite, in front
of” in a spatial sense.

The problem, then, is this: does “help meet” suitably capture the essence of
this phrase? Have we, and readers for centuries before us, been misled not only
by the KJV (and almost all English translations influenced thereby since 1611) but
also by the presence of Y ‘ézer ‘help’ (along with the verbal root 77V zr ‘help’)
in the Hebrew lexicon? My even raising the question naturally directs our answer:
yes, we have been misled—for there is nothing further in the text that suggests that
the woman is to be a helper to the man.

Happily, a relatively recent but generally overlooked suggestion points the
way and, to my mind, provides an elegant solution to the phrase 17332 1V ‘ézer
ka-negdo. The remarkable Ze’ev Ben-Hayyim (1907-2013), leading Hebraist of the
Hebrew University, who continued to produce scholarship well into his nineties,
suggested in 1998 that the word 1Y ‘ézer indeed does not mean ‘help’ but, rather,
is cognate with Arabic /L3 ‘adra ‘virgin, young woman’ (the phonetics match
perfectly, since Arabic /d/ corresponds to Hebrew /z/).3> Which is to say, ancient
Hebrew had a word 77y ‘ézer that meant ‘woman’ (in some fashion)—a meaning

31. Note the earlier renderings by John Wycliffe (1331-84) “an help lijk to hym silf”
and William Tyndale (1494-1536) “an helper to beare him company.”

32. OED, s.v., “helpmeet, helpmate.”

33. Ze’ev Ben-Hayyim, “TTY¥71 37330 91Y,” LeSonénu 63/1-2 (1998/5758): 45-50. Note
that the Arabic word is used by Christian Arabs to refer to the Virgin Mary.
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that fits the context of Gen 2:18 (and 2:20). I have translated the word ‘lady’ above
only in order to evoke a different and rarer usage in keeping with the exceptional
nature of 77y ‘ézer.** This word, accordingly, is a homonym of IJ¥ ‘ézer ‘help’, but
the two are to be sharply distinguished, especially here in Gen 2.

We thus are led to ask: why did the author choose this phrase,ﬁ;;? Y ‘ezer
kanegdo ‘a lady as his opposite’? By this point, the reader will not be surprised to
learn that the answer lies in noticing the sounds at play. The phrases heard earlier,
1797132 bagan ‘éden in the garden of Eden’ (v. 15) and 1337y ‘és haggan ‘the trees
of the garden’ (v. 16), incorporate the same or similar consonants as the expression
17232 Y ‘ézer kanegdo ‘a lady as his opposite’ (v. 18). Note that //, /n/, and /g/
appear in all three combinations; /d/ appears in two of them; the /s/ in the second
one evokes the /z/ of the third one; the /r/ of the last one shares the sonorant quali-
ties of the /n/ in the other two; and the /k/ in the third one is the voiceless velar
stop corresponding to the voiced velar stop /g/ that appears in all three. The result
is an interweaving of sounds in the three expressions—an effect produced by our
author’s reaching deep into the Hebrew lexicon to pluck the word 71y ‘ezer lady’,
which then works in tandem with the unique compound prepositionT33 kaneged
‘as opposite’ (or whatever its precise nuance may be).

(12) Genesis 12:8, 22:9

1708 02 XT3 D MY O POy
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128 And he proceeded from there to the mountains, to the east of Bethel,
and he pitched his tent.
229 And he bound Isaac his son, and he placed him on the altar, atop the
wood.

Previous scholars have observed the many lexical and thematic links that serve to
unite the two lék [aka chapters, Gen 12 and Gen 22.3 This long series of intercon-
nections, which collectively serve to conjoin the two key episodes in the life of
Abraham, allows one to espy yet another nexus: the long-range alliteration created

34. 1 thus reserve ‘woman’ for WX ’issd; female’ for =) naqebd, etc.

35. See Benno Jacob, Das erste Buch der Tora: Genesis (Berlin: Schocken, 1934), 493;
Umberto Cassuto, From Noah to Abraham (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1964), 296; Robert David-
son, Genesis 12-50 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 94; and most impor-
tantly Nahum M. Sarna, Understanding Genesis (New York: Schocken, 1966), 160-61. For a
summary of these observations, along with my own contribution to the topic, see my book
The Redaction of Genesis (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1986; repr. 2014), 30-35.



Alliteration in the Book of Genesis 95

by two rare verbs in these parallel accounts, PRy wayya‘téq ‘and he proceeded’ in
12:8 and Tp¥? wayyd‘qod ‘and he bound’ in 22:9.%

The former occurs only here in Gen 12:8 and (as a clear echo) in 26:33. The
root PNY ‘tq occurs 12 other times in the Bible, with a range of meanings, among
which are three additional instances of the hiphil stem (Prov 25:1; Job 9:5, 32:15),
though with different connotations. The latter verb, from the root Ip¥ ‘qd, is a
hapax legomenon in the Bible, used here instead of the common root Wp gsr ‘tie,
bind’ (see, e.g., Gen 38:28; Josh 2:18, 2:21; Job 39:10; etc.).*” To my mind, the au-
thor of these two stories selected these rare lexemes deliberately, as one additional
long-range nexus to solidify the association of the two pericopes.*

As noted above, alliteration does not occur on a regular basis in Biblical He-
brew literature, whether prose or poetry, a point now confirmed by our survey of
but 12 instances in the book of Genesis. Yet, when this literary device is employed
by the authors of ancient Hebrew literature, the reader—which is to say, the lis-
tener—is invited to take note and delight in the pleasure of the text.

36. For my earlier treatment, see ibid., xix—xx (of the book’s 2nd edition only).

37. Icite here only passages that entail actual tying or binding, not metaphorical acts.
See also Deut 6:8, 11:18, as per rabbinic and other (e.g., Qumran) Jewish interpretation.

38. Nota bene: “the author” (or at least the single narrative voice present in the Abra-
ham Cycle, if not the book of Genesis as a whole) and not two or more authors (as proposed
by devotees of the Documentary Hypothesis, who would assign Gen 12 to so-called ] and
Gen 22 to so-called E).





