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The Sequential Forms in Biblical Hebrew: 
An Illustration from the Marginal

Ohad Cohen
The Hebrew University of Jerusalem

1. Introduction1

The verse that seals the 25th chapter of the Book of Genesis also closes the curtain on 
the first act in the family drama pitting Jacob against Esau. After Esau fell for the trap 
that his twin brother had set for him and sold Jacob the birthright, the first half of that 
same verse (v. 34) informs us that “Jacob then gave Esau bread and lentil stew.”2 The 
Edomite’s reaction is depicted at the end of the passage by means of a chain of five 
verbs: (עשו את הבכרה) ויאכל - וישת - ויקם - וילך - ויבז. This succession, linking five forms 
of ויקטל, serves as the present author’s point of departure for evaluating the meaning of 
consecutive forms in Biblical Hebrew (hereafter: BH).3

The questions that will be raised in this particular context are twofold: what is the 
chronological relation between the forms in verse 34? And what can be gleaned from 
the answer to the first question with respect to the chronological relations among other 
consecutive forms? By virtue of our familiarity with Scripture, it is evident that Esau 
eats and drinks and rises before leaving. However, what about the order in which he 
partakes of his meal? Does Esau finish eating his bread and stew and only then quench 
his thirst, or perhaps he eats and drinks intermittently? The chronological relation 
between the verb ויבז and the preceding chain of verbs is just as difficult to fathom: 
does Esau spurn the birthright as a result of the eating, drinking, etc? Or perhaps it is a 
preconceived attitude to the birthright that causes him to behave in this fashion? These 
are the types of questions that will be broached throughout this article in the hopes of 
shedding light on consecutive forms in the Bible.

1. This article was translated by Avi Aronsky, whom I thank for his work and friendship.
2. All the English translations of the Biblical text have been taken from the JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh, 

2nd ed. (Philadelphia, 1999).
3. As per the structuralist approach, the meaning of a verb form is determined by its sum total of con-

trasts vis à vis the rest of the forms in a given system. For a discussion on the broad systematic meaning 
of this form within the framework of the Biblical verbal system, see O. Cohen, The Verbal Tense System 
in Late Biblical Hebrew Prose (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 2008), 30–34, 49–57,  96–116 
[Hebrew]. Although the data in this article are based on the corpus of Biblical prose from the Second Temple 
Period, which I described in my doctoral thesis, many of the conclusions that were drawn therein can be 
applied to First Temple prose as well.
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2. History of Research
The consecutive forms ויקטל and וקטל constitute one of the most intricate theoretical 
challenges facing BH scholars. The primary objective of this article is to shed light on 
the chronological meaning consecutive forms in BH. The main difficulty lies in char-
acterizing the exact chronological function of these forms. Although the present study 
concentrates on the ויקטל form, many of the arguments that will be raised are germane to 
 as well. Before turning to the actual texts, the article will open with a brief survey וקטל
of the major solutions that have been proposed for “the sequential conundrum” through 
the ages.

The field of the BH verbal system constitutes an immense thicket of works pro-
mulgating manifold and often disparate views about the meaning of this system. For 
the sake of brevity, I will content myself with a review of the landmark interpretations 
that have shaped the approach of the majority of scholars in the field. Until the late 
eighteenth century, the prevailing explanation of the BH verbal system was that verb 
forms express tense. This theory, which was introduced by Jewish grammarians during 
the Middle Ages, is widely known as the “waw conversive” (וו ההיפוך). In 1766, N. W. 
Schröder published a (somewhat forgotten) grammar of BH that was written in Latin.4
While maintaining his loyalties to the traditional outlook (what he referred to as the 
“waw Conversiva”), Schröder nevertheless sought to mount an alternative explanation. 
He dubbed the יקטל form preceded by a waw—“the futurum relativum” and contended 
that it was to be understood in the following manner:

Apart from these various usages, the future form has another usage which is clearly unique 
and peculiar to the Hebrews, in that it receives the force of our past, and designates a matter as 
really past, not, however, by itself and absolutely, but in relation to a past action which has pre-
ceded it. For when a number of events are to be narrated that follow one another in some kind 
of continuous series, the Hebrew writers consider the first action as past, the others, however, 
which follow it on account of what has gone before are considered as future, since something 
is described which in relation to another past action is itself later and future, so it may be called 
the relative future. 5

In sum, Schröder advocated a relative approach according to which יקטל expresses 
the future tense and קטל the past. Moreover, his alternative to the problematic waw
conversive indeed attracted a cadre of adherents from the mid-eighteenth until the mid-
nineteenth century.6

4. See N. W. Schröder, Institutiones ad Fundamenta Linguae Hebraeae in usum Studiosae Juventutis
(Groningen, 1766), 340.

5. This citation is taken from McFall’s translation of Schröder’s work: L. McFall, The Enigma of the 
Hebrew Verbal System, Solutions from Ewald to the Present Day (Sheffield, 1982), 14. Schröder does not 
distinguish between the ויקטל and יקטל forms. The heading of this section is “Futurum relativum cum waw 
Conversiva, aut sina ea.”

6. A summary of the various studies drew inspiration from Schröder can be found in ibid., 21–24, 
57–59,  177–79). One of the most prominent scholars to adopt this approach was L. Nordheimer, A Critical 
Grammar of the Hebrew Language ([New York, 1841], vol. 2), who expatiated on the consecutive form at 
great length. However, Nordheimer’s approach somewhat differs from his predecessors, as he distinguishes 
between the prime forms קטל and יקטל, which in his estimation express absolute tenses, and the secondary 
forms ויקטל and וקטל, which express relative tenses. See Nordheimer’s concluding remarks (1841: 160–61).
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One of the scholars who followed in Schröder’s footsteps was Samuel Lee, whose 
Hebrew grammar7 offered a comprehensive linguistic comparison between absolute 
and relative tenses:

In the first place, then, any writer commencing his narrative will necessarily speak of past, 
present, or future time, with reference to the period in which his statement is made. . . This use 
of the tenses may, therefore, be termed Absolute. In the next place, a person may speak of past, 
present, or future events, with reference to some other period or event, already introduced into 
the context. This may be termed the Relative use of the tense. 8

From a morphological standpoint, Schröder and his successors did not draw a distinc-
tion between the ויקטל and יקטל forms. They postulated that in passages consisting of 
several successive actions, the Hebrew author intended the first to be a past action and 
the ensuing actions to signify a future act relative to the first.

The theory that Schröder launched left its mark on many works of grammar 
from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth century.9 During this period the term 
waw relativum replaced the venerable waw conversive; and from the mid-nineteenth 
century on, the “waw relativum” approach was gradually edged out of the books of 
Hebrew grammar, as “waw consecutive” became the concept of choice among Hebrew 
language researchers—a standing that it maintains to this very day. Driver claimed that 
the term was minted by the Hebrew scholar Böttcher in 1827 and was subsequently 
picked up by Ewald and others.10 In any event, the premise behind waw consecutive is 
that the consecutive form signifies an action which transpires after the one expressed 
by the anterior verb in any particular sequence. Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar phrases 
it thus:

The imperfect with wāw consecutive serves to express actions, or states which are to be re-
garded as the temporal or logical sequel of actions or states mentioned immediately before.11

Driver articulated the same idea in a slightly different fashion: “ויאמר is thus properly 
not and he said, but and he proceeded to say.”

At first glance, the terms “waw relativum” and “waw consecutive” appear to con-
vey two separate ideas: relativity and sequentiality. However, the manner in which 
researchers used these concepts suggests that they are both predicated on a similar 
assumption whereby the function of the consecutive form is to report on an event that 
takes place after the event that is expressed by the anterior form.

The validity of the claim according to which ויקטל signifies an action that tran-
spires after its preceding verbal cohort in a shared sequence largely rests on the linguis-
tic evidence. An analysis of nearly 2,000 occurrences of ויקטל in both First and Second 

7. S. Lee, A Grammar of the Hebrew Language (London, 1844).
8. Ibid., 336. The latter also served as a professor of Arabic and was highly influenced by both the 

classical Arabic grammarians and classical Arabic itself. This background is probably what led him to be-
lieve that Hebrew contains only two tenses: the preterite (קטל and וקטל) and the present (יקטל and ויקטל). 
In contrast, Schröder and his like viewed יקטל and קטל to be forms that express the present tense rather 
than the future.

9. Among the most prominent of these grammarians were Samuel Johnson, Samuel Lee, and Isaac 
Nordheimer.

10. S. R. Driver, A Treatise on the Use of the Tenses in Hebrew and Some Other Syntactical Questions, 
3rd ed. (Oxford, 1892).

11. Gesenius-Kautzsch-Cowley, Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar (Oxford, 1910), §111a.
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Temple prose indicates that there is indeed a chronological succession in roughly 85% 
of the cases. Against this backdrop, the first example is from 2 Chr. 35:22–24:

לְהִלָּחֵם ויַּבָֹא  אֱלֹהִים  מִפִּי  נכְוֹ  דִּבְרֵי  אֶל  שָׁמַע  ולְֹא  הִתְחַפֵּשׂ  בּוֹ  לְהִלָּחֵם  כִּי  מִמֶּנּוּ  פָניָו  יֹאשִׁיּהָוּ  הֵסֵב  ולְֹא   .1
בְּבִקְעַת מְגדִּוֹ: ויַֹּרוּ הַיֹּרִים לַמֶּלֶךְ יֹאשִׁיּהָוּ ויַֹּאמֶר הַמֶּלֶךְ לַעֲבָדיָו הַעֲבִירוּניִ כִּי הָחֳלֵיתִי מְאֹד: ויַּעֲַבִירֻהוּ עֲבָדיָו
מִן הַמֶּרְכָּבָה ויַּרְַכִּיבֻהוּ עַל רֶכֶב הַמִּשְׁנהֶ אֲשֶׁר לוֹ ויַּוֹליִכֻהוּ ירְוּשָׁלִַם ויַּמָָת ויַּקִָּבֵר בְּקִבְרוֹת אֲבֹתָיו וכְָל יהְוּדהָ

ויִרוּשָׁלִַם מִתְאַבְּלִים עַל יֹאשִׁיּהָוּ:

From a chronological standpoint, each of the highlighted actions occurs after the pre-
ceding action: the chain begins with Josiah’s arrival to the Megiddo Plain; whereupon 
he is shot by archers; the king then orders his servants to whisk him away; and so on and 
so forth. A decisive majority of the studies on the ויקטל form base their conclusions on 
the prevalence of this particular usage, whereas the exceptions to the rule are perceived 
as aberrations and are sometimes ignored. However, recent studies have reemphasized 
this problem, as will be discussed below in section 4.

Be that as it may, the present article endeavors to shift the vantage point. Instead 
of underscoring those cases in which a chronological continuum exists and categoriz-
ing non-sequential instances as anomalies, the emphasis will be turned upside down: 
the 15% of instances without a chronological succession between the various forms 
of ויקטל will constitute the heart of this discussion. Not only do the exceptions merit 
attention in their own right, but they may be endowed with the wherewithal to present 
the majority of occurrences in a whole new light and thus enhance our understanding 
of the entire system.

3. Cases without Chronological Succession
3.1. Another Aspect of the Same Event
One category of non-chronological consecutive ויקטל forms consists of those that con-
vey two different aspects of the same action. The speaker’s intention of expressing dif-
ferent aspects of the same event or occurrence is likely to derail the advancement of the 
reference-time point along the time axis. For example:

 2. ויַּאַַסְפוּ אֶת אֲחֵיהֶם ויַּתְִקַדְּשׁוּ ויַּבָֹאוּ כְמִצְותַ הַמֶּלֶךְ בְּדבְִרֵי יהְוהָ לְטַהֵר בֵּית יהְוהָ: ויַּבָֹאוּ הַכֹּהֲניִם לִפְניִמָה
בֵית יהְוהָ לְטַהֵר ויַּוֹצִיאוּ אֵת כָּל הַטֻּמְאָה אֲשֶׁר מָצְאוּ בְּהֵיכַל יהְוהָ לַחֲצַר בֵּית יהְוהָ ויַקְַבְּלוּ הַלְויִּםִ לְהוֹצִיא

לְנחַַל קִדרְוֹן חוּצָה: ויַּחֵָלּוּ בְּאֶחָד לַחֹדשֶׁ הָרִאשׁוֹן לְקַדּשֵׁ וּבְיוֹם שְׁמוֹנהָ לַחֹדשֶׁ בָּאוּ לְאוּלָם יהְוהָ:
.(2 Chr. 29:15–17)

אֶת שְׁללָָם ויַּמְִצְאוּ בָהֶם לרָֹב וּרְכוּשׁ וּפְגרִָים וּכְליֵ חֲמֻדוֹת ויַנְצְַּלוּ להֶָם לאְֵין מַשָּׂא  3. ויַּבָֹא יהְוֹשָׁפָט ועְַמּוֹ לבָֹז
.(2 Chr. 20:25) :ויַּהְִיוּ ימִָים שְׁלוֹשָׁה בֹּזזְיִם אֶת הַשָּׁלָל כִּי רַב הוּא

 4. ויַּעֲַשׂוּ כָל הַקָּהָל הַשָּׁבִים מִן הַשְּׁבִי סֻכּוֹת ויַּשְֵׁבוּ בַסֻּכּוֹת כִּי לֹא עָשׂוּ מִימֵי ישֵׁוּעַ בִּן נוּן כֵּן בְּניֵ ישְִׂרָאֵל עַד
12.(Neh. 8:17) :הַיּוֹם הַהוּא ותְַּהִי שִׂמְחָה גּדְוֹלָה מְאֹד

The shift in example 2 from a succession of verbs to ויחלו entails a transition from a 
description of the actions themselves to a description of when they occurred (the time 
frame). In other words, the last verse refers to the same event from a different vantage 
point. Example 3 contains a similar transition from a chain of actions to the verb ויהיו. 
Likewise, the rejoicing in the fourth example, which is introduced by ותהי, probably 
began before the series of preceding actions concluded; it is merely another aspect of 

12. Also see Esth. 3:6; Neh. 8:3, 4–5, 17, 18; 12:43–44; and 2 Chr. 11:17; 14:5–6; 20:25; 26:6, 7; 
29:15–16, 17; 30:25–26.



Cohen: The Sequential Forms in Biblical Hebrew 35

the same event. In all three passages, there is no outward sign that the continuum has 
terminated due to the transition from the set of chronologically-arrayed actions to the 
actions expressing another dimension of the same event. Therefore, the relationship 
between the forms in each context can only be discerned by observing how the narrative 
is arranged (the frame story and the details therein).

3.2. Generalization and Specification
The next category, which to some extent resembles the first, features chains of ויקטל
forms that signify relations of generalization and specification:

5. ואָָרִיבָה אֶת הַסְּגנָיִם ואָֹמְרָה מַדּוּעַ נעֱֶזבַ בֵּית הָאֱלֹהִים ואֶָקְבְּצֵם ואַָעֲמִדֵם עַל עָמְדםָ:
 .(Neh. 13:11)

בְלִיּעַַל בְּניֵ  רֵקִים  אֲנשִָׁים  עָלָיו  ויַּקִָּבְצוּ  אֲדֹניָו:  עַל  ויַּמְִרֹד  דָּויִד  בֶן  שְׁלֹמֹה  עֶבֶד  נבְָט  בֶּן  ירָָבְעָם  ויַּקָָם   .6
ויַּתְִאַמְּצוּ עַל רְחַבְעָם בֶּן שְׁלֹמֹה וּרְחַבְעָם הָיהָ נעַַר ורְַךְ לֵבָב ולְֹא הִתְחַזּקַ לִפְניֵהֶם:

 .(2 Chr. 13:6–7)
 7. וּבְעֵת הָצֵר לוֹ ויַּוֹסֶף לִמְעוֹל בַּיהוהָ  הוּא הַמֶּלֶךְ אָחָז: ויַּזִבְַּח לֵאלֹהֵי דרְַמֶשֶׂק הַמַּכִּים בּוֹ ויַֹּאמֶר כִּי אֱלֹהֵי
אֶת אָחָז  ויַּאֱֶסֹף  ישְִׂרָאֵל:  וּלְכָל  לְהַכְשִׁילוֹ  לוֹ  הָיוּ  והְֵם  ויְעְַזרְוּניִ  אֲזבֵַּחַ  לָהֶם  אֹתָם  מַעְזרְִים  הֵם  אֲרָם  מַלְכֵי 
פִּנּהָ בְּכָל  מִזבְְּחוֹת  לוֹ  ויַּעַַשׂ  יהְוהָ  בֵּית  דַּלְתוֹת  אֶת  ויַּסְִגֹּר  הָאֱלֹהִים  בֵית  כְּלֵי  אֶת  ויַקְַצֵּץ  הָאֱלֹהִים  בֵית  כְּלֵי 

.(2 Chr. 28:22–24) :בִּירוּשָׁלִָם
 8. ויַּשֵֶׁב רְחַבְעָם בִּירוּשָׁלִָם ויַּבִֶן עָרִים לְמָצוֹר בִּיהוּדהָ: ויַּבִֶן אֶת בֵּית לֶחֶם ואְֶת עֵיטָם ואְֶת תְּקוֹעַ: ואְֶת בֵּית
צוּר ואְֶת שׂוֹכוֹ ואְֶת עֲדלָֻּם: ואְֶת גּתַ ואְֶת מָרֵשָׁה ואְֶת זיִף: ואְֶת אֲדוֹרַיםִ ואְֶת לָכִישׁ ואְֶת עֲזקֵָה: ואְֶת צָרְעָה ואְֶת-
אַיּלָוֹן ואְֶת חֶבְרוֹן אֲשֶׁר בִּיהוּדהָ וּבְבִניְמִָן  עָרֵי מְצֻרוֹת: ויַחְַזּקֵ אֶת הַמְּצוּרוֹת ויַּתִֵּן בָּהֶם נגְיִדיִם ואְֹצְרוֹת מַאֲכָל
13(2 Chr. 11:5–6) :ושְֶׁמֶן ויָיָןִ: וּבְכָל עִיר ועִָיר צִנּוֹת וּרְמָחִים ויַחְַזּקְֵם לְהַרְבֵּה מְאֹד ויַהְִי לוֹ יהְוּדהָ וּבִניְמִָן

In example 5, the verbs ואקבצם and ואעמידם provide the details of the actions that were 
introduced by the verb ואריבה, and the same can be said for the next two samples. In 
all three cases, the verb signifying the generalization is situated before the chain that 
unveils the details. Conversely, the verb at the end of example 8 (ויהי) can be viewed as 
a recapitulation or generalization of the entire chain of anterior actions. This example 
corresponds to the verse regarding Jacob and Esau that headlines the article wherein the 
verb ויבז summarizes the chain of actions that preceded it.

3.3. Hendiadys
Hendiadys is a grammatical phenomenon in which a single idea is expressed by means 
of two successive words that lack any explicit signification concerning the hierarchical 
relations between them. For example:

If a resident alien [ותְוֹשָׁב  ,among you has prospered, and your kinsman being in straits [גּרֵ 
comes under his authority and gives himself over to the resident alien [גרֵ תּוֹשָׁב] among you, 
or to an offshoot of an alien’s family (Lev. 25:47)

The phrase (ו)תושב -refers to but one person.14 Although this particular sample in גר 
volves nouns, a hendiadys can also consist of verbs. In other words, two verbs can de-

13. See also Gen. 25:34; Neh. 13:11, 25; 2 Chr. 11:5–12; 13:6–7, 16–17; 17:1–2; 21:4; 28:5, 22–24.
14. Kaddari enumerated several structures that BH apparently utilizes for the purpose of creating com-

plex semantic units: the syndetic conjunction (e.g., ותושב תושב ,.the asyndetic conjunction (e.g ;(גר   ,(גר 
which Rosén referred to as a “juxtaposition”; and a subordinated structure (e.g., a construct chain). See M. Z. 
Kaddari, “Identification of Complex Hebrew Semantic Units,” Fourth World Congress of Jewish Studies: 
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note one full-fledged event (examples 9 to14 below)15 or two actions that are perceived 
as a single event (example 15):16

17(Esth. 5:7–8) :9. ותַַּעַן אֶסְתֵּר ותַֹּאמַר  שְׁאֵלָתִי וּבַקָּשָׁתִי: אִם מָצָאתִי חֵן בְּעֵיניֵ הַמֶּלֶך 
18.(Dan. 8:16) :10. ואֶָשְׁמַע קוֹל אָדםָ בֵּין אוּלָי ויַּקְִרָא ויַֹּאמַר גּבְַרִיאֵל הָבֵן לְהַלָּז אֶת הַמַּרְאֶה

.(Dan. 9:22) :ָ11. ויַּבֶָן ויַדְַבֵּר עִמִּי ויַֹּאמַר דּנָיִּאֵל עַתָּה יצָָאתִי לְהַשְׂכִּילְךָ בִינה
 12. ויַּשְִׁמַע סַנבְַלַּט הַחֹרֹניִ וטְֹבִיּהָ הָעֶבֶד הָעַמּוֹניִ וגְשֶֶׁם הָעַרְבִי ויַּלַעְִגוּ לָנוּ ויַּבְִזוּ עָלֵינוּ ויַֹּאמְרוּ מָה הַדּבָָר הַזּהֶ

.(Neh. 2:19) :אֲשֶׁר אַתֶּם עֹשִׂים הַעַל הַמֶּלֶךְ אַתֶּם מֹרְדיִם
13. ויַהְִי כַּאֲשֶׁר שָׁמַע סַנבְַלַּט כִּי אֲנחְַנוּ בוֹניִם אֶת הַחוֹמָה ויַּחִַר לוֹ ויַּכְִעַס הַרְבֵּה ויַּלְַעֵג עַל הַיּהְוּדיִם:

.(Neh. 3:33)
.(2 Chr. 24:15)ֹ :ימִָים ויַּמָֹת בֶּן מֵאָה וּשְׁלֹשִׁים שָׁנהָ בְּמוֹתו 14. ויַּזִקְַן יהְוֹידָעָ ויַּשְִׂבַּע

19.(1Chr.29:22) :15. ויַֹּאכְלוּ ויַּשְִׁתּוּ לִפְניֵ יהְוהָ בַּיּוֹם הַהוּא בְּשִׂמְחָה גדְוֹלָה

The examples in this group are not on an equal footing in all that concerns the similar-
ity between their constituent parts. This is likely to have both pragmatic and syntacti-
cal implications on each category of hendiadys.20 In the case of synonymous verbs, 
like examples 12 to 14, it is impossible to interpret, say, the phrase ויחר ויכעס as “ויחר
and ויכעס” (example 13) because the verbs have the same exact meaning. Conversely, 
the phrase וישתו -how ;”וישתו and ויאכלו“ can be understood as (example 15) ויאכלו 
ever, given the context, they are perceived as denoting the same event.21 That said, 
the disparate levels of congruence between the verbs in each passage do not change 
the fact that none of these examples comprises a chronological continuum, but rather 
two actions representing a single occurrence. Consequently, the hendiadys phenomenon 

Papers (Jerusalem, 1968), 2.135–43 [Hebrew]; and H. Rosén, Good Hebrew: Studies in Syntax (Jerusalem, 
1977), 128–29 [Hebrew].

15. In examples 9 to 11, the second verb in the continuum is the conversive ויאמר. Despite the fact 
that on the pragmatic level these verbs mark the beginning of a direct speech, these instances have been 
included in the discussion because, in the author’s estimation, there is no essential difference between these 
and the other examples in all that concerns the signification of chronological relations. Consequently, the 
examples are subject to restraints that do not exist elsewhere. For more on the role of these verbs within 
the framework of signifying direct speech, see G. Goldenberg, “Direct Speech and the Hebrew Bible,” in: 
K. Jongeling et al., eds., Studies in Hebrew and Aramaic Syntax Presented to J. Hoftijzer (Leiden, 1991), 
79–96; and G. Hatav, “Time Movement in Biblical Hebrew,” Hebrew Linguistics 47 (Ramat-Gan, 2000), 
63–84 [Hebrew].

16. For more on the tandem אכל ושתה, see B. K. Waltke and M. O’Connor, An Introduction to Biblical 
Hebrew Syntax (Winona Lake, 1990), 653.

17. See also Gen. 18:27; 24:50; 27:37, 39; 31:14; 31:31 etc.; Esth. 7:3; 1 Chr. 12:18; 2 Chr. 29:31.
18. See also Gen. 3:9; 12:18; 19:5; 20:9 etc.
19. For further examples of this phenomenon, see Gen. 24:54; 25:34; 26:30; Esth. 2:4, 9, 17; 3:1; 4:10; 

5:7; 7:3; Dan. 8:16; 9:22; Ezra 10:2, 12; Neh. 2:19; 3:33; 1 Chr. 12:18, 29:20, 22; 2 Chr. 14:10; 24:15; 29:31.
20. E.g., Kuzar shows that in contemporary Hebrew there are assorted behavioral criteria for distinguish-

ing a pair of actions linked in a simple bond from two actions constituting a hendiadys. One of the criteria 
that he offers is omission. While in the sentence “Dani sneezed and closed the window,” one of the compo-
nents can be omitted (“Dani sneezed and did not close the window”), in the sentence “The Prison Service 
held negotiations [ונתן  with Deri,” it is impossible to erase just one of the verbs, for “The Prison [נשא 
Service נשא אבל לא נתן” makes no sense. As a result, the omission can only encompass the entire phrase: 
“The Prison Authority לא נשא ונתן with Deri.” See R. Kuzar, “The Consecutive Modal Verb Construction 
in Israeli Hebrew,” Lešonénu 68 (Jerusalem, 2006), 119–38 [Hebrew].

21. An in-depth account of the hendiadys phenomenon must take into account the fact that between two 
verbs in succession that are devoid of any semantic link and two synonymous verbs arrayed in succession 
and expressing a single unit, there are a slew of intermediary situations in which the verbs maintain various 
levels of propinquity.
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constitutes yet another application of the ויקטל form. In this sense, “two that are one” is 
akin to a chronological sequence, for both patterns involve a semantic implication that 
stems from the context22 and neither is concerned with the meaning of the verb forms 
themselves.

3.4. Change in the Actor
As in the cases featuring a new perspective of the same action, a change in actor is 
likely to curtail the advancement of a chronological succession along the time axis. 
Similarly, the ויקטל form does not contain any signification that attests to such a devel-
opment. In other words, a change in the actor does not, ipso facto, denote a break in the 
succession. Therefore, in order to determine the nature and extent of the continuum, 
it is incumbent upon readers to rely on their understanding of the situation at hand:

 16. ויַֹּאמֶר הָמָן לַמֶּלֶךְ אֲחַשְׁורֵוֹשׁ ישְֶׁנוֹ עַם אֶחָד מְפֻזּרָ וּמְפֹרָד בֵּין הָעַמִּים, בְּכֹל מְדיִנוֹת מַלְכוּתֶךָ . . . ויַּסַָר
הַמֶּלֶךְ אֶת טַבַּעְתּוֹ מֵעַל ידָוֹ ויַּתְִּנהָּ לְהָמָן בֶּן הַמְּדתָָא הָאֲגגָיִ צֹרֵר הַיּהְוּדיִם: ויַֹּאמֶר הַמֶּלֶךְ לְהָמָן הַכֶּסֶף נתָוּן
 .לָךְ והְָעָם לַעֲשׂוֹת בּוֹ כַּטּוֹב בְּעֵיניֶךָ: ויַּקִָּרְאוּ סֹפְרֵי הַמֶּלֶךְ בַּחֹדשֶׁ הָרִאשׁוֹן בִּשְׁלוֹשָׁה עָשָׂר יוֹם בּוֹ ויַּכִָּתֵב כְּכָל

(Esth. 3:8–12) :אֲשֶׁר צִוּהָ הָמָן
17. ואָָבוֹא אֶל פַּחֲווֹת עֵבֶר הַנּהָָר ואֶָתְּנהָ לָהֶם אֵת אִגּרְוֹת הַמֶּלֶךְ ויַּשְִׁלחַ עִמִּי הַמֶּלֶךְ שָׂרֵי חַילִ וּפָרָשִׁים:

.(Neh. 2:9)
וּשְׁלֹמֹה דָּויִד  בְּדֶרֶךְ  הָלְכוּ  כִּי  שָׁלוֹשׁ  לְשָׁניִם  שְׁלֹמֹה  בֶּן  רְחַבְעָם  אֶת  ויַאְַמְּצוּ  יהְוּדָה  מַלְכוּת  אֶת  ויַחְַזּקְוּ   .18 
לשָׁניִם שָׁלוֹשׁ: ויַּקִַּח לוֹ רְחַבְעָם אִשָּׁה אֶת מָחֲלַת בן (בַּת) ירְִימוֹת בֶּן דּוָיִד  אֲבִיהַילִ בַּת אֱלִיאָב בֶּן ישִָׁי: ותֵַּלדֶ

.(2 Chr.11:17–19) :לוֹ בָּניִם  אֶת יעְוּשׁ ואְֶת שְׁמַרְיהָ ואְֶת זהַָם
 19. ויַּכִָּנעְוּ בְניֵ ישְִׂרָאֵל בָּעֵת הַהִיא ויַּאֶֶמְצוּ בְּניֵ יהְוּדהָ כִּי נשְִׁעֲנוּ עַל יהְוהָ אֱלֹהֵי אֲבוֹתֵיהֶם: ויַּרְִדֹּף אֲבִיּהָ אַחֲרֵי

ירָָבְעָם ויַּלִכְֹּד מִמֶּנּוּ עָרִים אֶת בֵּית אֵל ואְֶת בְּנוֹתֶיהָ ואְֶת ישְָׁנהָ ואְֶת בְּנוֹתֶיהָ ואְֶת עפרון (עֶפְרַיןִ) וּבְנֹתֶיהָ:
23.(2 Chr. 13:18–19)

Notwithstanding the change in actor, the activities in example 16 are aligned in 
chronological order. In contrast, the substitution in example 17 revokes the chrono-
logical continuum, for the dispatch of army officers and cavalry obviously preceded 
the arrival of the letters. The next passage combines elements of examples 16 and 17, 
as the shift from the nation to Abijah that corresponds to the verbs ויאמצו and ויקח
makes it difficult to pinpoint the chronological relationship between the two forms. 
Conversely, the transition in the second half of this passage between the individuals 
that accompany the verbs ויקח and ותלד, respectively, does not necessarily disturb the 
chronological succession. Lastly, the chronological link in example 19 between the 
verbs that are attached to the various actors remains open to interpretation.

These passages bolster the argument whereby consecutive forms do not, in 
and of themselves, determine the nature of the chronological relationship between 
their respective actions. In certain circumstances, a change in actor might facilitate a 

22. From a terminological standpoint, the inability to differentiate between the semantic and syntactical 
sphere occasionally results in a profusion of terms. To wit: in the event of a chronological succession, the 
waw is customarily termed a ‘waw consecutive,” whereas in the case of a hendiadys, it is called a “waw 
explicativum.” See D. W. Baker, “Further Examples of the Waw Explicativum,” VT 30 (1980), 129–36; and 
Waltke and O’Connor, Introduction, 649. These terms exclusively refer to the semantic level, as from a 
syntactical standpoint the waw fills a similar role in both chronological successions and hendiadys. Accord-
ing to Joüon and Muraoka “There is even less sense of succession when the Waw has explanatory value. . . . 
The very frequent occurrence of wayyiqtol in narration brought about an ever-broadening use and misuse 
of this form.” See Joüon and Muraoka, A Grammar of Biblical Hebrew, 2nd ed. (Rome, 2006), §118j–k.

23. See also Judg. 16:2–3; Neh. 2:9; 4:2, 3, 4, 5; 9:4; 1 Chr. 10:13, 14; 2 Chr. 11:17, 18; 13:18, 19; 14:11, 
12; 15:9, 10; 28:6–8; 29:20–30; 30:21, 22.
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chronological succession, while in other circumstances it might turn back the clock 
or induce an ambiguous chronological relationship between two successive actions.

3.5. Chronological Ambiguity
There are other instances of ויקטל in which the chronological relationship between its 
assorted forms is less than clear. Most of these cases involve a string of actions that are 
somehow linked to one another and embedded in a shared context:

 20. וּכְכַלּוֹת כָּל זֹאת יצְָאוּ כָל ישְִׂרָאֵל הַנּמְִצְאִים לְעָרֵי יהְוּדהָ ויַשְַׁבְּרוּ הַמַּצֵּבוֹת ויַגְדְַּעוּ הָאֲשֵׁרִים ויַנְתְַּצוּ אֶת
.(2 Chr. 31:1) הַבָּמוֹת ואְֶת הַמִּזבְְּחוֹת מִכָּל יהְוּדהָ וּבִניְמִָן וּבְאֶפְרַיםִ וּמְנשֶַּׁה עַד לְכַלֵּה

 21. ויַּתְִחַזּקַ ויַּבִֶן אֶת כָּל הַחוֹמָה הַפְּרוּצָה ויַּעַַל עַל הַמִּגדְּלָוֹת ולְַחוּצָה הַחוֹמָה אַחֶרֶת ויַחְַזּקֵ אֶת הַמִּלּוֹא עִיר
.(2 Chr. 32:5–6) דּוָיִד ויַּעַַשׂ שֶׁלַח לָרֹב וּמָגנִּיִם: ויַּתִֵּן שָׂרֵי מִלְחָמוֹת עַל הָעָם

 22. ויַּלֵֶךְ שְׁמוֹ עַד לְבוֹא מִצְרַיםִ כִּי הֶחֱזיִק עַד לְמָעְלָה: ויַּבִֶן עֻזּיִּהָוּ מִגדְּלִָים בִּירוּשָׁלִַם עַל שַׁעַר הַפִּנּהָ ועְַל שַׁעַר
24.(2 Chr. 26:8–10) הַגּיַאְ ועְַל הַמִּקְצוֹעַ ויַחְַזּקְֵם: ויַּבִֶן מִגדְּלִָים בַּמִּדבְָּר ויַּחְַצֹב בֹּרוֹת רַבִּים

In all three examples, it is impossible to determine the exact chronological relationship 
between the actions. The “list-like” nature of these chains places the verbs on an equal 
footing and thus prevents us from reaching any definitive conclusion with respect to the 
chronological order of these events.

at the Outset of Narrative Units ויקטל .3.6
As in the previous category, forms of ויקטל do not necessarily signify a chronological 
succession when opening a narrative unit. Bauer25 cited this particular function when 
criticizing Driver26 for assuming that the “waw consecutive” invariably denotes a chron-
ological or logical continuation of the preceding form(s).27 According to Bauer, the fact 
that eleven of the Bible’s books commence with forms of ויקטל unequivocally negates 
the interpretation according to which ויקטל serves exclusively as a signifier of chrono-
logical successions with anterior counterparts. Some of the examples that have been 
cited above indeed testify to the fact that Bauer’s criticism of Driver is not without basis.

The use of ויהי is one of the most prevalent examples of ויקטל at the outset of a 
new narrative unit, as in the following verse:

23. ויַהְִי בִּימֵי אֲחַשְׁורֵוֹשׁ הוּא אֲחַשְׁורֵוֹשׁ הַמֹּלֵךְ מֵהֹדּוּ ועְַד כּוּשׁ שֶׁבַע ועְֶשְׂרִים וּמֵאָה מְדיִנהָ:
.(Esth. 1:1)

One of the most important contributions of discourse analysis to the study of BH verbal 
forms has been to turn scholars’ attention to the relationship among large textual units. 
Schneider’s work constitutes the first large-scale attempt at writing a grammar of BH 
from this perspective.28 In fact, it was the widespread use of the verb ויהי at the start of 
textual units, which Schneider dubbed “Einleitungsformeln,” that initially caught his 
eye.29 According to Schneider, these verbs function as “macro-syntactical border mark-

24. See also 2 Chr. 10:21–22, 23; 13:21; 21:1; 26:14–15; 29:6–7; 36:19.
25. See H. Bauer, “Die Tempora im Semitischen, ihre entstehung und ihre Ausgestaltung in den einzel-

sprachen,” Beiträge zur Assyriologie und Semitischen Sprachwissenschaft 8/1 (1910), 35–39.
26. Driver, Treatise.
27. For a summary of Bauer’s arguments, see McFall, Enigma, 93–94.
28. W. Schneider, Grammatik des biblischen Hebräisch (Munich, 1974).
29. Ibid., 251.
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ers” (Übergangssignal).30 In other words, ויהי forms that are positioned at the conflu-
ence of a pair of textual units are charged with marking the beginning of a new unit.31

Following in the footsteps of Schneider, Talstra claims that in addition to demarcating 
the border between two primary textual units, the ויהי form can help distinguish a story’s 
main plot from its supplementary information.32 To bolster his argument, Talstra points 
to the following example:

 24. ויַהְִי אַחֲרֵי מוֹת שָׁאוּל ודְוָדִ שָׁב מֵהַכּוֹת אֶת הָעֲמָלֵק ויַּשֵֶׁב דּוָדִ בְּצִקְלָג ימִָים שְׁניָםִ: ויַהְִי בַּיּוֹם הַשְּׁלִישִׁי
אַרְצָה ויַּפִֹּל  דָּודִ  אֶל  בְּבֹאוֹ  ויַהְִי  רֹאשׁוֹ  עַל  ואֲַדָמָה  קְרֻעִים,  וּבְגדָָיו  שָׁאוּל  מֵעִם  הַמַּחֲנהֶ  מִן  בָּא  אִישׁ  והְִנּהֵ 

.(2 Sam. 1:1–2) :ּויַּשְִׁתָּחו

In Talstra’s estimation, ויהי forms not only set different narrative units apart from each 
other, but can also signify a return to the primary storyline.

Although Hatav basically continues along the lines of her predecessors, she draws 
a distinction between the “predicative” and “segmentational” functions of the forms 
 As such, Hatav claims that the predicative function of these verb forms .והיה and ויהי
constitutes an integral part of the tense system and thus digresses from the rest of the 
verb forms (קטל ,יקטל, and קוטל) from the same root. That said, when filling a segmen-
tational role, they serve as particles that mark the textual divide, rather than predicative 
forms.33 One of the criteria that Hatav has established for distinguishing between these 
two categories is the topic of agreement. When assuming predicative functions, the 
verb is always in agreement with the subject, while in segmentational roles the verb 
always assumes the third person singular, regardless of the subject. To substantiate her 
argument, Hatav cites the following passages:

.(Gen. 19:26) 25. ותַַּבֵּט אִשְׁתּוֹ מֵאַחֲרָיו ותְַּהִי נצְִיב מֶלַח
.(Gen. 15:17) 26. ויַהְִי הַשֶּׁמֶשׁ בָּאָה

34.(2 K. 13:17) 27. ויַהְִי הֵם קֹבְרִים אִישׁ והְִנּהֵ רָאוּ אֶת הַגּדְוּד

The topic of agreement in BH is rather complicated, and the “introductory ויהי” is not 
the only occasion in which there is no agreement. For instance, in example 26 the lack 
of agreement extends into the next clause: “When the sun set and it was [ָהָיה] very dark” 
(Gen. 15:17). Furthermore, there are exceptions to Hatav’s rule, at least in the corpus of 
the Second Temple prose:

.(Neh. 5:1) 28. ותְַּהִי צַעֲקַת הָעָם וּנשְֵׁיהֶם גּדְוֹלָה אֶל-אֲחֵיהֶם הַיּהְוּדיִם
 29. ויַחְַזּקֵ אֶת הַמְּצוּרוֹת ויַּתִֵּן בָּהֶם נגְיִדיִם ואְֹצְרוֹת מַאֲכָל ושְֶׁמֶן ויָיָןִ: וּבְכָל עִיר ועִָיר צִנּוֹת וּרְמָחִים ויַחְַזּקְֵם

.(2 Chr. 11:11–12) :לְהַרְבֵּה מְאֹד ויַהְִי לוֹ יהְוּדהָ וּבִניְמִָן

In example 28 the verb form ותהי introduces a new narrative unit while agreeing with 
the subject. Conversely, the verb form ויהי in the next example is not arrayed at the start 
of a narrative unit, yet “disagrees” with the ensuing clause.35

30. Ibid., 261–62.
31. Loc. cit.
32. E. Talstra, “Text Grammar and Hebrew Bible. [Part] I: Elements of a Theory,” in Bi. Or. 35 (1978),

173.
33. See G. Hatav, The Semantics of Aspect and Modality, Evidence from English and Biblical Hebrew

(Amsterdam-Philadelphia, 1997), 70–83. The contention that these verb forms do not fill a predicative role
is problematic. The fact that certain verb forms serve as a border marker between textual units on the dis-
cursive level does not necessarily determine their syntactical status within the sentence.

34. Ibid., 72, 76.
35. It is worth noting that according to BH’s rules of agreement, when a compound subject is accom-

panied by its constituents’ details, the agreement is often with the first subject: for example, “Miriam and
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As we have seen, there are many cases in which ויקטל forms eschew the task 
of advancing a reference-time point along the time axis for the role of providing the 
reader with different perspectives of the same event. Quite a few occurrences of ויהי
can be interpreted in this fashion, including the following passage:36

 30. ויַּמְִלֹךְ יהְוֹשָׁפָט בְּנוֹ תַּחְתָּיו ויַּתְִחַזּקֵ עַל-ישְִׂרָאֵל: ויַּתִֶּן חַילִ בְּכָל עָרֵי יהְוּדהָ הַבְּצֻרוֹת ויַּתִֵּן נצְִיבִים בְּאֶרֶץ
יהְוּדהָ וּבְעָרֵי אֶפְרַיםִ אֲשֶׁר לָכַד אָסָא אָבִיו: ויַהְִי יהְוהָ עִם יהְוֹשָׁפָט . . . ויַּכֶָן יהְוהָ אֶת הַמַּמְלָכָה בְּידָוֹ ויַּתְִּנוּ
אֲשֶׁר הָאֲרָצוֹת  מַמְלְכוֹת  כָּל  עַל  יהְוהָ  פַּחַד  ויַהְִי   . . . לָרֹב  וכְָבוֹד  עֹשֶׁר  לוֹ  ויַהְִי  לִיהוֹשָׁפָט  מִנחְָה  יהְוּדָה   כָל 

.(2 Chr. 17:1–10) ָסְבִיבוֹת יהְוּדה

This category of ויהי forms can indeed be viewed as evidence for Schneider’s 
theory. Even if these units are rather small, the argument can be made that each in-
cident of ויהי signifies the beginning of a new textual unit. Nevertheless, an inter-
pretation that underscores the correlation between the forms’ usage herein and the 
above-mentioned occurrences of ויקטל, which denote another element of the same 
action, appears to be no less beneficial than espousing Schneider’s perspective. For 
instance, it is instructive to compare the way the various instances of the verb ויהי in 
the present example change the reader’s vantage point of the same event, with how 
this is accomplished by the verb ויחל in example 2:

 2. ויַּאַַסְפוּ אֶת אֲחֵיהֶם ויַּתְִקַדְּשׁוּ ויַּבָֹאוּ כְמִצְותַ הַמֶּלֶךְ בְּדבְִרֵי יהְוהָ לְטַהֵר בֵּית יהְוהָ: ויַּבָֹאוּ הַכֹּהֲניִם לִפְניִמָה
בֵית יהְוהָ לְטַהֵר ויַּוֹצִיאוּ אֵת כָּל הַטֻּמְאָה אֲשֶׁר מָצְאוּ בְּהֵיכַל יהְוהָ לַחֲצַר בֵּית יהְוהָ ויַקְַבְּלוּ הַלְויִּםִ לְהוֹצִיא

לְנחַַל קִדרְוֹן חוּצָה: וַיּחֵָלּוּ בְּאֶחָד לַחֹדשֶׁ הָרִאשׁוֹן לְקַדּשֵׁ וּבְיוֹם שְׁמוֹנהָ לַחֹדשֶׁ בָּאוּ לְאוּלָם יהְוהָ
.(2 Chr. 29:15–17)

As can be seen, ויחלו assumes the same function as ויהי. Therefore, although ויהי is in-
deed the most prevalent signifier, other verb forms of ויקטל also introduce new textual 
units:37

בִּירוּשָׁלִַם עִיר לְהָבִיא אֶחָד מִן הָעֲשָׂרָה לָשֶׁבֶת  בִּירוּשָׁלִָם וּשְׁאָר הָעָם הִפִּילוּ גוֹרָלוֹת   31. ויַּשְֵׁבוּ שָׂרֵי הָעָם 
.(Neh. 11:1) :הַקֹּדשֶׁ ותְֵשַׁע הַיּדָוֹת בֶּעָרִים

.(1Chr. 28:1) :ְ32. ויַּקְַהֵל דּוָיִד אֶת כָּל שָׂרֵי ישְִׂרָאֵל שָׂרֵי הַשְּׁבָטִים ושְָׂרֵי הַמַּחְלְקוֹת הַמְשָׁרְתִים אֶת הַמֶּלֶך
.(2 Chr. 1:1) :ֹ33. ויַּתְִחַזּקֵ שְׁלֹמֹה בֶן דּוָיִד עַל מַלְכוּתוֹ ויַהוהָ אֱלֹהָיו עִמּו

These three examples are taken from the opening verses of various chapters. In all of 
them, the verse opens a textual unit that presents a new topic, and there is no difference 
between the ויקטל forms in these instances and their counterpart ויהי.

3.7. Repetition of the Same Verb38

The corpus under examination contains quite a few verbal successions with two identi-
cal forms of 39.ויקטל In these cases, commentators would be hard-pressed to contend 

Aaron spoke [ותְַּדבֵַּר] against Moses because of the Cushite woman he had married” (Num. 12:1); see, inter 
alia, Joüon and Muraoka, Grammar, §150q. In any event, this topic seems to be more complicated than 
commonly thought and thus warrants a comparison with BH’s other rules of agreement.

36. See also 2 Chr. 20:29; 29:32; 30:26.
37. See also Neh. 3:1; 11:1; 1 Chr. 4:39; 5:25; 28:1; 2 Chr. 1:1.
38. See Esth. 7:5; Dan. 1:7; 8:2–3, 9–10; Ezra 10:3; Neh. 2:20; 3:34; 4:7; 7:5; 8:3, 16–17; 1 Chr. 29:10; 

2 Chr. 2:10–11; 11:5–6; 17:9; 31:10, 20.
39. Like the rest of the occurrences of ויקטל, this phenomenon is not unique to the Hebrew language of 

the Second Temple period. See J. Blau, “On the Repetition of the Predicate in the Bible,” in B. Uffenheimer, 
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that there is a chronological relationship between the two forms, as they both refer to 
the same action. Furthermore, this phenomenon cannot be considered a tautology or an 
extraneous repetition of the same verb, for the two clauses that host the respective verbs 
invariably differ from one another. If the subject in one of the clauses is explicit, the 
subject of the other might be implied (as in sample 34 below); if one describes a place, 
its counterpart might refer to an object (example 36). In addition, this model is likely to 
appear in a variety of sentence patterns:

34. Subject-Object
ויַֹּאמֶר הַמֶּלֶךְ אֲחַשְׁורֵוֹשׁ ויַֹּאמֶר לְאֶסְתֵּר הַמַּלְכָּה  מִי הוּא זהֶ ואְֵי זהֶ הוּא אֲשֶׁר מְלָאוֹ לִבּוֹ לַעֲשׂוֹת כֵּן:

40.(Esth. 7:5)

An explicit subject (Ahasuerus) is attached to the first clause, while an indirect object 
and a direct quote of the former (the king) inform the second clause, which refrains 
from referring to the subject in an express manner.

35. Object-Subject
ויַּעֲַשׂוּ להֶָם סֻכּוֹת אִישׁ עַל גּגַּוֹ וּבְחַצְרתֵֹיהֶם וּבְחַצְרוֹת בֵּית הָאֱלהִֹים וּבִרְחוֹב שַׁעַר הַמַּיםִ וּבִרְחוֹב שַׁעַר אֶפרְָיםִ:

.(Neh. 8:16–17) ויַּעֲַשׂוּ כָל הַקָּהָל הַשָּׁבִים מִן הַשְּׁבִי סֻכּוֹת

This case is similar to example 34, except that the order is reversed: in the first verse, 
the object is attached to the verb, whereas in the second the subject is spelled out for 
the reader (“The whole community that returned from the captivity”).

36. Adverb-Object41

ואַָעֲמִיד מִתַּחְתְּיוֹת לַמָּקוֹם מֵאַחֲרֵי לַחוֹמָה בצחחיים (בַּצְּחִחִים) ואַָעֲמִיד אֶת הָעָם לְמִשְׁפָּחוֹת עִם חַרְבֹתֵיהֶם
.(Neh. 4:7) :רָמְחֵיהֶם וקְַשְּׁתֹתֵיהֶם

In this particular verse, the first clause provides a description of a location and a direct 
object inhabits the second.

37. Object-Adverb42

ויַּחֶָל שְׁלֹמֹה לִבְנוֹת אֶת בֵּית יהְוהָ בִּירוּשָׁלִַם בְּהַר הַמּוֹרִיּהָ אֲשֶׁר נרְִאָה לְדוָיִד אָבִיהוּ אֲשֶׁר הֵכִין בִּמְקוֹם דּוָיִד
.(2 Chr. 3:1–2) :ֹבְּגֹרֶן אָרְנןָ הַיבְוּסִי: ויַּחֶָל לִבְנוֹת בַּחֹדשֶׁ הַשֵּׁניִ בַּשֵּׁניִ בִּשְׁנתַ אַרְבַּע לְמַלְכוּתו

As opposed to the previous example, the complete predicate ויחל לבנות in the first verse 
is followed by a direct object, while the second verse informs the reader when the event 
took place.

38. General Object-Specific Object43

ויַּשֵֶׁב רְחַבְעָם בִּירוּשָׁלִָם ויַּבִֶן עָרִים לְמָצוֹר בִּיהוּדהָ: ויַּבִֶן אֶת בֵּית לֶחֶם ואְֶת עֵיטָם ואְֶת תְּקוֹעַ:
.(2 Chr. 11:5–6)

In this passage, the verb in the first clause is accompanied by a general object (towns), 
and the second verse fills in the details of that same object (“Bethlehem, and Etam, 
and Tekoa”).

ed., Bible and Jewish History: Studies in Bible and Jewish History, Dedicated to the Memory of Jacob Liver
(Tel-Aviv, 1971), 234–40 [Hebrew].

40. See also 2 Chr. 31:10; 34:10–11.
41. See also Neh. 3:34; 2 Chr. 17:9.
42. See also Neh. 8:3, 8; 2 Chr. 31:20.
43. See also Dan. 1:7; Neh. 7:5.
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39. Adverb-Adverb (Two Different Aspects of the Same Description)
וּמִן הָאַחַת מֵהֶם יצָָא קֶרֶן אַחַת מִצְּעִירָה ותִַּגדְַּל יתֶֶר אֶל הַנּגֶבֶ ואְֶל הַמִּזרְָח ואְֶל הַצֶּבִי: ותִַּגדְַּל עַד צְבָא הַשָּׁמָיםִ

.(Dan. 8:9–10)

Each verse illustrates a different aspect of the same object (a he-goat’s horn)—its 
horizontal and vertical protrusion, respectively.

These cases give rise to the following questions: What is the nature of this phe-
nomenon? And once its characteristics have been discerned, how should the chron-
ological role of these forms be understood? A comparison of cases involving the 
iteration of verbs other than the ויקטל form may shed some light on this construction.

In an article titled “On the Repetition of the Predicate in the Bible,” Blau exam-
ined verses that adhere to the following pattern:

.(Lev. 4:12) :40. ושְָׂרַף אֹתוֹ עַל עֵצִים בָּאֵשׁ, עַל שֶׁפֶךְ הַדּשֶֶׁן ישִָּׂרֵף
(He shall) burn it up in a wood fire; it shall be burned on the ash heap.

Blau offered two different interpretations for the iteration model. The first is to regard 
it as an example of the common conversive phenomenon known as the “afterthought,” 
whereby the second clause constitutes a sort of appendix to the first. Blau provided a 
modern example of this model: אני שם וו עליו—וו קטן עליו (I put a check mark on him—
a small check mark on him).44 The second possibility is to consider the second clause 
a “cleft sentence.”45 The latter is a construction in which the language turns a part of 
a passage into a logical predicate (usually by means of a nominal clause or a copular 
verb), and the other part, which tends to contain a verb, is designated a nominal clause. 
Goldenberg formulated the phenomenon thus:

The formation of the cleft sentence may be described in brief as forming the “logical predicate” 
into a predicate of a nominal, or a copular, sentence, the rest of the utterance being nominalized 
so as to become the subject of that nominal or copular sentence. The subject-clause is most 
often placed in extraposition, and is represented pronominally . . .46

Accordingly, Blau suggested that the verb in the first clause (of example 40) serves 
in the “usual” role as a predicate or rheme. However, insofar as the second clause is 
concerned, it is difficult to argue that the verb ישרף constitutes the sentence’s rheme 
because it is taken from the immediate context. In consequence, the adverb על שפך הדשן
“on the ash heap” should be viewed as the sentence’s logical predicate (vedette), and the 
element that bears the primary stress, while ישרף serves as the clause’s subject (glose).

Goldenberg’s aforementioned definition was liable to raise doubts with respect to 
Blau’s contention, for there is nothing to suggest that the verb constitutes a subordi-
nated form. However, many languages, BH included,47 feature cleft sentences in which 
the glose (subject) is unmarked:

44. Blau, Repetition, 237.
45. The term “cleft sentence,” which derives from the Danish grammar, was first used in the linguist

O. Jespersen’s English grammar; see G. Goldenberg, “Imperfectly-Transformed Cleft Sentences,” in Pro-
ceedings of the Sixth World Congress of Jewish Studies (Jerusalem, 1977), 127–28, n. 5.

46. Ibid., 80. Goldenberg provides the following examples in ibid., 128: שהלכתי אני אנא ;(Hebrew) זה
דאפיקית .It is he who has done it” (English); and “C’est lui qui l’a fait” (French)“ ;(Babylonian Aramaic) הוא

47. Ibid.
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(Isaiah 50:9) מִי הוּא ירְַשִׁיעֵניִ
or

(Genesis 12:18) מַה זֹּאת עָשִׂיתָ 
versus

(Exodus 32:33) מִי אֲשֶׁר חָטָא לִי אֶמְחֶנּוּ מִסִּפְרִי

Goldenberg, who dubs these sorts of cases “imperfectly-transformed cleft sentences,” 
posits that in the absence of any formal morphological designation of a cleft, the 
language is likely to turn to other means of signification. For example, in spoken lan-
guage, mere intonation can lead the reader to the conclusion that a sentence is a cleft.48

On the other hand, Blau’s second suggestion is nuanced and even buttressed by 
Goldenberg’s definition. The repetition of the same verb in two adjacent clauses that 
are informed by a consecutive form in the first clause and a קטל or יקטל form in the 
second, raises the possibility of another syntactical route (in addition to the alternatives 
that Goldenberg enumerates) through which the language marks the inherently rhe-
matic components as non-rhematic. In other words, this construct can also be viewed 
as an imperfectly-transformed cleft sentence.49

In his taxonomy of iterations, Blau classified instances of consecutive forms plus 
-and pairs of succes (such as the above-mentioned verse from Lev. 4:14) יקטל and קטל
sive verbs (such as the above-noted examples of ויקטל -ויקטל), in the same category.50

However, the question that begs asking is whether Blau’s decision to group them
together was indeed justified? Even if the two constructions share an outward resem-
blance—both contain a repetition of the same verb and a change with respect to the 
supplement—there is a substantial difference between them, which will be discussed 
herein. Moreover, this distinction has important implications on our understanding of 
the chronological role of these consecutive forms.

For the purpose of underscoring the structural difference between the two mod-
els, two cases will be evaluated. The first consists of a chain that is comprised of two 
identical forms of ויקטל, and the second contains a chain of two different forms of the 
same verb—ויקטל and 51:קטל

36. ויקטל-ויקטל
ואַָעֲמִיד מִתַּחְתְּיוֹת לַמָּקוֹם מֵאַחֲרֵי לַחוֹמָה בצחחיים (בַּצְּחִחִים) ואַָעֲמִיד אֶת הָעָם לְמִשְׁפָּחוֹת עִם חַרְבֹתֵיהֶם

.(Neh. 4:7): רָמְחֵיהֶם וקְַשְּׁתֹתֵיהֶם
41. ויקטל-קטל

52.(Exod. 36:14) :ויַּעַַשׂ ירְִיעֹת עִזּיִם לְאֹהֶל עַל הַמִּשְׁכָּן עַשְׁתֵּי עֶשְׂרֵה ירְִיעֹת עָשָׂה אֹתָם

The second example concords with Blau’s claim, as it falls under the rubric of imper-
fectly-transformed cleft sentences. Although the cleft in the second clause is unmarked, 

48. Ibid., 132.
49. Taube refers to cleft sentences as “echo patterns.” See M. Taube, “Echo construction in Yiddish,”

in M. Bar-Asher, ed., Massorot: Studies in Language Traditions and Jewish Languages 9–11 (Jerusalem,
1997), 397–420 [Hebrew]. For information concerning the origins of this moniker, see ibid., 397, n. 1.

50. Blau, Repetition.
51. These are the same examples cited in ibid.
52. See also Gen. 43:15; Exod. 36:17; 37:7, 23–24; 38:3–6; Num. 31:7–8. There are instances in which

the same exact verb form of קטל appears more than once: for example, “And God created man in His image,
in the image of God He created [בָּרָא] him; male and female he created [בָּרָא] them” (Gen. 1:27).
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it can be deduced from its context. In terms of the “theme” and “rheme,” these clauses 
appear to signify the verb supplements, rather than the verbs, as their rheme.53

To constitute a cleft sentence, a verb must be capable of serving (by means of an explicit 
marker or otherwise) as a subordinated form; in other words, it must undergo a process 
of nominalization. The clauses in example 41 meet this condition, as its verb forms can 
be presumed to have been subordinated. In BH, the verb form קטל tends to turn up in 
continuums where it abuts subordinate particles (for example, אשר קטל is an acceptable 
phrase).

Passages that are structured along the lines of Neh. 4:7 differ from the pattern 
represented by Exod. 36:14 in that it is uncertain as to whether the former possesses 
a “cleft clause.” From a syntactical standpoint, what sets the consecutive form apart 
is the fact that it cannot be subordinated. On account of the proclitic waw in con-
secutive forms, the structure of a subordinate particle followed by an unpartitioned 
consecutive form—אשר ויקטל or אשר וקטל—is impossible in BH. In other words, the 
basic condition, whereby a cleft sentence must contain a verb form capable of being 
subordinated (even if it is not marked as such), does not pertain to consecutive forms, 
so that Blau’s explanation is inapplicable to these sorts of cases. Moreover, the fact 
that these forms are syntactically “insubordinatable” appears to be connected to their 
chronological meaning.

4. The Sequential Forms in Biblical Hebrew: An Illustration from the Marginal
Having seen that consecutive forms allow for a wide range of complex relations, not 
least constructions without chronological continuums, we can return to the question 
that was broached at the beginning of the article: what do these forms essentially 
express? In light of the manifold examples that have been sampled above, the author 
would like to suggest that the cases in which these forms do not comprise a chrono-
logical succession necessitate a change in the way consecutive forms are viewed in 
general, even though these occurrences comprise a minority of the aggregate total of 
consecutive forms.

53. Blau noted that this phenomenon also exists in other languages, among them classical Arabic, Arab
dialects of Central Asia, the new Aramaic of Ma’aloula, and Modern Hebrew as well. Blau cites an example
form S. Yizhar’s Days of Ziklag (Tel Aviv, 1970), 64, line 15 [Hebrew].

נגמר מהר פגרים, נורא בשני נגמר הכל
“It all ended with two carcasses, terribly fast did it all end.”

See Blau, Repetition, 238–39.
Azar elaborates on a Modern Hebrew syntactic structure in which the iteration of the same element marks

the text that is to be found between the two occurrences of the same word. He dubs this phenomenon the
“sandwiched focus,” namely the focus of the information (the logical subject); see M. Azar, “Towards an
Understanding of Structure of the Emphasized Sentence in Contemporary Hebrew,” in Uzi Ornan et al.,
eds., Hebrew: A Living Language (Haifa, 1992), 1.96 [Hebrew]. This model also exists in Yiddish. Taube
examines a string of Yiddish structures, which he refers to as “echo patterns.” This Yiddish model, “which
at first glance appears to be a mere profusion of extraneous words, is basically a pattern consisting of desig-
nated functions in the sphere of the message: an over-characterization of the thematic relations in a sentence.
This is accomplished by repeating components that are endowed with ‘natural’ rhemes, such as verb groups
and question pronouns, so as to designate them as non-rhemaic and simultaneously designate the unrepeated
component as rhematic.” See Taube, Echo, 418. In the present author’s estimation, Taube’s description of
Yiddish can be applied word for word to BH in chains of the successive form קטל-יקטל.
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According to the structuralist approach, any element of a given language sys-
tem, such as the ויקטל form in BH, must be contrasted with the rest of the system’s 
components in order to aptly describe a single instance. In consequence, the limited 
purview of this paper will have to be expanded. The conclusions that will be drawn 
from the ויקטל form will focus on a single attribute of the chronological significance 
of this phenomenon.54

One of the philosopher Hans Reichenbach’s important contributions to the general 
theoretical description of tense systems was the coining of the term “reference-time,” 
which he then placed at the center of his linguistic disquisition on tense systems.55 In 
contrast, the traditional approach is limited to the “event time (E-time)” and “speech 
time (S-time)” parameters.56 As a result, analyses that are conducted in accordance 
with the traditional school are entirely predicated on the chronological relationships 
between the time in which the speech was uttered and the time in which the actual 
event that the clause refers to transpired. Reichenbach showed that this theoretical 
system fails to account adequately for many of the nuances expressed by various 
verb forms in different languages.57 For example, the traditional system is unable to 
distinguish between the simple past and past perfect in English, as in both cases the 
event (E) takes place before the speech (S). Consequently, Reichenbach claimed that 
language articulates chronological relations by means of a third parameter, “reference-
time (R-time),” which allows for a more accurate description of the alignment between 
sundry forms. For instance, Reichenbach’s approach enables scholars to depict English 
clauses in the following fashion:58

Past Perfect Simple Past Present perfect
 I had seen John I saw John I have seen John
 —'——'——'  —'————'  —'————'

E R S R,E S E S,R

Present Simple Future59 Future Perfect
 I see John I shall see John I shall have seen John
 ———'——  —'————'  —'——'——'

S,R,E S R,E S E R

The underlying premise of this research is that the Biblical tense system is a 
relative one; in other words, the only deictic axis that its verb forms relate to is the 

54. For an in-depth discussion on the significance of the ויקטל form in the BH verb system, see Cohen,
Late Biblical, part I, sections 2.1.3, 2.24; part II, sec. a2.

55. H. Reichenbach, Elements of Symbolic Logic (New York 1947).
56. These terms are wielded by the members of the “tense logic” camp, such as A. N. Prior, Past,

Present and Future (Oxford, 1967); and J. E. Clifford, Tense and Tense Logic (Mouton, 1969). A focused
discussion and biographical references on this topic can be found in Hatav, Semantics, 2–6.

57. Reichenbach, Elements, 287–98.
58. These sentences and charts were taken from ibid., 290. In these sketches, the arrow points in the

direction of the time axes from left to right, S signifies speech time (i.e., the present); E event time; and R
the verb’s reference time.

59. The placement herein of the R alongside the E differs from Reichenbach’s designation, as the latter
juxtaposes the R with the S, not the E; see loc. cit. In any event, it is worth reading Reichenbach’s disquisi-
tion on this matter; ibid., 295–97.
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reference-time axis.60 One of the fundamental differences between an absolute and 
relative tense system concerns the characteristics of the deictic axis upon which 
the various forms are chronologically arrayed. In an absolute system, every form is 
defined with respect to its position vis à vis both the Speech-time and Reference-time 
parameters. As seen in Reichenbach’s above-noted examples, the chronological mean-
ing of the English past perfect can be characterized as E < R < S, the future perfect as 
S < E < R, and so on. On the other hand, in a relative tense system, the chronological 
characterization of each form is predicated exclusively on its chronological link to the 
Reference-time point, while ignoring the absolute time that is established as per the 
Speech-time point. For example, the chronological meanings of קטל and יקטל forms 
in BH are R ≥ E and E ≥ R, respectively.61

Hatav has published a number of articles on the question of consecutive forms in 
BH.62 Hatav’s assessment is largely based on Reichenbach’s ideas and the work of the 
linguists Kamp and Rohrer.63 According to the latter, the function of the consecutive 
form is to advance the reference-time point along the time axis. Kamp and Rohrer’s 
chart64 demonstrates how a consecutive form interjects a new reference-time point (R) 
into a speech:

      R
 ↓   t0
———O——————————————׀
 ↓ e1
  S1
  R 
  ↓   t0
———O————O—————————׀
 ↓ e1 ↓ e2
 S1  S2
   R  
   ↓  t0
———O————O————O———–––׀
 ↓ e1 ↓ e2 ↓ e3
 S1  S2  S3
t0 = speech time; S = sentence; R = time reference; and e = event

Accordingly, Hatav contends that the function of consecutive forms in BH is to advance 
the Reference-time point along the time axis. She thus assumes that the aforemen-
tioned examples of non-chronological consecutive forms are exceptions which have 
no bearing on the majority (i.e., chronologically oriented sequential forms). However, 
it appears that Hatav’s claim is basically a later reincarnation of the argument put 
forth by Schröder some 250 years ago. To wit: the above-mentioned findings reveal 

60. For a definition and comparison of the terms “absolute time” and “relative time,” see Cohen, Late 
Biblical, part I, sec. 2.1.2.

61. Ibid.
62. See Hatav, Time Movement; and G. Hatav, “Anchoring World and Time in Biblical Hebrew,” Lin-

guistics 40 (2004), 491–526.
63. H. Kamp and C. Rohrer, “Tense in Text,” in R. Bauerle et al., eds., Meaning, Use and Interpretation 

in Language (Berlin-New York, 1983), 250–69.
64. Kamp and Rohrer, Tense, 253.
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the problems involved in attempting to force-feed these constructions forms charged 
with marking the chronological relations that go beyond the chronological boundaries 
of the forms themselves.

In order better to understand the meaning of consecutive forms, let us return to 
the examples consisting of two identical verbs of the ויקטל form. As already noted, 
this category is not to be equated with two different verbal forms from the same root 
that appear in sequence and refer to the same action. The fact that a consecutive form 
does not maintain a hierarchical syntactic relation with the verb forms in its vicinity 
is apparently a key factor, among others, in all that concerns the discernment of its 
chronological meaning. More specifically, this form does not convey the nature of its 
chronological relations with the other forms in the continuum. This argument follows 
in the footsteps of and bolsters the view of Washburn.65 In fact, the same exceptions 
that have been surveyed herein led Washburn66 to describe Biblical successions in the 
following manner: “. . . the waw-consecutive should be understood as an inflectional 
morpheme, signaling a separate thought not syntactically connected with what pre-
cedes it.” This article develops this argument and demonstrates its mechanism.

The examples presented in this study attest to the fact that it is incumbent upon 
Hebrew linguists to reevaluate the meaning of ויקטל forms that are arrayed in both 
chronological and non-chronological successions. Moreover, these examples high-
light the fact that the advancement of the Reference-time point along an absolute-time 
axis is not an intrinsic feature of consecutive forms. In consequence, quite a few of 
these passages lack any formal signification that the chronological succession has been 
breached.

Among the phenomena that have long constituted a challenge for BH scholars is 
the fact that, in contrast to the יקטל ,קוטל ,קטל, and וקטל forms, which assume any of 
the absolute tenses (past, present, and future), the ויקטל form is only to be found in 
the absolute past throughout the entire corpus of Biblical prose.67 What is more, the 
premise that the ויקטל form is historically connected to the ancient preterite (yaqtul) 
form has led many scholars to perceive it as a preterite.

This assumption gives rise to the following question: should ויקטל be perceived 
as an exceptional form that signifies the absolute past within a system that is entirely 
predicated on the expression of relative time? The argument can be made that this 
form is a remnant of an earlier system which does not adhere to the rules of the BH 
system. However, research would be better served by comparing ויקטל to all the other 
forms in the system. The fact that ויקטל always appears, at least throughout Biblical 
prose, in the absolute past is a direct result of its connection to both the Reference-time 

65. D. L.Washburn, “Chomsky’s Separation of Syntax and Semantics,” Hebrew Studies 35 (1994), 
32–34.

66. Ibid., 27.
67. Throughout the Biblical prose of both the First and Second Temple periods, there are practically no 

exceptions to this rule. There are, however, several instances of ויקטל forms donning the absolute future in 
the songs and poetic prophecies. See Joüon - Muraoka, Grammar, §118s; and Waltke and O’Connor, Intro-
duction, 557. The poetic corpus warrants a closer look. One possible direction is to examine whether these 
forms link up to none other than the modal axis, and not the Reference-time axis. If it can be shown that in 
these texts there is blurriness in the connection to the modal axis, then scholars may be able to account for 
the existence of these forms in the future tense.
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and modal axes.68 In other words, since ויקטל is an indicative form which signifies 
that the Reference-time and Event-time constitute one unit [R, E], it can only appear 
in the past. This restriction stems from both the function of ויקטל and the fact that a 
corresponding form, וקטל, emerged in the Biblical verbal system and seized control 
of the modal sphere.

The clear distinction that arose in consecutive forms, wherein a pair of mor-
phemes correspondingly took root in the indicative (ויקטל) and modal (וקטל) fields, did 
not occur in other forms. The development of two parallel consecutive forms should 
enable scholars to make a clean break that would explain why ויקטל forms only appear 
in the absolute past.69 Although the above-noted affiliation with the preterite (yaqtul) 
form is significant from the standpoint of comprehending diachronic processes, relying 
exclusively on this particular aspect diverts attention away from its synchronic func-
tion. A comprehensive disquisition on its synchronic role cannot ignore either the fact 
that ויקטל, unlike the historical preterite, forms a compound with the proclitic waw or 
its complementary distribution with the modal consecutive וקטל form.

The view that ויקטל, similar to the other verb forms in this system, does not 
maintain a link to Speech-time (S > [E,R]) appears to be a more straightforward and 
elegant solution than the opposite approach. In other words, the author prefers this 
position because, like the rest of the Biblical forms, ויקטל is only bound to a single 
deictic axis—the Reference-time axis [E, R]—and because the form’s relegation to 
the realm of the past is a direct corollary of its relation to the modal axis, namely the 
indicative meaning of this form.

The ויקטל form’s chronological meaning should be discerned from the disposi-
tion of all the other forms in the BH verbal system. Since the present author presumes 
that the system is a relative one whose forms are arranged around the signification of 
chronological relations to the Reference-time (R-time) point,70 their usage should be 
limited to conveying a new Reference-time in speech. In other words, they express 
the fact that the Event-time (E) and Reference-time (R) points constitute a single unit 
[E,R]. From a chronological standpoint, they are thus independent forms that are to be 
classified on an individual basis. Consequently, they do not comprise a chronological 
succession in and of themselves.

This argument can perhaps best be explained by drawing an analogy between 
a consecutive construction and a slide presentation, whereby each form is akin to a 
slide.71 Regardless of the circumstances, consecutive forms invariably give rise to a 
new Reference-time. A ‘narrative’ continuum is constructed by running slides sequen-
tially, so that the ‘final product’ is the direct result of the manner in which the various 
slides are organized, to include the juxtaposition of one particular slide next to another. 

68. In this regard, the present author is following in the footsteps of Hatav: “The interpretation of wayy-
iqtol in the past sphere only is entailed from the combination of its features [+SEQ] [–MOD].” See Hatav, 
Semantics, 84–85.

69. The fact that these forms conveying the absolute future in songs and poetic prophecies does not 
necessarily have a bearing on the doubts that exist with respect to its chronological function, as the forms 
therein also evince the relationship between the Event and Reference-time points [E, R]. Perhaps these cases 
from the corpus of Biblical poetry point to a problem with this form’s linkage to the modal axis; in other 
words, these instances attest to a level of flexibility that enables ויקטל to serve in modal contexts as well.

70. See Cohen, Late Biblical, 24–30.
71. I am indebted to Prof. Goldenberg for bringing this image to my attention.
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Put differently, a chronologically-ordered narrative continuum is but one possible con-
sequence of a structural feature in which every verb introduces a new Reference-time 
into the speech. The narrative sequence thus reflects the vantage point of the text’s 
addressee and does not constitute an integral part of the form’s meaning. Alternatively, 
when every slide is considered—and arrayed as—a distinct unit, the “story” can be 
expanded and the plot thickened by adding background material, new twists, and the 
like. And this is the job of the קטל, קוטל, and יקטל forms.

This entire idea can be illustrated in chart form: 72

Each square in this chart represents a slide. Since the different slides do not necessarily 
maintain a chronological link with their neighbors, they are capable of expressing a 
broad array of chronological relations, and not just successions. Therefore, it appears 
as though the widespread interpretation of consecutive forms as signifiers of chrono-
logical successions is but one possible application of their general structural func-
tion—introducing a new Reference-time into a speech and designating the Event-time 
and Reference-time points as a single unit.

72. This presentation basically corresponds to the definition in text linguistics according to which con-
secutive forms denote the foreground and relative forms denote the background; see A. Niccacci, The
Syntax of the Verb in Classical Hebrew Prose, trans. W. G. E. Watson (Sheffield, 1990). For more on the 
relations between ויקטל and the other verb forms, see Cohen, Late Biblical, §2.2.4. The fact that throughout 
Biblical prose ויקטל appears almost exclusively in the absolute past is in all likelihood a direct corollary of 
its connection to the modal axis, namely the form’s indicative rather than its chronological meaning. See 
ibid., §2.3.

ויקטל3 ויקטל2 ויקטל1 
a

a > R1 > (b)

 |----c----|

a

a > R2 > (b)

 |-----c-----|

a

a > R3 > (b)

 |-----c-----|

R = Reference-time; a = קטל; b = יקטל; and c = קוטל


