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Krzysztof J. Baranowski

The Article in the Book of Qoheleth

The Problem

The use of the definite article in the book of Qoheleth has been considered by
some scholars to be irregular, erratic or chaotic.1 The presupposed irregulari-
ties in the use of the article have been used as an argument in favor of a non-
Hebrew original of the book or its late date of composition. ZIMMERMANN

argued that all these anomalies can be explained only if the Hebrew is a trans-
lation from Aramaic.2 DAHOOD, on the other hand, regarded the erratic use of
the article as cogent proof of the Phoenician syntactic influence in the book.3

SCHOORS adopted a more balanced stance as he recognized that Qoheleth’s irre-
gular use of the article may be compared with some inconsistencies found in
the books of Samuel, Kings and Chronicles. Nevertheless, he considered the
use of the article as an indication of a later stage of the language, close to
Mishnaic Hebrew.4

It is my contention that scholarly opinions on the use of the article in the
book of Qoheleth are based on faulty assumptions about the regularity of the
use of the article in the Hebrew Bible and in Northwest Semitic languages.
Moreover, the methodology must take into consideration a larger, cross-lingu-
istic perspective of the study of definiteness and use the definitions elaborated
by modern linguistics. By doing so, I shall show that, in spite of the wide-
spread claims, there is much regularity in the use of the article in the book of
Qoheleth and that many apparent contradictions and exceptions are, in fact,
nothing of the sort.

1 For example, a recent commentary lists “der unregelmäßige Gebrauch des Artikels”
among the peculiarities of the language of the book, See SCHWIENHORST-SCHÖNBERGER, Kohelet,
110. It should be remarked that it is impossible to polemicize against lists of inconsistencies of
the use of the article such as these in ISAKSSON, Studies, 145-147, or DELSMAN, Zur Sprache,
358-359, because they do not state the reason for which each case is considered abnormal.

2 ZIMMERMANN, Aramaic Provenance, 20-23.
3 DAHOOD, Canaanite-Phoenician Influence, 197-201.
4 SCHOORS, Preacher, vol. I, 169.
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Notes on the article in the Hebrew Bible 
and Northwest Semitic languages

A glance at modern grammars of Biblical Hebrew reveals a self-contradictory
treatment of the use of the article. On one hand, grammar books offer lengthy
and detailed discussions of the rules that concern the article. On the other hand
JOÜON and MURAOKA confess openly that “the use of the article in Hebrew is ra-
ther loose.”5 This diagnosis of our understanding emerges also from James
BARR’s comprehensive critique of the rules of the Hebrew article.6 He convin-
cingly shows that the present understanding of the function of the Hebrew arti-
cle and the rules that predict its occurrence are rife with contradictions and ad
hoc solutions.7 This is not to say that we do not have any understanding of the
sense of the article and of the usual situations in which it occurs. One should,
however, be cautious about pronouncing clear-cut opinions about the appro-
priateness of the occurrence of the article in a particular case or about the
grammatical error in the case of its lack. In short, the lack of research on the
article in the Hebrew Bible suggests that the characterization of the use of the
article in the book of Qoheleth as chaotic should be reinvestigated.8

A similar impression of an inconsistent use of the article emerges not only
from the scrutiny of the Hebrew Bible in general and the book of Qoheleth in
particular but also from a perusal of cognate Northwest Semitic languages. In-
deed, in our rather limited corpus of inscriptions there are quite a few instances
in which scholars find the occurrence or lack of the article puzzling.

Epigraphic Hebrew sources show few instances of the absence of the arti-
cle in phrases where it is expected.9 For example, in a few seals from Kuntillet
Ajrud that belong to the governor of the city the article in the word “city” is
lacking while it appears on two similar seals.10 A similar case of the omission
of the article occurs on two seals on which the word mlk is anarthrous.11 In the

5 JOÜON-MURAOKA, §137d.
6 BARR, Determination.
7 However, the main thesis of BARR should not be accepted. Indeed, by arguing on the basis

of the problematic cases that the article in Hebrew Bible is only loosely related to definiteness,
BARR merely transposes the fuzziness of our understanding to the blurriness of the grammatical
function itself. For a systematic critique of his argumentation see MÜLLER, Zu den Artikelfunk-
tionen. 

8 An example of reinvestigation that corrects a long-lasting statement of the traditional
grammars is MILLER, Definiteness. She concludes that the definite article does not mark the vo-
cative in Biblical Hebrew. See MILLER, Definiteness.

9 This discussion of Epigraphic Hebrew is based on GOGEL, Grammar, 173-175, and SCHÜ-
LE, Syntax, 53-65. Interesting observations on the omission of the article can be found in SARFAT-
TI, Hebrew Inscriptions, 71-73.

10 GOGEL, Grammar, 413; DAVIES, Inscriptions, vol. II, 207. LEMAIRE thinks that omission of
the article in this case is a dialectal characteristic of Israelite Hebrew. See LEMAIRE, Hebrew and
Aramaic, 193.

11 DAVIES, Inscriptions, no.101.176: lḥlṣyhw bn mlk and AVIGAD-SASS, Corpus, no.1205:
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Samaria ostraca the article appears inconsistently before the ordinal numbers
in the formula bšt written in hieratic numerals.12 In Lachish letter no.13 the ar-
ticle seems to be omitted after the nota accusativi.13 Also, the absence of the
article with the word ym in Arad letter no.40 is considered by scholars to be
another problematic passage since it appears that the author refers to a definite
day. On the other hand, the article is prefixed to the word ymm without any ap-
parent reason in Arad letter no.2:1-3: ntn lktym b\ 1 1 yyn lˀrbˁt hymm.14

The Phoenician epigraphic texts attest to a gradual development of the arti-
cle and this partially explains why its use is fluctuating. One finds many ex-
amples similar to the problematic cases of the use and non-use of the article in
the Hebrew Bible. For instance, the article may lack in the pronoun that fol-
lows an arthrous noun (hspr z, KAI 24:15) or a word that qualifies a personal
name.15 Puzzling also are the lack of the article in the words that follow the no-
ta accusativi (KAI 14:4: ˀl yptḥ ˀyt mškb z) and the apparent occurrence of the
article on the first word in the construct chain (KAI 10:4: hmzbḥ nḥšt zn […]
whptḥ ḥrṣ zn).16 The lack of the article on the noun followed by an arthrous ad-
jective in KAI 14:22: ˀlnm hqdšm17 is also baffling.

Similar difficulties may be detected in the corpus of the Transjordanian lan-
guages. YUN speaks about inconsistencies in the use of the article as he consi-
ders it lacking in the Moabite incense altar from Khirbet El-Mudeiyineh (AḤI-

TUV, Echoes, 424: mqṭr ˀš ˁš ˀlšmˁ) and in the Ammonite Tel Siran Bottle (KAI
308:4-5: hkrm wh{.}gnt whˀtḥr wˀšḥt).18 On an Ammonite seal one notes also
the lack of the expected article with the word mlk, a case similar to those on
the Hebrew seals discussed previously.19

lˁśy[w] bn ml[k]. AVISHUR and HELTZER consider the absence of the article a sign of the archaic
character of the seals. See AVISHUR-HELTZER, Studies, 73. One may argue also that the word mlk
in these seals is a personal name that is known from rare attestations in the Hebrew Bible and
epigraphic sources. See ZADOK, Pre-Hellenistic, 433. Indeed, this seems to be the opinion of AVI-
GAD and SASS who translate the legend of the seal: “Belonging to Aśay[aw] son of Mel[ek].”

12 It is possible that the omission of the article with the hieratic numerals was an orthogra-
phic convention. See GOGEL, Grammar, 175.

13 Lachish 13:3: [ ] ˀt . ˀšpt. Since the text is short and broken scholars resort to different
hypotheses in order to explain this puzzling omission. See GOGEL, Grammar, 174.

14 GOGEL, Grammar, 175. DOBBS-ALLSOPP, Hebrew Inscriptions, 13, speculates that the arti-
cle could refer to the number of days for some ceremony or a journey.

15 KAI 14:1: mlk ˀšmnˁzr; SEGERT, Grammar, no.83.41: ˀnk ˁbdy bnˁbdˀlmn ˁrwdy.
16 For more examples see DAHOOD, Canaanite-Phoenician Influence, 198-199.
17 For an overview of the article in Phoenician see FIRMAGE, Definite Article, and especially

GZELLA, Entstehung, for the syntax of the article in Phoenician and the importance of these appa-
rent anomalies for tracing the origin of the West-Semitic article.

18 YUN, Transjordanian Languages, 759.
19 AVIGAD-SASS, Corpus, no.861. SIVAN has no satisfactory explanation for this omission.

See SIVAN, On the Grammar, 228.
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From this short overview one concludes that the “inconsistencies” of the
use of the article were rather common in the Northwest Semitic languages.
Hence, one should not be surprised to find them in the Hebrew Bible in general
and in the book of Qoheleth in particular.

Observations on the linguistic study of the article

It seems that the scholars who studied the article in the Hebrew Bible did not
always consider the complexity of issues that involve definiteness, indefinite-
ness and the article. Indeed, as KOSESKA-TOSZEWA and GARGOV observe: “the
definiteness/indefiniteness category belongs to the class of extremely general
linguistic semantic categories, any approach to which has inevitably to deal
with the most fundamental issues of linguistics.”20 The traditional idea of the
article is, however, narrowly focused on the fact that the article should refer to
something known, particular or specific. This concept of the article and defi-
niteness explains only a small part of the attestations of the use and non-use of
the article in the Hebrew Bible and does not consider the variety of articles and
their uses found in the languages of the world. Modern linguistic research on
definiteness and the article points to a few fundamental facts that should not be
overlooked.21

The most important of these facts are the relevance of the context and the
need for the collaboration of the participants in a communication act in order
to understand the reason for the use of the article in a particular case. Indeed, it
is only in the context, when a particular world of references is established be-
tween the participants in the communication act, that the use or non-use of the
article is meaningful. For example, the definite article in the sentence “The dog
attacked me” is understandable if the preceding sentence is “I saw a dog this
morning.” Similarly, the nurse who enters the operating theater and, using the
definite article, asks “Who is the anesthetist today?” appeals to the context in
which the presence of an anesthetist is expected. In the latter case the referent
of the noun “anesthetist” is unknown to her and yet the use of the article is na-
tural. This example shows too how important is the collaboration of the hearer
who must accept the definite reference as such and interpret it. This being the
state of the matter, the immediate consequence for our research is that many
cases of the use and non-use of the article may be difficult to understand
because of our imperfect comprehension of the context and of the author’s
thought.

20 Semantic Category, 11.
21 An accessible synthesis of modern research can be found in LYONS, Definiteness.
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The problems with understanding definiteness call for a new definition. Ac-
cording to contemporary linguistic research it can be defined as a grammatical
category which is on par with tense, number or gender and that expresses such
concepts as identifiability, inclusiveness, uniqueness and familiarity. The pro-
totypical concept of this category is probably identifiability. Since it is a gram-
matical category, it does not exclude uses other than prototypical ones. The ar-
ticle can be seen, therefore, as a means of encoding this category.22

Having in mind the complexity of the study of definiteness, both in the
Northwest Semitic languages and in linguistics in general, we shall now turn to
the book of Qoheleth in order to examine anew the use and non-use of the
article.

General observations on the study of the article 
in the book of Qoheleth

There are two fundamental difficulties with the study of the article in the He-
brew Bible in general. The first is the Masoretic vocalization; the second is the
lack of a general and diachronic study of the article in the Hebrew Bible.

It is widely recognized that many instances of the non-consonantal article,
that is, the one that appears as a vowel under the prepositions ,בְּ כְּ and ,לְ are
due to the Naqdanim and so do not belong to an earlier, original form of the
text.23 It follows that the article with these prepositions may or may not reflect
the uses of the author of the book. Hence, it would seem to be methodological-
ly appropriate to exclude the occurrences of the non-consonantal article from
the study. This radical approach, however, will not be adopted because the
non-consonantal article in the book of Qoheleth appears to be in general em-
ployed in a similar way to the consonantal article.24 Moreover, both the conso-
nantal text and the vocalization display well established use of the generic arti-
cle.25 Since this use of the article is frequent in the book of Qoheleth, the
exclusion of the non-consonantal article from the study would mean the exclu-
sion of many interesting study cases. The cases of a problematic non-conso-
nant article will be judged one by one, bearing in mind the possibility of their
spurious origin.26

22 For a detailed explanation of this definition see LYONS, Definiteness, 253-281.
23 BARR, Determination, 325-333.
24 Another reason for choosing the study of the actual Hebrew text as transmitted by the

Masoretes is the fact that if one chooses not to consider the vocalic article some problematic ca-
ses disappear, but others arise. Thus, one ends up studying the difficulties that do not exist and
leaves aside the real problems of the Masoretic text.

25 SCHORCH, Determination, 309-310.
26 The vocalic article is almost certainly a Masoretic addition in יוֹדֵעַמַה־לֶּעָנִי (6,8) and
רַבִּיםבַּמְּרוֹמִים (10,6). Accepting this possibility, a question arises. Didn’t the Masoretes know such
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The need to compare the use of the article in the book of Qoheleth and
other books of the Hebrew Bible brings another methodological question:
should the book of Qoheleth be compared with narrative or poetic sections of
the Bible? This question is particularly relevant to the study of the article be-
cause Hebrew poetry has its own peculiarities of use, most notably its frequent
omission. It seems that most appropriate would be to compare the book of Qo-
heleth with other wisdom books, particularly with Proverbs and the extant He-
brew portions of Ben-Sirach. Such a systematic comparison is, however, out of
the scope of the present study and will be considered only in part.

The article in generic statements

Generic statements are utterances which convey general observations and con-
clusions about reality. An example of a generic statement is Qoh 5,9:

ב סֶף֙ אֹהֵ֥ ע כֶּ֙ סֶף לאֹ־יִשְׂבַּ֣ ב כֶּ֔ י־אֹהֵ֥ א בֶּהָמ֖וֹן וּמִֽ ֹ֣ ה ל בֶל׃ גַּם־זֶ֖ה תְבוּאָ֑  הָֽ
He that loves silver is never satisfied with silver; nor he that loves abundance
with his income; this also is vanity.27

Two preliminary remarks are in necessary. First, one should keep in mind that
the interpretation of a generic statement as such arises not only from the for-
mulation of the noun phrase but also from the meaning of a sentence as whole.
It follows that the generic statements can be formulated both with arthrous and
anarthrous subjects as well as with singular and plural subjects.28 Second, by
their nature generic statements contain the error of missing quantification, an
example of an incomplete formulation.29 In everyday use the generic state-
ments are usually interpreted with universal quantification (“all,” “every”). It
is, however, to be stressed, that generic statements should be interpreted in the
sense of what is normal or typical for members of a class. Consequently, gene-
ric statements may employ a non-specific reference to a member of the class

a simple “rule”—that the article must occur both on the noun and on adjective? If so, why did
they waive it?

27 All translations are the author’s own.
28 For example, in English: 1. A dog has four legs. 2. The dog has four legs. 3. Dogs have

four legs. For a brief survey of generics see LYONS, Definiteness, 179-198, and CHESTERMAN, On
Definiteness, 32-40.74-78.

29 AJDUKIEWICZ, Pragmatic Logic, 56: “The error of an incomplete formulation is committed
when an essential element of an expression is omitted. Thus, for instance, if we say that ‘Italians
are hot-tempered,’ without indicating whether we mean all Italians, or some of them only, or a
majority of them, then we commit an error of making an incomplete formulation, since we leave
out an essential element of a formulation which is intended to be a statement. Without that ele-
ment the formulation in question is neither true nor false, and hence is not a statement. It may
become true, but it also may become false, according to the way in which we complete it. The
error of incomplete formulation as described in the example given above is called missing
quantification.”
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with the article. These two remarks about the generic statement are useful to
explain many occurrences of the article in the book of Qoheleth.

From my perusal it appears that the use or non-use of the article does not
entail a generic or non-generic reading.30 Indeed, one finds singular and plural,
arthrous and anarthrous noun phrases in generic statements:

ן יֶ֥לֶד ט֛וֹב ם מִסְכֵּ֖ לNֶ וְחָכָ֑ יל זָקֵן֙ מִמֶּ֤ ר וּכְסִ֔ ע אֲשֶׁ֛ ר לאֹ־יָדַ֥ עֽוֹד׃ לְהִזָּהֵ֖
Better is a poor but wise child than an old but foolish king who knows not to re-
ceive admonition any more. (Qoh 4,13)

N שׁ אִם־יִשֹּׁ֥ חַשׁ הַנָּחָ֖ ין בְּלוֹא־לָ֑ עַל יִתְר֔וֹן וְאֵ֣  הַלָּשֽׁוֹן׃ לְבַ֖
If the snake bites without incantation, the charmer is of no avail. (Qoh 10,11)

ים ים הַצַּדִּי קִ֧ ם וְהַחֲכָמִ֛ ים בְּיַד֣ וַעֲבָדֵיהֶ֖ הָאZֱהִ֑
The righteous, and the wise, and their works, are in the hand of God. (Qoh 9,1)

י ים כִּ֛ ה יֵשׁ־דְּבָרִ֥ ים הַרְבֵּ֖ בֶל מַרְבִּ֣ ר הָ֑ ם׃ מַה־יּתֵֹ֖ לָאָדָֽ
Since there are many words that increase vanity, what is a benefit for the man?
(Qoh 6,11)

The fact that the article may or may not be used in generic statements with
great freedom accounts in a significant part for the apparent chaos in the use of
the article in the book of Qoheleth. Indeed, in conformity with its genre, the
book abounds with generic statements. The occurrence or the lack of the arti-
cle in them must be interpreted case by case since the generic nature of the
statement is not the reason for a particular use of the article.

One of the frequent reasons for the use and non-use of the article is the
mental representation of the arthrous noun as specific, definite and seen in op-
position to others. In this case the lack of the article signals a more hypotheti-
cal and general level of the statement (achieved with the English indefinite ar-
ticle, bare plural or quantifier “some”) whereas the appearance of the article
focuses the attention on the distinctive characteristics of the referent of the
noun. Qoh 8,14 illustrates this point:

ריֶשׁ־הֶבֶל֮ האֲשֶׁ֣ רעַל־הָאָרֶץ֒נַעֲשָׂ֣ יםיֵשׁ֣אֲשֶׁ֣ רצַדִּיקִ֗ האֲלֵהֶם֙מַגִּ֤יעַאֲשֶׁ֨ יםכְּמַעֲשֵׂ֣ וְיֵשׁ֣הָרְשָׁעִ֔
ים יעַ רְשָׁעִ֔ ם שֶׁמַּגִּ֥ ה אֲלֵהֶ֖ ים כְּמַעֲשֵׂ֣ רְתִּי הַצַּדִּי קִ֑ בֶל׃ שֶׁגַּם־זֶ֖ה אָמַ֕  הָֽ

There is a vanity that occurs in the world: that there are righteous men, unto
whom it happens according to the work of the wicked; again, there are wicked
men, to whom it happens according to the work of the righteous—I said that this
also is vanity.

At the first sight it may seem puzzling why the author speaks in the same verse
once about צַדִּיקִים and רְשָׁעִים and the other time about הַצַּדִּיקִים and .הָרְשָׁעִים A
closer look reveals that the articles with these groups are used symmetrically.
Moreover, when the author does not prefix the article he refers to the casual

30 A similar conclusion can be drawn from the examples of the generic use of the non-predi-
cative participle collected in V. PEURSEN, Verbal System, 228-230.
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existence of a certain group of wicked/righteous men or to an indefinite num-
ber of cases of single wicked/righteous men. This blurred picture of some
wicked/righteous men is contrasted with the precise image of the wicked/righ-
teous men to whom the author refers with the article. By prefixing the article
he portrays them as a specific group that can be identified by their quality of
being wicked/righteous and by their particular conduct .(מַעֲשֶׂה) Since the ar-
throus nouns הַצַּדִּיקִים and הָרְשָׁעִים occur in the construct chain, the bigger picture
built by the author is the following: it may happen that some righteous men are
requited as they are behaving in the way that is typical to the wicked and vice
versa. In short, the article in this verse creates an opposition between a group
seen as a few single members and a group seen as a collective. The author em-
ploys the article to build a perspective in which he sees the object of his
discourse.

This idea of different perspective toward objects and thoughts illuminates
the use and non-use of the article in generic statements in overall terms. I sug-
gest the following distinctions:
1. An anarthrous singular noun portrays the referent as one random member
of a class that exemplifies its members. This use is comparable to an English
noun with the indefinite article.
2. An arthrous singular noun singles the referent out of the class, depicts the
referent seen in its individuality and considers him as a study case valid for the
entire class.
3. An anarthrous plural noun produces a mental representation of a certain
numbers of members of a class seen as separate and individual referents. This
used is comparable with the English “some” followed by a plural noun.
4. An arthrous plural noun portrays the class as one collectivity without high-
lighting the distinctiveness of each member.31

Since the article is used to present the subjects of generic statements in dif-
ferent perspectives, each verse must be examined first separately and then in a
wider context. Only in this way may one discover how the author uses the arti-
cle to convey the nuances of his thought. This point is illustrated by Qoh
2,21-22. In these verses, although the article with the noun אָדָם in Qoh 2,22 is
non-consonantal and thus due to the Naqdanim, its use epitomizes the nuances
of the article in generic statements. In Qoh 2,21 the noun אָדָם appears without
the article:

31 A plural noun in generic statements does not refer per se to all members of a class since,
as explained above, the universal quantification is missing.

8
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םכִּי־יֵשׁ֣ השֶׁעֲמָל֛וֹאָדָ֗ עַתבְּחָכְמָ֥ םוּבְכִשְׁר֑וֹןוּבְדַ֖ אוּלְאָדָ֞ ֹ֤ מַל־בּוֹ֙שֶׁלּ בֶלגַּם־זֶ֥החֶלְק֔וֹיִתְּנֶ֣נּוּעָֽ הֶ֖
ה ה׃ וְרָעָ֥  רַבָּֽ

For there is a man whose labor is with wisdom, and with knowledge, and with
skill; yet to a man that has not labored therein shall he leave it for his portion.
This also is vanity and a great evil.

In the next verse, however, the noun אָדָם occurs with the article:
י ה־הֹוֶ֤ה כִּ֠ אָדָם֙ מֶֽ ל שֶׁה֥וּא לִבּ֑וֹ וּבְרַעְי֖וֹן בְּכָל־עֲמָל֔וֹ לָֽ חַת עָמֵ֖ מֶשׁ׃ תַּ֥  הַשָּֽׁ

For what does a man get for all his labor and the striving of his heart he labored
under the sun?

The occurrence of the article in Qoh 2,22 can hardly be explained by anapho-
ric reference to the previous verse. Indeed, the author’s thought develops with
two dependent but clearly separated statements. In Qoh 2,21 he considers a
study case of a certain, unidentified man. In this verse the anarthrous noun אָדָם
is almost the equivalent of an indefinite pronoun. The picture that this verse
generates can be paraphrased: “Look, sometimes somebody who …”. Qoh
2,22 provides a motivation for the judgment delivered in the previous verse by
evoking a truth that is valid for all human beings. Thus Qoh 2,22 speaks not
about the case of a man discussed one verse earlier but about every man or all
men in general. It follows that the noun אָדָם refers to the class and not a parti-
cular individual. The reference to the members of the class is made with the ar-
throus noun in order to single out one member as an example of a typical fate
of the members of the class. The use of the article with the noun אָדָם in these
verses is sound and meaningful in spite of the first impression of being chaotic.
Moreover, it contributes to deepening the thought, which considers a particular
case (Qoh 2,21) in light of a general truth (Qoh 2,22).

Since the occurrence or the lack of the article does not encode the generic
or non-generic reading of an utterance but is used to establish the perspective
of the statement, it is not surprising to find the article also with abstract nouns
and concepts. The general tendency in the case of concepts and abstract nouns
is the lack of the article. Hence, when it appears it should be considered parti-
cularly meaningful and the reason for its occurrence should be diligently in-
vestigated. The use of the article with the noun “evil” can be taken as an exam-
ple of the typical behavior of abstract nouns. This noun occurs without the arti-
cle in its masculine form in Qoh 4,17; 6,2; 8,11.12; 9,3 and in its feminine
form in Qoh 2,21; 5,12.15; 6,1; 7,14; 10,5; 11,2.10.32 However, in 8,11 and
12,1 arthrous feminine forms are found and need to be explained as also in
these instances the nouns have the usual, abstract meaning. Qoh 8,11 is partic-

32 This list is not exhaustive. For a comprehensive list of the occurrences of the word “evil”
see SCHOORS, Preacher, vol. II, 145. Note that some of the attestations can be considered adjec-
tives and not nouns.
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ularly interesting as the noun “evil” occurs in it twice, one time with the article
and another time without it:

ה אֲשֶׁר֙ ם אֵין־נַעֲשָׂ֣ ה פִתְגָ֔ ה מַעֲשֵׂ֥ ה הָרָעָ֖ ן מְהֵרָ֑ א עַל־כֵּ֡ ם לֵ֧ב מָלֵ֞ נֵי־הָאָדָ֛ ם בְּֽ ע׃ לַעֲשׂ֥וֹת בָּהֶ֖ רָֽ
Because a sentence against an evil deed is not executed swiftly, therefore the
heart of the sons of men is fully set in them to do evil.

The noun “evil” in the infinitival phrase רָעלַעֲשׂוֹת has a wide meaning “bad
things” that can be paraphrased with an adverb (“to behave wrongly”) and thus
the article is missing. Its occurrence in the construct chain הָרָעָהמַעֲשֵׁהפִּתְגָם is
due to the fact that the author builds a specific case and employs the article to
delimit the situation to which he refers. The apparent contradiction becomes
understandable when the context is accounted for. A similar interaction of the
context explains the occurrence of the article with the noun “evil” in 12,1:

יkוּזְכרֹ֙ יאֶת־בּ֣וֹרְאֶ֔ יkבִּימֵ֖ דבְּחוּרתֶֹ֑ רעַ֣ אוּ֙אֲשֶׁ֤ ֹ֙ ילאֹ־יָב היְמֵ֣ רָעָ֔ יםוְהִגִּ֣יעוּהָֽ רשָׁנִ֔ ראֲשֶׁ֣ יתּאֹמַ֔ ין־לִ֥ אֵֽ
ם פֶץ׃ בָהֶ֖ חֵֽ

Remember then your vigor in the days of your youth, before the days of evil
come and the years arrive of which you will say: “I have no pleasure in them.”

This occurrence of the article may seem particularly problematic when one re-
calls that in 7,14 Qoheleth speaks simply about a day of fortune ( טוֹבָהבְּיוֹם ) and
a day of evil ( רָעָהוּבְיוֹם ). Again, a look on the entire verse 12,1 reveals the rea-
son for the occurrence of the article: the author wants to oppose the particular
time-reference to the time of youth, which is grammatically definite because of
the suffixed pronoun on the noun “youth”, with another specific time-refe-
rence, namely the reference to the period of misfortune. Thus, the use of the
article in this case has little to do with the definiteness of the abstract noun
itself.

Finally, it is interesting to confront the use of the article in generic state-
ments as found in the book of Qoheleth with its similar use in other books of
the Hebrew Bible. Chapter 12 of Proverbs is a good test sample for such a
comparison as it contains a series of generic statements. It is noteworthy that
in the entire chapter one finds only one occurrence of the article, which is non-
consonantal and thus can be non-original (Prov 12,21). Although a larger study
is needed, the non-use of the article in the generic statements in Prov 12 con-
trasted with the uses found in the book of Qoheleth shows the extent to which
the languages of these two books are different.

As it was stressed previously, the impression of chaos with regard to the ar-
ticle in the book of Qoheleth is caused mostly by the author’s choice to build
different perspectives on subjects in the statements that contain general obser-
vations. Because of this choice it is necessary to analyze each occurrence of
the article in its context. The same is true for the use of the article with certain
categories of words, although in these cases some patterns can be discovered.
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The elements of nature

Since the elements of nature are an identifiable and familiar reference, it is ex-
pected that the article will occur with them. Indeed, this is the major pattern in
the book of Qoheleth. The article is found regularly with rivers (1,7), sea (1,7),
heavens (1,13; 2,3; 3,1; 5,1; 10,20), clouds (11,3-4; 12,2), stars (12,2), moon
(12,2) and sun (1,3.5.9.14; 2,11.17.18.19.20.22; 3,16; 4.1.3.7.15; 5,12.17;
6,1.12; 7,11; 8,9.15.17; 9,3.6.9.13; 10,5; 11,7; 12,2). However, the fact that the
elements of nature are known and generally identifiable does not exclude the
possibility that the author may choose to portray them as non-specific and
therefore not employ the article. In some cases the use or non-use of the article
produces significant change in meaning and thus dictates the author’s choices.
Some examples illustrate this.

The word אֶרֶץ is usually used with the article (1,4; 3,21; 5,1; 7,20; 8,14.16;
10,7; 11,2.3; 12,7) but in 5,8 and 10,16-17 it occurs without the article. One
should, however, note the difference in the meaning of the word אֶרֶץ when
used with and without the article. Indeed, when the article is employed the
word אֶרֶץ means consistently “the planet Earth” or part of it. This usage is con-
trasted with the anarthrous occurrences of the word ,אֶרֶץ which refer to a coun-
try or state, a political entity, not the planet. It is impossible to know if the use
of the article created this difference of meaning in the eyes of the author or if
the lack of the article in 5,8 and 10,16-17 is due to the generic nature of these
verses. In any case, this is one of the examples which show that the article is
used not erratically but meaningfully. Similarly, a nice difference in meaning
can be found with the word .גֶּשֶׁם In 12,2 when it designates an element of the
world on par with other elements, it occurs with the article. On the other hand,
in 11,3, when it refers simply to water that fills clouds, it is anarthrous. This
difference could be also explained in terms of specificity or identifiability: rain
seen as an element of the world is a specific meteorological phenomenon while
rain in clouds is just an unidentifiable amount of water.

The use of the article with the word רוּחַ is somewhat more complicated as it
shows the interaction of the semantics of the word and the role of the article.
Indeed, the word רוּחַ has three basic semantic fields in the book of Qoheleth. It
refers to an atmospheric phenomenon or spirit as a psychological dimension
and a vital force. Moreover, it is used metaphorically, in parallel with הֶבֶל to
portray a fugacious reality.33 A choice of the unambiguous meaning is not al-
ways possible and maybe even not intended by the author who likes to play
with words and their associations.34 When רוּחַ is used metaphorically it has no

33 The metaphorical use is, of course, based on the literal meaning “wind.”
34 SCHOORS distinguishes only two meanings, wind and spirit. See SCHOORS, Preacher, vol.

II, 161-165.
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article.35 The lack of the article in this case is explained by the fact that the par-
allel term הֶבֶל also has no article and by the fact that the use of the article
would make the image more specific and particular while the intended refe-
rence is a vague reality. When רוּחַ refers to the natural element or a vital force
it has the article.36 In three instances this regular usage is, however, overridden
by other factors that influence the use of the article. In 7,8 and 11,4 the word
רוּחַ is anarthrous because the author has chosen this particular perspective for
his generic statement. Indeed, both verses have a quasi-proverbial flavor and it
is possible that by the non-use of the article the author wanted to imitate the
style of Proverbs. In 3,19 the article is not used with רוּחַ because it is followed
by אֶחָד, another word that expresses a specific reference.37

A problematic case of the lack of the article which involves an element of
nature is 6,5. In this verse the article is lacking with the word “sun” which in
all other occurrences in the book of Qoheleth (34 times) is arthrous. On the
one hand, the omission of the article in Qoh 6,5 may simply be a lapsus linguæ
which happens even to the best writers. On the other hand, one may think that
the lack of the article is intentional and intended to reinforce the negation. In-
deed, if the article is employed, the meaning of the phrase is that the subject
did not see the sun, the celestial body; but without the article the meaning is
stronger: the subject did not see not only the sun known to everybody but any
sun. The use of the article would delimit the scope of negation to one object
while its lack contributes to its widening.

(The) God and (the) man

Out of 40 occurrences of the word ,אZֱהִים 32 are with the prefixed article. Al-
though the word אZֱהִים is attested in the Hebrew Bible widely with and without
the article, its preponderant occurrence with אZֱהִים in the book of Qoheleth re-
quires an interpretation. Some scholars hold that in this case the article is used
to depersonalize God and to speak about him in the sense of “divinity.”38 I can-
not agree with such an opinion because this would mean that the article has a
particular use with nouns which renders them abstract. This is obviously not
true as the article can appear with abstract nouns and concepts but generally
does not. Hence, it is impossible that the author would employ the article in or-
der to elevate the concept of God to a higher level of abstractness (“divinity”).
It is, however, true that the use of the article with אZֱהִים is in fact a part of the

35 1,14.17; 2,11.17.26; 4,4.6.16; 6,9. The regularity of this usage indicates that the article in
the prepositional phrase ַלָרוּח in 5,15 is a Masoretic addition and should be removed.

36 1,6; 8,8; 11,5; 12,7.
37 LYONS, Definiteness, 98.
38 SCHOORS, Preacher, vol. II, 110-111.
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author’s communication strategy and rhetoric. On the one hand, he never
speaks about the God of Israel or uses the proper name of the God of Israel in
order to make his book sound universalistic. On the other hand, since he is a
pious Jew, when he speaks about God, he has certainly the God of Israel in
mind. The use of the article with the word אZֱהִים reflects a compromise be-
tween the need for speaking about the unique God and for remaining universa-
listic. With the vast use of the article the author signals that he refers to one,
particular God while by omitting the article in certain instances he remains
sufficiently vague to admit a more universal idea of God.39 In any case, the ar-
ticle with the word אZֱהִים is used because of the uniqueness of the reference
and not in order to create an abstract image of God.

The occurrences of the article with the word אָדָם are a good example of
regular and meaningful use of the article by the author of the book Qoheleth.
In fact, this word with the article has the general meaning of “humankind”;
when used without the article it refers to an individual, and in the latter usage
it acquires almost an indefinite meaning akin to the English indeterminate pro-
noun “some, any.”40 The meaning “humankind” is particularly evident in the
construct chain הָאָדָםבְּנֵי employed 10 times in Qoheleth. The indefinite use is
nicely illustrated by Qoh 2,21, which was discussed above.

The article in expressions of time

Expressions of time offer another occasion to see how a particular perspective
on a subject is reflected in the use of the article. Indeed, time can be seen both
as a specific and identifiable moment and as an unspecified period. Correspon-
dingly, the article may or may not be used in expressions of time. The diffe-
rence between a non-specific and specific reference to time can be exemplified
by use of the article with the word .עֵת This word is usually anarthrous since
the reference is to time in general, without indicating a particular moment. In
some verses the non-specificity of the reference seems to be difficult to com-
prehend at first sight but a closer look reveals its logic. For instance, in 3,1-8
Qoheleth speaks about time in reference to a number of activities. At first sight
it may seem that the article is erroneously lacking since the author wants to af-
firm that there is a specific moment in which a particular activity should be un-
dertaken and therefore the article should be used. The lack of the article indi-
cates, however, that his point is different. Indeed, he wants to affirm the mere
existence of occasions in which it is appropriate to do certain things and not to

39 The instances in which the article is used or not are arbitrary; therefore the impression
that the word אZֱהִים “stands with or without article seemingly indiscriminately” (ISAKSSON, Stu-
dies, 145).

40 SCHOORS, Preacher, vol. II, 46-49.
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indicate that there is only one, specific moment in which a particular activi-
ty can be performed. The latter kind of reference is found with the word . )5

in 10,17:
U" L )& +X -% b 1& M1% U O )( +2 -F 1X 0" P '&E>;, 1= JU '" J -& $8 +# . L )5 $= B2 M)<%I " ! O $&BG +A '= % HI 2 +# R" N '. +[ -G

Happy are you, o land whose king is a free man and whose ministers eat at the
proper time, in strength, and not in drunkenness.

Here the time reference is to a specific moment during the day; hence the word
. )5 is properly accompanied by the article.

There is a tendency to use the article with expressions of time because the
moment to which they refer is seen as specific or because the time of their re-
ference is naturally identifiable. The first explanation is valid for the article
with 0" '7 $_ -!0" '% $= -! in 2,16 or in the prepositional phrase 0E_ -= in 12,3. The second
justification accounts for the frequent use of the article with words such as day
and night, morning and evening.

The article and the organization of information

Throughout our analysis it has become clear that the use and non-use of the ar-
ticle is motivated largely by the perspective that the author wants to convey.
The article is therefore a means of organizing information. It may mark the to-
pic of the sentence in opposition to a comment which contains a new piece of
information. It may also be used with an element that is in the focused position
of the sentence.41 Qoh 10,19 illustrates very well the use of the article as means
of focusing and organizing information:

JWE> +8 '2 0" L '8I5 0 1> M12 , '"mO -" +# > L -F -8 +" 0"P '_ -> K 1: O 1( -! +# !H 1/ Y5 -" R2 NI( -!;. 1% 
A banquet is made for laughter, and wine makes life merry: but money answers
every need.

The verse lists three positive objects with the emphasis on the last one since it
presents a radical and global solution to all needs. The focus on the last phrase
is increased with the article, which otherwise seems unexpected. A similar ex-
planation can be accepted for Qoh 6,7:

41 LYONS, Definiteness, 227-236. The use of the article in these instances may produce the
impression that the article functions also as an emphatic particle. See CROATTO, L’article. It must
be then stressed that “focus” or “emphasis” are not independent usages of the article but are the
effects obtained at the level of the text and that they are due to the basic grammatical meaning of
the article as a means of expressing definiteness. In this context one may wish to recollect that in
the language of medieval Spanish Hebrew poetry the letter ! with a &ewa could be added at
the beginning of a word for emphasis (for example "2!, “indeed to me”). See GOLDENBERG, He-
brew, 656.
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ל ם כָּל־עֲמַ֥ יהוּ הָאָדָ֖ א וְגַם־הַנֶּ֖פֶשׁ לְפִ֑ ֹ֥ א׃ ל תִמָּלֵֽ
All the labor of man is for the sake of his mouth, and yet the appetite is not
filled.

Here the focus is on the appetite which is never satisfied in spite of all human
efforts. The opposition between two noun phrases is explicit and strong thanks
to .וְגַם Masterful use of opposition can be seen also in the formulation of a pro-
verb in 9,4:

לֶב ת׃ מִן־הָאַרְיֵה֖ ט֔וֹב ה֣וּא חַי֙ לְכֶ֤ הַמֵּֽ
A living dog is better than a dead lion.

The use of the article (with its individualizing and demonstrative force) contri-
butes to build the following picture: any dog that is living is better than this
lion which is dead. The article on “lion” reinforces the opposition between one
and many which is implied by the lack of the article with “dog.”

Qoheleth’s discourse is frequently organized in what may be called “pic-
tures” and “case studies.” Each of these can be seen as a small and separate
world of references which serves to deliver a specific statement or a particular
piece of information. The use and non-use of the article is one of the means of
constructing these “pictures” and “case studies.” It follows that the use of the
article with any word may differ because the world of the references in that
“picture” is different. In other words, the fact that the article appears with a
certain word in chapter 3 does not necessarily mean that the same word will
have the article in chapter 7. Therefore one should expect logic and regularity
of the use of the article within the boundaries of a “picture” or “case study” ra-
ther than throughout the entire book. Indeed, this is the case, as can be seen in
the following examples.

In 2,4-9 Qoheleth speaks about his enterprise and his amassing riches. Al-
though the single components of Qoheleth’s wealth are specific from a seman-
tic point of view (as they belong to a particular person), they are presented in a
generic perspective without the article. It is noteworthy that, with two excep-
tions, the article is never used:

לְתִּי4 יהִגְדַּ֖ יםלִי֙בָּנִ֤יתִימַעֲשָׂ֑ עְתִּיבָּתִּ֔ ינָטַ֥ ים׃לִ֖ יתִי5כְּרָמִֽ יעָשִׂ֣ יםגַּנּ֖וֹתלִ֔ עְתִּיוּפַרְדֵּסִ֑ םוְנָטַ֥ ץבָהֶ֖ עֵ֥
רִי׃ יתִי6כָּל־פֶּֽ יעָשִׂ֥ יִםבְּרֵכ֣וֹתלִ֖ םלְהַשְׁק֣וֹתמָ֑ חַיַ֖עַרמֵהֶ֔ ים׃צוֹמֵ֥ יתִי7֙עֵצִֽ יםקָנִ֙ וּשְׁפָח֔וֹתעֲבָדִ֣
יִת יָהוּבְנֵי־בַ֖ יהָ֣ רמִקְנֶה֩גַּ֣םלִ֑ אןבָקָ֨ ֹ֤ יָההַרְבֵּה֙וָצ יהָ֣ ללִ֔ הָי֥וּמִכֹּ֛ לִי֙כָּנַסְ֤תִּי8בִּירוּשָׁלnָֽ׃לְפָנַ֖ישֶֽׁ
סֶף בגַּם־כֶּ֣ תוְזָהָ֔ יםוּסְגֻלַּ֥ יתִיוְהַמְּדִינ֑וֹתמְלָכִ֖ יעָשִׂ֨ יםלִ֜ תוְשָׁר֗וֹתשָׁרִ֣ םבְּנֵ֥יוְתַעֲנוּגֹ֛ ההָאָדָ֖ שִׁדָּ֥
לְתִּי9 וְשִׁדּֽוֹת׃ פְתִּי וְגָדַ֣ ל וְהוֹסַ֔ ף בִּירוּשָׁלnָ֑ לְפָנַ֖י שֶׁהָיָ֥ה מִכֹּ֛ י אַ֥ מְדָה חָכְמָתִ֖ י׃ עָ֥ לִּֽ

I multiplied my possessions. I built myself houses; I planted vineyards. I made
myself gardens and groves and I planted every kind of fruit tree in them. I made
myself pools of water, to irrigate with them a forest springing up with trees. I
bought male and female slaves and stewards; also I had cattle, a lot of herds and
flocks, above all that were before me in Jerusalem. I further amassed for myself
silver and gold and treasures of kings and of the provinces; and I got myself
male and female singers and the luxuries of the sons of men, coffers and coffers

15
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of them. Thus I became great and I gained more wealth than anyone before me
in Jerusalem. In addition, my wisdom stood by me.

Two occurrences of the article in this passage are by no means erratic. The ar-
ticle with אָדָם appears in conformity to its use when the word refers to man-
kind. The article with the word מְדִינוֹת is used because the reference is not to
some provinces but the provinces par excellence, the provinces of the Persian
Empire. Besides these two instances in which the article is used in a meaning-
ful manner, the article is never used, giving the impression of coherency and
regularity of its non-use within the “picture” built by the author in Qoh 2,4-9.

Another case of a consistent and methodical use of the article is found in
the famous poem on the darkness of death in chapter 12:

עוּ֙בַּיּ֗וֹם3 ישֶׁיָּזֻ֙ יִתשׁמְֹרֵ֣ תְעַוְּת֖וּהַבַּ֔ יוְהִֽ יִלאַנְשֵׁ֣ חֲנוֹת֙וּבָטְל֤וּהֶחָ֑ יהַטֹּֽ טוּכִּ֣ הָראֹ֖וֹתוְחָשְׁכ֥וּמִעֵ֔
יִם֙וְסֻגְּר֤ו4ּבָּאֲרֻבּֽוֹת׃ לבַּשּׁ֔וּקדְלָתַ֙ טַּחֲנָ֑הק֣וֹלבִּשְׁפַ֖ חוּהַצִּפּ֔וֹרלְק֣וֹלוְיָקוּם֙הַֽ יר׃כָּל־בְּנ֥וֹתוְיִשַּׁ֖ הַשִּֽׁ

הַּגַּ֣ם5 אוּ֙מִגָּבֹ֤ יםיִרָ֙ רNֶוְחַתְחַתִּ֣ להַשָּׁקֵד֙וְיָנֵ֤אץבַּדֶּ֔ בוְיִסְתַּבֵּ֣ חָגָ֔ רהֶֽ אֲבִיּוֹנָ֑הוְתָפֵ֖ Nהָֽ י־הֹלֵ֤ הָאָדָם֙כִּֽ
ית ים׃בָשּׁ֖וּקוְסָבְב֥וּעוֹלָמ֔וֹאֶל־בֵּ֣ ד6הַסֹּפְדִֽ רעַ֣ א־יֵרָתֵק֙אֲשֶׁ֤ ֹֽ בֶלל סֶףחֶ֣ ץהַכֶּ֔ בגֻּלַּ֣תוְתָרֻ֖ הַזָּהָ֑
בֶר ץ עַל־הַמַּבּ֔וּעַ כַּד֙ וְתִשָּׁ֤ אֶל־הַבּֽוֹר׃ הַגַּלְגַּ֖ל וְנָרֹ֥

In the day when the keepers of the house shall tremble, and the men of valor
shall bow themselves, and the grinders cease because they are few, and the la-
dies that peer through the windows shall grow dim, and the doors shall be shut
in the street, when the sound of the mill is low and one shall start up at the voice
of the bird, and all the daughters of the song shall be brought low; also when
they shall be afraid of that which is high, and terrors shall be in the way; and the
almond-tree shall blossom, and the grasshopper shall be burdened, and the caper
berry shall fail because the man sets out for his eternal abode; and the mourners
shall go about in the street; before the silver cord is snapped and the golden
bowl is shattered, and the jar is broken at the spring and the wheel is shattered
into the pit; then the dust will return to the earth as it was, and the spirit will re-
turn to God who gave it.

The frequent occurrence of the article in this passage is noteworthy.42 Moreo-
ver, it is not immediately clear why the article should occur with some words,
for instance with “mill,” “bird” or “grasshopper.” Should one think that the au-
thor had in mind a specific mill that is known to the reader or that there is a
certain species of birds which sing on ominous days and they are referred to as
“the bird”? It seems that a separate explanation of each article would not be
convincing. Indeed, the context larger than the sentence must be taken into ac-
count. In Qoh 12,3-7 the author transfers the reader into an imaginary world

42 The article is not used only with four nouns, ,דְּלָתַיִם ,גָּבהַֹּ ,חַתְחַתִּים and .כַּד However, the
lack of the article with these words does not nullify the general effect of the occurrence of the
article. Moreover, the occurrence of the article with all the words would seem not natural to the
reader as in the normal language pattern arthrous and anarthrous words alternate. The author,
who was conscious of the natural language uses, chose to omit the article in a few instances.
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and builds a precise picture of it. The frequent occurrence of the article signals
to the reader that he should be familiar with the references in this world and
that he should be able to identify them.43 The use of the article helps to portray
this specific world and time as a unified and tangible reality.

In conclusion, the author of the book of Qoheleth is aware of the textual ef-
fects of the article. He uses it appropriately to organize his discourse into sin-
gle parts of information and to build and convey his own perspective. 

Non-use of the article before the nota accusativi

In seven instances Qoheleth uses the nota accusativi אֵת before an anarthrous
word. In four of them (4,4; 8,9; 9,1; 12,14) the article is not used with a word
that follows the syntagma .אֶת־כָּל These occurrences are not as problematic as
they may seem since this syntactic option is well attested elsewhere in the He-
brew Bible (Gen 1,21.29.30; 8,21; 39,23; 41,48; Lev 4,35; 11,15; Num 3,42;
Deut 2,34; Josh 10,39; 2Sam 6,1; 2Kgs 25,9; Jer 25,23; 47,4; Ezek 27,5; Job
41,26; Est 2,3; 8,11; 9,29). Moreover, the word כָּל implies determination when
the article does not occur because of its semantics. Indeed, the word כָּל expres-
ses inclusiveness and in this function it overlaps with the article.44 This is why
the noun כָּל implies a certain determination and is treated like a determinate
noun.45 In 7,14 the nota accusativi occurs before the demonstrative pronoun .זֶה
This case also poses no great difficulty since demonstratives are inherently de-
finite and hence the “rule” (or rather our expectation) of the use of the nota ac-
cusativi before a determinate object is not violated.46 One should observe that
in three of the seven problematic cases (8,9; 9,1; 12,14) the nota accusativi is
employed before the syntagma זֶהכָּל . Therefore, the two explanations provided
above concur in these cases to account for the use of the nota accusativi.

The use of אֵת with an indeterminate noun in 3,15 and 7,7 does not pose an
insurmountable difficulty, as the nota accusativi may be used in the Hebrew
Bible to indicate clearly the object also with indeterminate nouns (Ex 21,28;
Lev 26,5; Num 21,9; Is 10,2; 41,7; 50,4; 64,4).47 One wonders, of course, why
in these two instances the author did not use the article. The reason is the gene-
ric nature of the statements in which these direct objects occur. In 3,15 אֶת־נִרְדָּף

43 LYONS, Definiteness, 5-6: “The idea is that the use of the definite article directs the hearer
to the referent of the noun phrase by signaling that he is in a position to identify it.”

44 LYONS, Definiteness, 32.148.
45 JOÜON-MURAOKA, §125h.
46 LYONS, Definiteness, 107; JOÜON-MURAOKA, §125g.
47 JOÜON-MURAOKA, §125h. For a possible occurrence of אֵת before an indeterminate noun

in Epigraphic Hebrew see DAVIES, Use, 19-20.
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refers to “whatever is pursued” in contrast to the arthrous אֵת־הַנִּרְדָּף “the one
who is pursued.” Similarly, in 7,7 the article and the nota accusativi are used
in order to disambiguate the syntactic roles of the nouns in the generic state-
ment. In the first stych the article clearly marks the subject while in the second
stych the nota accusativi indicates the direct object. It is clear that in both ca-
ses the author wants to maintain the broad scope of his statement, and this ex-
plains apparent inconsistencies.

In conclusion, the non-use of the article with the words that follow the nota
accusativi poses no problems, if other similar examples in the Hebrew Bible
are considered. The use of אֵת before an indeterminate noun is an example of
how Qoheleth explores all syntactic possibilities available in Biblical Hebrew
and cannot be considered erroneous.

Conclusions

It is true that the use and non-use of the article in the book of Qoheleth may be
perplexing at first sight. It was not my goal to treat exhaustively all possible
exceptions and discrepancies. My intent was rather to show that careful consi-
deration of these cases leads to discovery of possible explanations that are va-
lid for single instances. This method of investigating the article is necessary
because its use is highly contextual. Moreover, the article is a powerful tool in
advancing discourse and thought. Indeed, it serves as a means of organizing
information and it contributes to building a specific perspective in which the
author perceives reality. All these suggest that one should try to understand the
nuances of the meaning that the use or non-use of the article may produce and
judge problematic cases in the light of these nuances. In this way one finds that
the article in the book of Qoheleth is used not in a chaotic or erratic manner
but is employed meaningfully in order to convey the intricacies of the author’s
message. The use of the article is only a small detail of the peculiar style and
vocabulary characteristic of the author of this formidable book. Nevertheless,
these details confirm the characterization of Qoheleth as one of the first great
Jewish thinkers made by Robert GORDIS48 already a half century ago:

In any age Qoheleth would be an outstanding figure and his style would natural-
ly mirror this characteristic difference. Moreover, his task was further complica-
ted by the fact that he was a pioneer in the use of the Hebrew for quasi-philoso-
phic purposes, a use to which the language had not been previously applied. A
thousand years later, medieval translators like the Tibbonides, who rendered
Saadiah, Maimonides, Judah Halevi and other Jewish philosophers into Hebrew,

48 GORDIS, Qoheleth and Qumran, 407.
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still found that the language had not yet fully developed the flexibility, precision
and vocabulary necessary for the treatment of philosophic themes. As a linguis-
tic pioneer in this use of the language, Qoheleth found no models in Hebrew lit-
erature to imitate, no earlier texts that would lead him to classicize or archaize
his style. He wrote as he thought.

Krzysztof J. Baranowski, ofm
University of Toronto
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