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The “Compound Nominal Clause” Reconsidered

K. Jongeling

In the last thirty or forty years, considerable attention has been paid to questions concer-
ning the nominal clause. We need only point to the well-known study by F. I. Andersen,
The Hebrew Verbless Clause in the Pentateuch (Nashville & New York, 1970), which led to
an interesting debate, among which we like to mention especially J. Hoftijzer’s article publi-
shed in 1973.' which contained a highly critical appraisal of Andersen’s proposals. More re-
cently, Cynthia L. Miller edited an interesting collection of studies on the nominal clause.”

Perhaps the most basic problem which poses itself when considering the nominal clause
is whether this syntactical category should be posited for the grammar of biblical Hebrew or
not. Cameron Sinclair, in his article which appeared under the title “Are Nominal Clauses a
distinct Clause Type?” in the above-mentioned collection edited by Miller, returns to the po-
sition already held by Gesenius in the 1817 edition of his grammar, viz. that the nominal
clause is, in fact, an elliptical verbal clause in which a form of the verb ‘to be’ has been de-
leted. Note e.g. Gesenius’ remark:’

“Bildet aber das Adjectiv das Praedicat eines Satzes mit Auslassung des
Verbi Substantivi, so steht es in der Regel vor dem Substantivo, und ist
unbestimmt.”

As is well-known, the syntactical study of biblical Hebrew was still underdeveloped in
Gesenius’ description of Hebrew grammar, but this remark is clear in and of itself. We will
not discuss this point in the present article, convinced as we are of the existence of the nomi-
nal clause in biblical Hebrew. However, one short remark is useful, also in connection with
the rest of our argument.*

Sinclair remarks that in biblical Hebrew all types of nominal clauses have counterparts
with comparable meaning in which a finite verbal form derived from 71 is used. An impor-
tant objection against this supposition is that Sinclair doesn't discuss the function of nominal
clauses. Thus, e.g., the nominal clause of the type Susiect+PrepicaTE may be used in the
function of a circumstantial clause. We give a few examples in which such a circumstantial
clause starts with a separate pronoun followed by the participle gal of 2v** [examples 1-5]:

:oin of Sokamne 2 Ram ko o83 1 ovhr 8 Gn 18: 1 [1]
“And the Lorp appeared unto him in the plains of Mamre: and he sat in the tent door in
the heat of the day.”

ek Hoftijzer, “The nominal clause reconsidered”, V'7T 23: 445-510.

2 Cynthia L. Miller (ed.), The Verbless Clause in Biblical Hebrew, (Winona Lake, 1999).

> Wilhelm Gesenius, Ausfiihrliches grammatisch-kritisches Lehrgebdude der hebrdischen Sprache mit Ver-

gleichung der verwandten Dialekte, (Leipzig, 1817), 706.

* Note that, although not discussing the compound nominal clause, Heinrich Ewald provides a description in

which nominal and verbal clauses are clearly differentiated, cf. his Grammatik der Hebrdischen Sprache des Alten
Testaments, (Leipzig, *1838), 341ff. He speaks about a noun or an adjective as a predicate, and notes: “Nur erst all-
méhlich kommt eine Copula auf zwischen Subject und Pridicat: 1) das Pron. der dritten Person, ... 2) Das Verbum
A

> Due to the interesting differences between several translations, also on the point of the rendition of clauses, we
have chosen to give at least two translations of every example. The first translation is the King James Version
(KJV), the second one is the translation published by the Jewish Publication Society in America (JPS).
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“The Lorp appeared to him by the terebinths of Mamre; he was sitting at the entrance
of the tent as the day grew hot.”

As many circumstantial clauses follow the main clause to which they are attached, one is in-
clined to favour a translation like the one given by the JPS, perhaps even more clearly:
“The Lorp appeared to him by the terebinths of Mamre, while he was sitting at the entrance of
the tent as the day grew hot.”

The same construction with the same participle is attested several times. 22> X1 is to be
found inGn 14::12. 24::62, Nu 22: 5, 33::40,0d 3: 20..4: 2.1 0; 1R 2:31 8510 218 SR S5
295c.F

0702 27° NI 1M 07aR TN WD) iy mpn Gn 14: 12 [2]
“And they took Lot, Abram’s brother’s son, who dwelt in Sodom, and his goods, and
departed.”
“They also took Lot, the son of Abram’s brother, and his possessions, and departed; for
he had settled in Sodom.”

Note how translations choose different strategies of interpreting the function of a particu-
lar circumstantial clause.
207 PIND 2WP XM R n> 82 Riz2n X2 P Gn 24: 62 [3]
“And Isaac came from the way of the well Lahairoi; for he dwelt in the south country.”
“Isaac had just come back from the vicinity of Beer-lahai-roi, for he was settled in the
region of the Negeb.”

0¥ N2 2T RIM RSO WIS WA T W WIeTIH 1 M2 v oeen Jd 4:2 [4]
“And the Lorp sold them into the hand of Jabin king of Canaan, that relgned in Hazor;
the captain of whose host was Sisera, which dwelt in Harosheth of the Gentiles.”
“And the Lorp surrendered them to King Jabin of Canaan, who reigned in Hazor. His
army commander was Sisera, whose base was Harosheth-goiim.”

=g 2% agiIm Ay TSy wvnatox Pr3:29 [5]
“Devise not evil against thy neighbour, seeing he dwelleth securely by thee.”
“Do not devise harm against your fellow Who lives trustfully with you.”

Apart from these constructions, there are also several examples of 1 + nominal subject +
participle 2u* [6] (cf. e.g. also Jd 16: 9, 12, ISa 14: 2):
Swy X2 '3 XM N2 P M JITTOP R 9Oy R AP o0 npis Swd 1 ISm 26:3 [6]
12T IO
“And Saul pitched in the hill of Hachilah, which is before Jeshimon, by the way. But
David abode in the wilderness, and he saw that Saul came after him into the wilder-
ness.”
“And Saul encamped on the hill of Hachilah which faces Jeshimon, by the road. When
David, who was then living in the wilderness, learned that Saul had come after him into
the wilderness.”

However, the same construction with the same function but with the addition of a finite
form of the verb 1171 is, as far as I know, not attested. Note that with this remark, we do not
deny that, apart from nominal clauses, elliptical clauses in which a form of 77 is deleted,
may be found in biblical Hebrew.

There is, in our view, another reason to suppose the existence of the nominal clause in
biblical Hebrew, viz. the existence of such constructions in Arabic. We regularly use Arabic
to compare with Hebrew on other points and in this area, the comparison may also be fruit-
















































