Some Notes on the Syntax of Biblical Hebrew zeh!

Na’ama Pat-E2 (Cambridge, USA)

1 Introduction

The demonstrative in Biblical Hebrew usually follows the noun it modifies and
agrees with it in gender, number and definiteness, much like the adjective.® There are
very few examples in the Bible of a demonstrative standing before its head noun.
Most of the examples are attributive, Joosten (1991) dealt with demonstratives
preceding a proper noun, and explained it as grammatical marking of an emotional
distance between the speaker and the referent of the proper noun (1991: 413).
However, the deictic element zeh seems to precede its head noun in some
constructions, that are not attributive. A very frequent one is the zeh ‘esrim Sanah
pattern. I will try to explain the reasons for the irregularity of this word order and
agreement in the following pages.

2 zeh ‘esrim Sanah

This construction consists of a temporal noun,* always pragmatically plural,’ with
zeh positioned directly before it. The noun phrase almost always contains a
quantifier, usually a number.® However, there is no agreement between the
demonstrative and the noun phrase; the demonstrative is always zeh, whichever noun
it precedes’. Therefore, we may say that syntactically zek is not masculine or
singular, because there are no equivalent feminine or plural forms in similar

' This paper was read at NACAL 32, which was held in San Diego in March 2004. I am
thankful to all the participants for their comments. 1 also wish to thank Prof. John
Huehnergard for his encourgement and comments.

2 npatel@fas.harvard.edu; NELC, 6 Divinity Ave., Cambridge, MA, 02138.

There is however one deviation regarding definiteness: after a construct the demonstrative

never appears with a definite article, ex. banéni zeh sorer tmareh (Deut. 21, 20) “This son of

ours is stubborn and rebellious.”

Including the noun pa‘am “(one)” time with the meaning of an occurrence in time (BDB

1906: 822a).

3 In the phrase zeh ‘esrim Sanah, $anah is pragmatically, though not morphologically, plural.
Syntactically, when tens above the first ten precede their noun, they take singular of certain
nouns (Gesenius 1910: 433).

& Butalso adjectives zeh yamim rabbim (2Sam. 14,2; Josh. 22,3) “many days”, and adverbs zeh

kammah $anim (Zech. 7,3) “several days”. A rare exception is zeh yamim '6 zeh Sanim

(1Sam. 29,3) “days or years”.

No reference to this example of incongruency is found in Levi (1987).
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constructions. Furthermore, as I have mentioned in the introduction, the position of
zeh before the noun phrase and not after it is highly irregular. The relationship
between the noun and the demonstrative is therefore not very clear.

Pragmatically, this construction is used when referring to time streched from a
certain past time to the present. The time that has already passed by is affecting the
present speech. Thus, for example, Delilah says to Samson: zeh $alos pa‘amim
hetalta bi (Judg. 16,15) “you have fooled me three times now”, after Samson had
ridiculized her thrice; and when Joab gives directions to the woman of Tekoa, he tells
her: woahayit ka’issah zeh yamim rabbim mit’abbelet ‘al mét (2Sam. 14,2) “and you
will be as a woman who is mourning a one who has died for many days now”, and he
means that she should act as if she has been mourning for many days already.

On examining which elements may appear in the same syntactic slot, namely the
position preceding temporal nouns, it is clear that zeh belongs syntactically with
adverbs.?

o @ — wayyarem moseh ‘et yado wayyak ‘et hassela‘ bamattehii pa “mayim (Num.
20,11) “And Moses lifted his hand and struk the rock with his staff twice.”

o Adverb — ki zeh Sandatayim hara‘ab bagereb ha’ares wa‘dd hames sanim “Ser 'én
haris wagdassir (Gen. 45,6) “For the famine has been in the land for two years now

and for five years more there is no plowing nor harvest.”

As an adverb, it does not have motio, i.e. inflection, nor corresponding feminine or
plural equivalents. We need to explain then how it came about that zeh undertook an
adverbial function in this construction, presumably indicating time, bearing in mind
that in other constructions it mainly indicates space.

2.1 Previous studies

Jotion (1991: 531) claims that zeh in Hebrew was originally a demonstrative adverb,
meaning “here, hic”, as in ha’atah zeh bani ‘ésaw 'tm l6° (Gen. 27,21) “Is that you,
my son Esau?” or Amneh zeh (1Kg. 19.5). The temporal sense, according to him, is a
further development. However, Joiion does not explain how an adverb became a
demonstrative adjective. Moreover, it is not very plausible diachronically that zeh
was originally an adverb. There are enough comparative data to safely assume that
the d-element in Proto-Semitic is a demonstrative-relative.” Any function deviating
from the demonstrative function should be explained, and not vice versa.

Furthermore, the two examples given by Joiion for an adverbial use are not of the
same category. The first is a relative in a cleft sentence, much like mah-zzeh.'0 The
second is indeed an adverb. However, Aunneh-zeh appears only four times in the

8 Blau (1976: 103) rightly takes the whole pattern [zeh + temporal noun] to be an adverb, but
does not discuss the synchronic function of zeh.

9 Huehnergard (2006: 110-114).

10" Jotion-Muraoka (2000: 533). See also Goldenberg (1977: [119]).
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Bible, two of which are in Song of Somgs. This “adverbial” use can be easily
explained as a result of a process during which the demonstrative, which served to
mark deixis, namely, immediacy in space, became a marker of immediacy in
general.!! Therefore, there is no reason to assume that the alleged adverbial function
of zeh is original.

Brockelmann analyses zeh in this pattern as a demonstrative pronoun which indicates
a plural noun, if it stands at the beginning of the sentence (1913: 77; 1956: 20).
However, Brockelmann occasionally renders this pattern as a cleft sentence, without
further explanation.!2

Waltke & O’Connor (1990: 311) attempt to explain this construction as an extension
of constructions like hayydm hazzeh (as in hayyém hazzeh 'ahél gaddelka (Josh. 3,7)
“On this day, I will begin to exalt you”). This explanation is syntactically impossible
for several reasons:

e Definiteness — in zeh ‘esrim $anah, zeh is always absolute, whereas in hayydém
hazzeh, zeh is always definite.

e Word order — in zeh ‘esrim $anah constructions, zeh precedes the noun it
modifies, whereas in hayyom hazzeh, zeh follows the noun it modifies.

e Gender — zeh in hayyom hazzeh is in agreement with a masculine noun, and
therefore masculine itself. *hayyammim hazzeh is ungrammatical. In zeh ‘esrim
$andh, zeh seems to have no gender, because it can appear with both masculine
and feminine plural nouns, without a change of form.!3

e Number — zeh in hayyém hazzeh is singular and has a plural form, ‘élleh (as in
hassanim hattobot habba’ot ha’élleh Gen. 41,35). zeh in zeh ‘esrim $anah has no
grammatical number. It appears solely with plural nouns, but has no plural
counterpart.

Another possibility Waltke & O’Connor consider is to take zeh hayyom as the origin
of the expression under discussion (as in zeh hayyom “Ser natan ‘et sisra’ bayadeka
(Judg. 4,14) “This is the day on which God has handed over Sisera to your hands.”).
Again, zeh hayyom is unlikely to be the source of zeh ‘esrim $andh, for several
reasons. zeh hayyom is a full nexus, when it stands at the beginning of a sentence and
followed by a relative clause.'* The only example of zeh hayyom which is not a

Demonstratives with deixis to immidiate referent are often erronously translated as involving
spatial adverbs, as “here, there”, when infact they mark the direct referent of the speaker,
which may or may not be geographically closer to the speaker, but definitely closer in
context.

12 Ex. zeh ‘esrim Sanah "anaki ‘immaka (Gen. 31,38) is translated as “Es sind jetzt 20 Jahre, daf
ich bei dir bin.” Brockelmann (1956: 10).

Waltke & O’Connor (1990: 311) claim that the construction zeh ‘esrim §anah appears rarely
with z6't, when in fact there is only one example of za'1 is za't happa‘am ‘esem me “samay
(Gen. 2,23) “this time, a bone from my bones” where the temporal noun is unusually singular.
14" Consider also the following examples: zeh hayyom ‘asah yhwh (Psa. 118,24) “this is the day,
which the lord has made”; zeh hayyém Seqqiwwinithi; (Lam. = lamentations 2,16) “this is the
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nexus is wohégim yhwh 16 melek ‘al yisara’eél “Ser yakrit ‘et bét yaraba‘'am zeh
hayyom (1Kings 14,14). It is obvious from the word order, that zeh hayyom in this
example is not the main nexus, but rather an attributive demonstrative.!S In addition,
the noun hayydm in all of those examples is singular and definite, unlike the nouns in
zeh ‘esrim $andh pattern.

Pennacchietti (1980) is the only article solely dedicated to this syntactic question. He
rejects the opinion that ze# is an adverb and prefers to retain its original function as a
demonstrative. Pennacchietti analyses these sentences as cleft sentences (1980:
236).16 He claims that the sentences are the result of a transformation of a sentence
with a temporal adverbial accusative, a construction known well in other Semitic
languages (1980: 238). Pennacchiatti assumes the existence of a suppressed
relativizer, which subordinates the main clause to the temporal expression. zeh
functions as the subject of a nominal sentence, with a temporal noun as a predicate.
This sentence functions as the logical subject in a cleft sentence, while the remaining
part is the logical predicate. Thus the process may be decribed as the following:
hétalta bi [5al6§ pa‘amim]'* — *zeh 3alés pa‘amim (@] hetalta bi (Judg. 16,15)
“& 3 volte che ti sei burlato di me” (Eng. “it is three times that you made fun of me”).
Pennacchietti’s explanation lies heavily on the position of the zeh clause. In order to
analyse as clefts the sentences where the zeh construction follows the main predicate,
Pennacchietti needs to assume the latter is a later construction. This is a rather
circular argument; it is not substantiated and the only reason to assume such a
process is to substantiate the claim of a cleft sentence. There is no apparent
difference in distribution between preceding and following zeh; therefore there is no
reason to assume a diachronic process here. Pennacchietti's analysis, though very
imaginative, also fails to explain examples such as samtem wasapéd bah’misi
ubassabi‘i wazeh $tha‘im Sanah (Zechariah 7,5) “you have fasted and mourned on
the fifth and seventh month, and (it has been like that) for seventy years now”, where
the temporal expression is syntactically marked as separated with waw from what,
according to Pennacchietti, is its subordinated clause.!”

Like Pennacchietti, Zewi (1992) takes this pattern to be cleft (1992: 48).!8 She
interprets the pattern as similar to Type C, in her division of sentence types in
Biblical Hebrew. According to the analysis suggested in her dissertation, zeh is the
subject and ‘esrim Sanah is the predicate, while the rest of the sentences is
implicitely subordinated to it. On a higher level of syntactic interpretation, the

day we hoped for”, where the main predicate is clearly zeh hayyém and the rest of the
sentence is subordinated to it, whether as an asyndetic or a syndetic clause.

The position of the attributive demonstrative before its head noun is irregular, but not
impossible. See Jotion-Muraoka (2000: II 533) for many more examples and Blake (1912:
172) and Joosten (1991) for discussion.

Jfrasi scisse. Pennacchietti bases his analysis in part on Brockelmann and Blau. While the first
does translate this pattern as a cleft, though without explaining his reasons, the latter does not
offer any translation or analysis that could be interpreted as a cleft.

Oddly enough, the waw is missing from this sentence in Pennacchietti’s list of examples (p.
226).

This analysis is missing from Zewi (1994).
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pattern zeh ‘esrim sanah is the predicate of the following clause.'® Zewi too, refers
only two sentences where the pattern zeh ‘esrim $anah appears at the beginning of
the sentence. However, in 14 occurances out of 24 occurances of this pattern in the
bible, this pattern stands at the end of the proposition, and thus this pattern is very

unlikely to be cleft.

2.2 Comparative data

Temporal constructions with demonstrative in other languages are almost always
definite, as for instance in Mishnaic Hebrew ‘616 hayyom “the same day” (‘aboda
zara i. 3).20 A slightly different structure is used in the Aramaic of the Palestinian
Targum b-hdh §‘th, b-hdh zmnh meaning “now” with a reverse order of
demonstrative and noun (Fassberg 1990: 121). Fassberg explains the inversion in
these forms as an imitation of Biblical Aramaic bah sa “tah (1990: 122).2! However,
the Biblical Aramaic phrase does not make use of demonstratives with temporal
nouns. At any rate, both dialects differ from the Biblical Hebrew pattern, since the
noun used is definite. Moreover, the adverbial function of the Aramaic pattern is due
to the preposition, and is not inherent to this pattern.22

In Colloquial Egyptian Arabic there are instances of the feminine demonstrative
before temporal nouns (of any gender), as in dik ‘in-nahar “the other day”, where
both the gender and the word order are unusual. Brustad attributes this phenomenon
to the “non-specific nature of temporal noun” (2000: 127). She suggests that this may
be similar to the feminine singular agreement with collective nouns in Classical
Arabic, i.e. a neuter gender (2000: 139). She also points to the phenomenon of
gender neutralization of the adjective in Egyptian Arabic (2000: 621f.).

Pennacchietti compared the Hebrew constructions to their Syriac, Arabic and
Ethiopic translations, and found that none of these languages translated the Hebrew
using a similar pattern (1980: 228-232). Moreover, he concluded that this pattern is
absent from all the Semitic languages.23

Zewi may be influenced also by Israeli Hebrew, where the structure is sometimes understood
as a cleft. A well-known Israeli song opens with the line: zeh kabar kammah yamim $ebbs-
sawtda’ mopi‘a zamar mahuppas (Shlomo Artsi, Sawta) “it is a few days now that a disguised
singer appears in Sawta” (a famous club in Tel Aviv).

20 This form stems from the nota accusativi, 't which took a definite noun in previous stages of
Hebrew. Segal (1927: 202).

2l The word order in both dialects is noun-demonstrative, ex. raza’ danah “this secret”,
qirayata’ dak “this city”.

22 In Syriac there is a construction with d-without a governing noun, which introduces a
temporal noun. The whole construction forms a temporal adverb, ex. d-fa‘ta “immediatly”
(Lit. “of the hour”), d-hasa “now” (Lit. “of here”). Noldeke (2001: 167). Moreover, the
Syriac construction contains a singular noun in the emphatic state (Syriac adverbs tend to be

k| in the absolute) while the Hebrew one is plural and absolute.

“Tanto pit che costruzioni del genere risultano assenti in ogni altra lingua semitica”.
Pennacchietti (1980: 227). He also notes that the only exception is Targumic Aramaic,
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2.3 Syntax

There could be another explanation for the syntax of the demonstrative in this
pattern. First, regarding its temporal adverbial qualities, one would argue, and rightly
so, that zeh in this pattern does not indicate time at all. Granted, it is positioned as
part of a temporal adverbial phrase, but the indication of time lies in the nouns
involved, not in zeh itself.24

Furthermore, according to Diessel (1999), typologically, there are very few examples
of demonstratives, which originally indicated spatial terms and were later shifted to
indicate temporal terms (1999: 139-140). However, all of the examples listed in his
study are of what he calls “adverbial demonstratives”, that is, forms like Eng. “here,
there”, Gr. “entautha” and the like, which in fact did not change their syntactical
function, since they were, and remain, adverbs, but rather slightly changed their
semantic field (1999: 140, tables 68 and 69).25 It is evident, therefore, that even in
world languages the shift from demonstrative adjective to adverb is very rare.

Close examination of other patterns with zeh may clarify the question at hand. zeh is
found in prepositional possessive clauses, where it functions as a neuter subject.
Consider the following examples:

| wazeh Illokd tariimat matanam (Num 18,11) “and you will have this as gift
offering”
2 wazeh lloka ha’ot (1Sam. 2,34) “and you will have this as a sign”

Notice that there is no congruency between the subject and other elements in these
sentences.26
The structure with temporal nouns is built on the same principles:27

however all the incidents of danan/dana with a temporal noun are slavish translations of the
Hebrew pattern.

There is only one example of an adverbial zeh without a following noun: “lit zeh bannegeb
wa “litem 'et hahar (Num. 13,17) “come up in the Negev and up the hill side”. Most transla-
tors translate zeh here with a spatial meaning. This unique use of zeh seems to differ from the
construction under discussion in that it refers to the future and does not imply any temporal
reference. It is rather closer to the use of zeh in the hinneh zeh pattern.

Most of Diessel’s examples are better termed “Semantic shift”, rather than “grammaticaliza-
tion”.

Compare Eng. it in it was many years before we met again.

Possessive-like constructions referring to time are extant in other languages as well: Fr. J'ai
vingt ans “1 am twenty years old”, literally “I have twenty years”. Note also Syriac d- it lhan
lam Set $nin dla rese (Hist. de 'église d’adiabene, 4, 1. 4) “they are without a leader for 6
years now”, where a possessive construction ('t /-) is used to express length of time.

24

25

26
27
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3 zeh lli ‘esrim sanah babéteka (Gen. 31,41) “I have been in your house for twenty
years now.”

We may postulate a process by which an adverbial circumstantial sentence, much
like the Arabic hal,2® originally finite, lost the possessive marker /-, perhaps first in
colloquial parlance, and became more and more dependent on the main sentence
until it was understood to be a circumstantial adverbial phrase, rather than a clause
with full nexus.2% As an adverbial clause or phrase, it may be positioned in different
places in the sentence, thus we can find both word orders:

4 laqob ‘dybay qara’tika wahinneh bérkia baréek zeh $alos pa ‘amim (Num. 24,10) “I
have called you to curse my enemies, and instead you have blessed them three
times.”

5 zeh salos pa‘amim hétalta bi walo’ higgadata Ili bammeh koh“ka gadol. (Judg. 16,
15) “You have mocked me three times now and did not tell me what makes your
strength great.”

This process may explain some of the apparent abnormalities of the construction.
Since in the original sentence the predicate was possessive / + pronominal suffix, not
a noun phrase, there is no agreement between the demonstrative and the noun phrase.
The unexplainable function of the demonstrative is thus accounted for, as a remnant
of the previous construction.3?

3 Conclusion

The rare instances of Biblical Hebrew zeh as an adverb should be explained as a
remnant of a quite regular nominal sentence which lost its independence and became
an adverbial phrase. Since all stages of this process are attested, such an explanation
does not force us to assume functions which do not accord with the form’s general
syntactic function in the language or with the linguistic evidence.

28 Cf. the adverbial use of waw in ki samtem wasapéd bahmisi ibassabi‘i wazeh §tba‘im Sanah
(Zech. 7,5) “when you have fasted and mourned on the fifth and seventh month for seventy
years [is it for me that you fasted?]”.

Blau (1976) briefly notes that those patterns were “presumably originally independent clauses
opening with deictic zeh (it is twice’, ‘it is two years’)” (p. 103).

A somewhat similar construction is the Levantine Arabic sar-li sa‘a bintur “1 have been
waiting for an hour”, where the original sentence which underlies the adverbial phrase is still
apparent. In classical Arabic sgra (from the root syr “happen, become”) takes /- which
indicates the party affected. Presumably, the sentence originally contained two separated
clauses and meant “it happened to me for an hour; I waited”. sar- is no longer the main verb
in the sentence, but rather the present habitual binfur, and sar-li sa‘a is understood to be a
temporal adverbial phrase.

29

30
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A Appendix: Examples

wayy ‘agbeni zeh pa “mayim. (Gen. 27,36)

2. zeh ‘esrim Sanah ‘anoki ‘immaka. (Gen. 31,38)

3. zeh Ili ‘esrim Sanah babéteka “badatika 'arba‘ ‘esréh Sanah bisté banotéka.
(Gen. 31,41)

4. ki ‘atah sabnii zeh pa “mayim. (Gen. 43,10)

5. ki zeh Sanatayim hara'ab bagereb ha’ares. (Gen. 45,6)

6. wayanassi '0ti zeh ‘eSer pa‘amim wald’ sam ‘4 bagoli. (Num. 14,22)

7. meh ‘asiti 1oka ki hikitani zeh $alos ragalim. (Num. 22,28)

8. ‘al mah hikkita ‘et *atonka zeh sal6s ragalim. (Num. 22,32)

9. wattet lapanay zeh $alos ragalim (Num. 22,33)

10. laqob ‘oybay qara 'tika whinneh berkta bareka zeh 5alos pa‘amim (Num. 24,10)

1. ki yhwh “lohéyka ... yada‘ lekioka ‘et hammidasbar haggadsl hazzeh zeh
‘arba ‘im sanah. (Deut. 2,7)

12. wazakarta ‘et kal hadderek “Ser holik’ka yhwh “lohéka zeh ’arabd‘im Sanah.
(Deut. 8,2)

13. waragiaoka lo° baseqah zeh "araba ‘im Sanah. (Deut. 8,4)

14. zeh ‘arabd‘im wohames $anah me'az diber yhwh ‘et haddabar hazzeh ...
wa ‘atah hinnéh ‘anoki hayyom ben hames tisaménim $anah. (Josh. 14,10)

I5. 16" “zabtem ‘et “hékem zeh yamim rabim ‘ad hayyém hazzeh. (Josh. 22.3)

16. zeh 3alos pa‘amim hetalta bi walo’ higgadata lli bammeh koh'ka gadol. (Judg.
16,15)

17. Klo’ zeh dawid ‘ebed $a’al melek yisra’el “Ser hayah 'iti zeh yamim ‘6 zeh
Sanim. (1Sam. 29,3)

18. wahayit ka’is§ah zeh yamim rabbim mit ‘abbelet ‘al mét. (2Sam. 14,2)

19. zeh $alos wa'esarim Sanah hayah dabar yhwh ‘élay wa“dabér “lékem. (Jer.
25i3)

20. ‘ad matay 16’ tarahém ‘et yarisalaim wa'et ‘aré yahiidah “Ser za‘amta zeh
§tha'im Sanah. (Zech. 1,12)

21. ha’ebkeh bahodes hah'misi hinnazer ka “ser ‘asiti zeh kammeh Sanim. (Zech. 7:3)

22. ki samtem wasapod bah®misi thass abi ‘i wazeh §1ba‘im Sanah. (Zech. 7,5)

23. zeh ‘eser pa ‘amim taklimini. (Job 19,3)

24. wa*'ni 1o’ nigre'ti labo’ ‘el hammelek zeh $2l65im yom. (Esth. 4,11)
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Abstract

The demonstrative zeh in the phrase zeh ‘esrim Sanah exhibits some irregularities. It
appears before its head noun and is not in grammatical agreement with it. In some
grammars it has been described as a spatial or temporal adverb. Several scholars
believe it to be a cleft sentence. This paper aims at showing that zeh ‘esrim $andh is a
remnant of an adverbial clause which lost its dependence and became an adverbial
phrase. All the phases of this diachronical syntax are attested in Biblical Hebrew.
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