Plene Spelling and Defective Spelling in the Masoretic Text of the Hebrew Bible – The Question of Dating
The Present State of Research and the Purpose of this Study
All the classical nineteenth and twentieth centuries works of biblical grammar addressed the question of biblical spelling and noted its inconsistency. Spelling in the various books of the Bible was also addressed in comprehensive monographs on ancient Hebrew inscriptions and in Sandra Landis Gogel’s work on the grammar of epigraphic Hebrew.[footnoteRef:1] All of these works based their treatment of biblical orthography on the not very large corpus of epigraphic findings. They made use of the biblical material only impressionistically and did not engage in systematic quantitative investigation of the texts. This situation changed in the 1980’s. At that time two comprehensive studies were published at around the same time which attempted to extract and analyze the data from the Hebrew Bible in a more or less systematic way. The first study, by Andersen and Forbes, was published in 1986,[footnoteRef:2] and the second, by James Barr, in 1989.[footnoteRef:3] Barr also gave a lecture summarizing his conclusions at a conference in England in 1986. In his book, he made some use of Andersen and Forbes’s research, especially towards the end of the book. In 1994, Gad Ben Ami Sarfatti published a thorough survey of the subject regarding biblical Hebrew and its close relatives and presented the problems and the various scholarly theories, without offering a new perspective.[footnoteRef:4] As far as I can tell, besides a few articles that address specific details, a comprehensive study of this topic has not been published since. In an EHLL entry from 2013, Chanan Ariel summarized the present state of research.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  F. M. Cross and D. N. Freedman, Early Hebrew Orthography. A Study of the Epigraphic Evidence(New Haven: AOS, 1952); Z. Zevit, Matres lectionis in Ancient Hebrew Epigraphs (ASOR Monographs, 2; Cambridge: ASOR, 1980); S. Landis Gogel, A Grammar of Epigraphic Hebrew (SBL, 23; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998) Chapter 2: “Phonology,” 23–74. ]  [2:  F. I. Andersen and A. D. Forbes, Spelling in the Hebrew Bible (Biblica et Orientalia, 41; Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1986).]  [3:  J. Barr, The Variable Spellings of the Hebrew Bible (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989).]  [4:  G. B. Sarfatti, “The Origin of Vowel Letters in West-Semitic Writing – A Tentative Recapitulation,” Leshonenu 58 (1993): 13–24 [Hebrew].]  [5: Ch. Ariel, “Orthography: Biblical Hebrew,” EHLL 2, 940–948. ] 

The most recent discussion of biblical spelling is an article of mine that was published recently.[footnoteRef:6] In that work, I argue that one can reach an understanding of biblical orthography by comparing it to that of Arabic in the first centuries following the Hijra. In Arabic, the long vowels [ū] and [ī] were sometimes treated as diphthongs. Authors indicated with their written vocalizations and even wrote explicitly that the long vowel [ū] should be vocalized as ḍamma followed by a sukūn, i.e. [uw], and [ī] as kasra followed by a sukūn, i.e., [iy]. According to this approach, the letters wāw and yāʾ used in plene spelling might be understood to function as consonants. In my article, I claim that a similar phenomenon appears to have existed in Hebrew. Evidence for this claim, I argue, can be found in Hebrew plurals with the form עֲיָרִים (Judg 10:4), שְוָקִים (Song 3:2), and דְּוָדִים (2 Chr 35:13), which are inflected like ‘segolates,’ and are founded on the bases ‘iyr, šuwq, and duwd respectively.  Presumably, the final he was also originally pronounced as a consonant, namely as an aspirated [h], and thus the whole system was actually consonantal.    [6: Y. Elitzur, “The Matres lectionis in Biblical Hebrew: A New Approach,” Leshonenu 82 (2020): 229–239 [Hebrew].] 


It is very difficult to find any consistency in the Bible’s usage of plene and defective spelling, as Barr cleverly phrased it: “All parts of the Bible are consistently inconsistent.”[footnoteRef:7] This distinguishes biblical Hebrew from Arabic and from the defective spelling of modern Hebrew whose principles were established by David Yellin under the influence of the Arabic spelling rules.[footnoteRef:8] However, the work of Andersen and Forbes, Barr and others who objectively assessed the data shows that although biblical spelling appears at first glance to be chaotic and lacking any method, there are nevertheless several words that have fixed spellings in the Masoretic text and there are areas in which it is possible to trace a gradual process of a shift to plene spelling. [7:  Barr, Spellings, 2.]  [8:  B. Dan, “Orthography: Modern Hebrew,” EHLL 2, 956–964.] 

In this article I will discuss the dating of the semi-plene spelling of the Bible.[footnoteRef:9] In contrast to the theory accepted by most scholars, I believe that biblical spelling was partially plene from its very beginning and this mode was not the result of editing. I will discuss the considerations that gave rise to the accepted opinion and call attention to several points of interest that have not, as far as I can tell, drawn scholarly attention. In addition, I will present examples of words and morphological structures in which it is possible to discern a gradual shift to plene spelling in the books of the Bible. This shift does not fit well with the assumption that the presence of plene spelling is the product of systematic editorial activity that took place after the creation of the texts themselves. The basis for my discussion will be MT without any textual emendations.[footnoteRef:10] Other versions will be taken into account. [9:  The discussion will not include cases in which the variant spellings are based on grammatical or lexical differences. I have another study in preparation on this topic.]  [10: I will give precedence to the Breuer version of MT (תורה נביאים וכתובים מוגהים על פי הנוסח והמסורה של כתר ארם צובה וכתבי יד הקרובים אליו, ed. M. Breuer, Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1989) which is based on the Aleppo Codex and, where it did not survive, on the majority of the most reliable manuscripts along with the Masoretic comments. Breuer showed that in most of the cases of differences between the MSS, there is a large majority that favor one version which can therefore be said to represent the “authentic” MT. He also showed that in nearly every case, the Aleppo Codex presents the text that appears in the majority of the textual witnesses, justifying the historical admiration of its precision. The Breuer text is thus both a diplomatic and an eclectic version of the text (M. Breuer, The Aleppo Codex and the Accepted Text of the Bible, Jerusalem 1976, English section, VII-XLV; Hebrew section, 87-94). Later versions by Breuer himself and by Yosef Ofer are exact copies of the original Breuer edition without any changes in the spelling. See M. Breuer, “Three editions of the Bible,” Leshonenu 64 (2002), 33–50 [Hebrew]. In parallel, I have used the online resource Ma’agar ha-Keter (the Aleppo Codex Database) of Bar Ilan University.] 


Epigraphic Orthography from the First Temple Period and the Accepted Theory of the Development of Plene Spelling
Anyone who examines the epigraphy from the First Temple period will readily perceive that the orthography in this corpus almost entirely lacks internal matres lectionis while at the end of words, the letters ה, ו, י and perhaps also א play a vocal role.[footnoteRef:11] [11: Apparently, the need for matres lectionis at the end of words was particularly necessary to distinguish between what would otherwise be homographs which would have made understanding the text more difficult. See J. M. Hutton, ‘Orthography: Epigraphy’, EHLL 2, 964–971 and the bibliography there. ] 

The consensus of the scholarly literature is that this was how Hebrew was written in the First Temple period and one should therefore conclude that in contemporary scrolls of sacred writ, prophecies, wisdom literature and psalms, the spelling was defective like in the epigraphy. Since the richest collections of ancient Hebrew epigraphy, the Lachish and Arad ostraca, are dated to the last days of the kingdom of Judah, the insertion of vowel letters into the biblical text must have taken place later, after the destruction of the First Temple. On the other hand, this orthographic revision cannot be dated much later, since texts with very plene spelling have been found at Qumran, including texts that were written around two hundred years before the destruction of the Second Temple. Therefore the shift to plene spelling must have taken place during the first half of the Second Temple period.[footnoteRef:12] Cross and Freedman, whose work on early Hebrew epigraphy is still regarded as authoritative even though it relates only to the epigraphic material known until 1950,[footnoteRef:13] describe the development of matres lectionis in early Hebrew as a process in which two main stages can be identified before the end of the First Temple period. Their claim was that up to the end of the tenth century BCE there were no matres lectionis at all; from the ninth century on, matres lectionis began to appear at the end of words, and a short time before the destruction of the First Temple the first appearances of internal matres lectionis began to appear.[footnoteRef:14] This development continued in the Second Temple period, first (fifth to third centuries BCE) with the semi-plene spelling in the style found in MT, and subsequently with the systematic plene spelling found in Qumran and in the Nash Papyrus. During the Rabbinic period there was a systematic attempt to establish a standardized text of the Bible. Based on manuscripts that were hundreds of years old, or precise copies of such manuscripts, the spelling was artificially restored to that of an earlier period. Once a linguistic standard was accepted, even later texts (like Daniel) were synchronized with it, even though they had originally been composed with a fuller plene spelling![footnoteRef:15] [12: Andersen and Forbes, 312; Barr, 20–21; Hutton, ibid. Scholars have rejected Paul de Lagarde’s extreme opinion that the biblical text had no matres lectionis as late as the period of the composition of the Septuagint (see Cross and Freedman, 1, note 3).]  [13:  See, for example Hutton’s comment (ibid.): “The publication of Cross and Freedman’s work is generally cast as a watershed moment in the study of ancient Hebrew orthography. Most subsequent commentators have used it as a benchmark from which to develop their own theses.”]  [14: Cross and Freedman, 45–47, 57, 59.]  [15: Cross and Freedman, 69–70. ] 

Evaluation of the Accepted Theory
This reconstruction of orthographic history raises several questions. It sets the shift to plene spelling in a Procrustean bed of a relatively short period. It is entirely speculative, since there is no evidence of such a process. In contrast to traditions that report the change of the script during the period of Ezra, there is no tradition whatsoever about any shift to plene spelling. Moreover, examination of the epigraphic evidence, in my opinion, shows that the evolution in stages from entirely defective spelling to fully plene spelling advanced by Cross and Freedman and the scholars who adopted their approach is indefensible. Perhaps it was influenced by the desire for a neat diachronic solution to the problems of biblical and epigraphical spelling. The first stage of Cross and Freedman’s theory is based entirely on the Gezer calendar,[footnoteRef:16] and wholly depends upon Albright’s problematic linguistic interpretations of its very few words. The only word in the Gezer calendar that could serve as direct evidence to the absence of final vowels is the word פשת which appears four times in the Bible in the form פשתה. However, it also appears twice in the second chapter of Hosea in the form פִּשְתִּי, which reflects the base *פשת and justifies the assumption that the word either was used in two forms or that the difference depended on dialect. I should point out that the biblical dictionaries that I have consulted all place their entry for *פשת next to the feminine form פשתה.[footnoteRef:17] All that is left is the waw in the phrases ירחו אסף, ירחו זרע, ירחו לקש, קצרו כל and ירחו זמר.[footnoteRef:18]  The natural way to understand these combinations, as anyone who is familiar with biblical Hebrew will realize, is to classify them as cases of an archaic form of the construct state, like בְּנוֹ בְעֹר, or מַעְיְנוֹ מַיִם.[footnoteRef:19] The question why the calendar has only eight months is not so troubling since the most likely supposition is that this text was a child’s writing exercise.[footnoteRef:20] Even if one insists upon finding twelve months in the tablet, it is preferable to adopt Ginsberg’s interpretation,[footnoteRef:21] that the suffix [ō-] of יַרְחוֹ parallels the nominative dual suffix [ā-] which is used in the construct state in Akkadian and Arabic and which probably turned into [ō-] due to the “Canaanite shift.” The rejection of this suggestion by arguing that in that period there was no terminal waw that served as a mater lectionis ō[footnoteRef:22] places the scholarly cart before the horse. Albright’s reconstruction yarḥēw (“his two months;” dual + suffixed personal pronoun) presents a form that is not found in any other source and ascribes to this inscription a strange-looking syntactic structure.[footnoteRef:23] To my mind, relying on this sort of reconstruction in order to determine the history of Hebrew orthography is methodologically untenable.  [16:  Hutton mentions the Eqron inscription (Tel Miqne) as another representative of the early stage. However, this inscription is Canaanite–Phoenician both linguistically and stylistically, and it is from the seventh century BCE and not from the same period as the Gezer calendar. It is well-known that Phoenician inscriptions used defective spelling until a significantly late date (Freedman and Cross, 11–20) and are irrelevant to the discussion.]  [17: The only exception I have seen is Gesenius’s dictionary (W. Gesenius, Neue hebräisch–deutsches Handwörterbuch über das Alte Testament [Leipzig: F. C. W. Vogel, 1815], 533a) which reconstructs it as פִּשְתֶּה. However, according to this reconstruction, the inflected form should be *פִּשְתַּי like מִקְנַי.]  [18: I am not discussing here the anomalous opinions that deciphered the text ירח ואסף ירח וזרע, ירחן אסף ירחן זרע,ירח2 אסף ירח2 זרע, קצרן כלם, and other readings (see R. A. S. Macalister, The Excavation of Gezer 1902–1905 and 1907–1909, 2 [London: J. Murray, 1912], 25–28, and the bibliography in S. Ahituv, Echoes from the Past :Hebrew and Cognate Inscriptions from the Biblical Period, transl. A. F. Rainey [Jerusalem: Carta, 2008], xx–xx).]  [19:  This is how Bauer-Leander (525i) understood these phrases. Aḥituv (xxx) mentions the comparison between ירחו and חיתו ארץ, בנו צפר, בנו בער, but at the same time vocalized it יַרְחֵו in accordance with Albright’s approach – two contradictory opinions!]  [20:  In my visit to the Istanbul museum on May 5, 2006, I received special permission to take the Gezer calendar out of the display and photograph it in sunlight. My impression was that this tablet, which is made of soft limestone, was used for writing, erasing and rewriting, like the wax–covered tablets of later periods. These details accord well with the claim that the calendar was an exercise and that it was not the first exercise written on it. Later, I found that the first scholars to study the inscription at the beginning of the twentieth century were also under the impression that the tablet was essentially a palimpsest (see Macalister, 25–28).]  [21: H. L. Ginsberg, “Review of D. Diringer, Le iscrizioni antico ebraiche Palesinesi,” Arciv Orientalni 8 (1936), 146–147.]  [22:  Cross and Freedman, 46; H. Donner and W. Röllig, Kanaanäische und Aramäische Inschriften, 2 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1968), Text 182, p. 181, and others. D. Sivan, “The Gezer Calendar and the Northwest Semitic Linguistics,” IEJ 48 (1998), 102, argues against Ginsberg that a final dual nominative suffix [-ā] should not have changed to [-ō], but his arguments and evidence are not very clear. Sivan suggests deciphering ירח-ירחו in a manner similar to that suggested by Albright, with certain modifications . ]  [23: The reconstruction suggested by N.H. Tur-Sinai, יַרְחְֿוֵי (either dual or plural with the phonetic addition [w]; נ”ה טור-סיני, הלשון והספר: הלשון [Jerusalem: The Bialik Institute, 1954], 46-47 [Hebrew]), is no more convincing. ] 

The claim that there were two additional stages during the First Temple period, the first with matres lectionis only for final vowels, and the second, at the end of the period, when internal matres lectionis began to appear, is also not well-founded and depends on forced interpretations. In the following I will show that the standard throughout the whole period was plene spelling in final vowels and defective spelling in medial vowels. Exceptions of internal matres lectionis are found from time to time, from the ninth century BCE on. 
The word ים ‘day’ (<*yawm) appears in Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, in the Siloam inscription, and in the Lachish and Arad ostraca. It is reasonable to follow Yechezkel Kutscher in supposing that this reflects the contraction of the diphthong [aw] and therefore to conclude that the monophtongization [aw] > [ō] was a common phenomenon in both Judah and Israel of that period. This means that יו[ם] found in Lachish 20, as well as מוצא in the Siloam inscription, have plene spelling for the vowel [ō]. As for the latter, strong evidence for this is the place name Moṣa מוצא, presumably named after the spring found below it (וכמוצא מים אשר לא יכזבו מימיו; Isa 58:11). This name is found with plene spelling in Chronicles (1 Chr 8:36–37, 9:42–43) and in the Mishna (Sukka 4:5), while in Joshua 18:26 it is written in the form הַמֹּצָה. In parallel, the word המצה is found inscribed on the handle of a jug from the last days of the First Temple period,[footnoteRef:24] and on seal impressions from the Babylonian period or the beginning of the Persian period this toponym is spelled מצה and מוצה.[footnoteRef:25] Furthermore, it is reasonable to assume that the word עוד found on the Siloam inscription and a number of times in the Lachish and the Arad ostraca also contains plene spelling for the [ō] vowel in the middle of the word.  In addition, Kutscher draws attention to an unambiguous plene spelling in the words ארור, תשעית, איש, and in the name יאוש.[footnoteRef:26] Cross and Freedman nevertheless dismiss the majority of this evidence. For every word in which the proto-Semitic form had the diphthong [aw] or could be interpreted as such, they assumed that the diphthong was preserved in the pronunciation of the First Temple period. This approach forces them to understand the words קל and ים in the Siloam inscription and ים in the Lachish ostraca as reflecting other nominal patterns. As far as קל is concerned, their suggestion is possible, since qōl in Hebrew could parallel either קָל in Aramaic or قَوْل in Arabic. However, their interpretation of ים contradicts the evidence from all the Semitic languages in which a distinction is made between the long vowel and the diphthong [aw]. Concerning המצה, Cross and Freedman, following Ginsberg, preferred to view it as a shortened version of המצפה, an interpretation that ignores the principle that, at least as a point of departure, one should read in any text only what is written there. Given the other findings of this name, מצה and מוצה mentioned above, which were unknown when Cross and Freedman wrote their book, their interpretation is impossible.  [24:  Ahituv, xx.]  [25: D. Edelman, “The Function of the m(w)ṣh–Stamped Jars Revisited,” in A. M. Maeir and P. D. Miroschedji (eds.), “I Will Speak the Riddle of Ancient Times,” Archaeological and Historical Studies in Honor of Amihai Mazar on the Occasion of His Sixtieth Birthday, 2 (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2006), 659–671; see references there.]  [26:  E. Y. Kutscher, A History of the Hebrew Language (Leiden: Brill, 1982), 65.] 

Cross and Freedman’s bias is evident in the manner that they present the data. One receives the impression that admitting that some element of the epigraphic record contains medial plene spelling was nigh impossible for them and they make every effort to minimize the evidence, both through their interpretations of the findings and through the rhetoric by which they present it. 
With regard to העירה, ‘to the city’ (Lachish 4:7) they write: “The yodh may be a mater lectionis […] Nevertheless a variant form is possible, *ʿayr or the like…” They interpret the name יאוש as an amalgam of the standard form *yaʾōš, which should have been written יאש, and the vernacular form *yaws that they speculate developed from it. Similar, even more complex casuistry can be found in their analysis of the word מאומה. Following Albright, they understand the source of the word to be מה הוא מה הוא, *mahūmahū. To that they add their own speculation as to the process by which the word came into being in biblical Hebrew: *mahūmahū > *mahūmah > *maʾūmah   meʾūmā. מאומה found on the Lachish ostraca is indeed spelled in the same way as in MT, but according to Cross and Freedman, it reflects a different pronunciation – a speculative popular pronunciation *mawmāh, a version of the third stage in the process referred to above. This was written in spelling that amalgamated the standard spelling and the current pronunciation.
Lachish 3:9–10 reads אם נסה איש לקרא לי ספר. That is, the word איש appears with medial plene spelling of the vowel. Cross and Freedman try to explain it away: the context is unclear - the root נס”י usually does not mean ‘try, attempt’ in the Bible, in another case אדם is written instead of איש, and in the Siloam inscription the defective spelling אש is used. Therefore, it is uncertain whether איש should be understood as ‘man’.
A convincing example of early medial plene spelling is the place name זיף, pronounced zīf in all the biblical textual witnesses and which is pronounced in that way to this day by the inhabitants of the highlands south of Hebron. This name appears on the LMLK seals that are dated to the end of the eighth century BCE both in the form זף and in the spelling זיף (in the Arad ostraca זף). Cross and Freedman were forced in this case to admit that this is an instance of plene spelling. Note, however, how they phrase it: “The yodh may be a mater lectionis for medial ī, in which case it is the first instance in Hebrew epigraphic material.”

A New Proposal
I would like to propose a new perspective on this topic. It seems to me that there is a strong case for supposing that semi-plene spelling like that found in MT existed from the time in which the books were initially composed. In my opinion, there was a distinction made between the spelling used by scribes in scrolls which was considered the literary standard and that used in inscriptions, ostraca and seals, where a different spelling was used. Mostly, the spelling used in inscriptions and the like preferred to be parsimonious with letters to make inscribing and popular writing easier, although there were other differences as well, as we will see below. Two parallel orthographic standards is a phenomenon known from other cultures and periods. Today, it is common to find any number of shortened or non-standard forms on social media. For example, the rule to use capital letters at the beginning of sentences, in headings and at the beginning of proper nouns is usually not enforced on the internet. In Qumran, biblical texts close to MT were found right next to other texts that had fully plene spelling.[footnoteRef:27]  On Judean coins from the Second Temple period we also find plene spelling along with defective spelling. For example, on coins minted by the Hasmonean king Alexander Jannaeus the standard text of the Hebrew side is יהונתן הכהן הגדול וחבר היהודים but there are examples with ינתן כהן גדל וחבר יהדם. Similarly, on coins from the First Jewish-Roman War we find: ירושלים הקדושה along with ירשלם קדשה, ירשלם הק, and חרות ציון along with חרת ציון.[footnoteRef:28]  [27:  Yechezkel Kutscher (E. Y. Kutscher, The Language and Linguistic Background of the Isaiah Scroll 1QIsaa [Studies on the Texts of the Desert of Judah, 6; Leiden: Brill, 1974], 62– 71) explained that the scrolls that were close to the Masoretic text were the exemplary texts while the texts in plene spelling and containing other textual variations besides spelling were study texts written non–standardly. ]  [28: R. Deutsch, “The Coinage of the Great Jewish Revolt against Rome: Script, Language and Inscriptions,” in D.M. Jacobson and N. Kokkinos (eds.), Judaea and Rome in Coins 65 BCE – 135 CE (London: Spink, 2012), 113–122. Deutsch’s suggestion that the defective spelling of ירשלמקדשה was a clever wording to include also the phrase של מקדש “belonging to the temple” is superfluous and unconvincing.] 

Below I will review general considerations for rejecting the accepted theory as well as certain important test cases that do not fit with the accepted approach and support my alternative suggestion.

A. A matter of proportion, not the development of a new system.
We have seen above that Cross and Freedman’s attempt to reduce almost to zero the number of medial plene spellings in the epigraphical sources does not stand up to criticism. Once one is convinced that a significant number of such cases did exist in the ancient Hebrew epigraphy, the difference between the epigraphic findings and the Masoretic text of the Bible becomes a matter of quantity. Both registers knew and used the two systems, the “defective” and the “plene” (both of which actually consonantal as was explained at the beginning of this paper); one of them tended more to full spelling and the other tended to prefer defective spelling. 

B. Proper nouns with plene spelling in the epigraphic record. 
With regard to proper names, one finds in the epigraphy not a few examples of medial plene spelling. On the Mesha Stele written in the middle of the ninth century BCE in Moabite, which is close to Hebrew, and uses a spelling system similar to that of the Hebrew epigraphy, the spellings דיבן and הדיבני are found. In previous studies[footnoteRef:29] I have demonstrated that the letter yod in דיבן etymologically and morphologically indicates the vowel [ī][footnoteRef:30] and not the diphthong [ay] as many scholars believe, based on Δαιβων of the Septuagint. Both internal plene spelling and the existence of diphthongs are not expected in Moabite, but it is preferable to assume that a certain word presents an unusual spelling, than to propose a pronunciation that deviates from the Moabite norm. I claimed that Δαιβων of the LXX as well as Δηβοῦς of Eusebius’ Onomasticon should be understood as secondary forms, resulting from vowel dissimilation.[footnoteRef:31]  [29: Y. Elitzur, “Ō-ē Interchanges in Toponyms in Moab and on the Coast,” M. Bar-Asher (ed.), Studies in Hebrew and Jewish Languages Presented to Shelomo Morag (Jerusalem: The Bialik institute, Jerusalem 1996), 63–71 [Hebrew]; Ancient Place Names in the Holy Land. Preservation and History (Jerusalem: Magnes and Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2004), 217–220.]  [30: Similarly, אשוח, which occurs twice on the Mesha Stele, is apparently a case of plene spelling for the vowel [ū]. This conclusion is based on the etymology, parallels from post–biblical Hebrew, and the word אשחת – the same word in plural or feminine in an Ammonite inscription (Ahituv, xx).]  [31:  A similar case is צוער – צִיעֹר – Σηγωρ; cf. the refs. Above, n. 29.] 

Scholars have also noted that the personal names יוישע/יוישב/יוישר and יונתן that appear on the Samaria Ostraca, which postdate the Mesha Stele by less than one hundred years, are clear cases of medial plene spelling of the vowel [ō]. Anyone who seeks to claim that this is not the case must reconstruct a vocalization that is different from that of MT, the Greek and Latin transliterations of biblical names, and even from contemporary cuneiform Assyrian texts.[footnoteRef:32]  Another case is the name שמידע that appears many times on the Samaria ostraca, written always with a medial yod and once defectively - שמדע.  Zevit concluded from this evidence that the vowel letter yod in the other occurrences is plene spelling, matching the pronunciation of the name in MT,[footnoteRef:33] in the Samaritan Pentateuch, and in the Vulgate.[footnoteRef:34] Another name with a plene spelling in the Samaria Ostraca is בארים (no. 1), a plural form with the vowel [ī],[footnoteRef:35] not a dual form[footnoteRef:36] (which generally should have been reduced in Samaria) nor a name made up two words, באר ים[footnoteRef:37] (since the region covered by the SO was no adjacent to any sea). [32: Landis Gogel, 61–64 and references there. ]  [33:  Zevit, 13–14.]  [34: HALOT, 1558; the attestations to the name in the Septuagint and the Peshitta are inconsistent and corrupted.]  [35:  Probably identified with the village Būrīn on the southern slope of Mount Gerizim; Elitzur, Place Names, 218, n. 9.]  [36: Ahituv, xx and others.]  [37:  Cross and Freedman, 49.] 

In order to get a broader perspective on this issue, I made use of the list of proper nouns assembled in Ahituv’s book.[footnoteRef:38] In that list, all the names that begin with יהו- or יו- are written plene: יהואב (three times in the Arad letters), יהוטר (from findings presumed to come from Khirbet el-Kom),  יהוידע(an Israelite man according to his name in an Ammonite inscription), יהוכל and יהועז (Arad), יונתן (Samaria ostraca), יועזר (Murba’at papyrus, end of First Temple period), יועשה (Kuntillet Ajrud, 8-9 centuries BCE). Other names: אביחי (Arad), אוראל (Ammon), אוריהו )Arad and Horvat Uza), אחיאל (City of David), אחיקם (Arad), אינדב (Ammon), אלאור (Ammon) אליאר (Arad; based on the previous name, the yod is a vowel), אלישע (Lachish, Arad, Samaria ostraca, Ammon; based on the biblical name, the yod is a vowel), דעויהו (apparently Khirbet el-Kom), הודויהו (Lachish, Horvat Uza. The vocalization follows the Bible), מרמות (Arad; the name appears five times in Ezra-Nehemiah) עופי (Khirbet el-Kom; the name is also spelled עפי), קרבאור (Arad), שמידע (see above). It makes sense that the spelling of proper nouns is more stable than that of other words. This fits my approach that the defective spelling found on inscriptions reflects a style of writing used in correspondence and inscriptions that coexisted with a more plene spelling used in literary writing. If at this stage, plene spelling had not yet developed, as most scholars believe, why did it develop early for proper nouns? [38:  Ahituv, xx–xx.] 


C. Proper nouns spelled defectively in the Bible. 
Early linguistic characteristics that the standard language has since lost are often preserved in proper names. This phenomenon might well be the case with the defective spelling of some biblical proper nouns. An example of this might be the wilderness of Zin, i.e., the place name *צִן, which is always written defectively (eight times צִן, twice צִנָה; all in Numbers, Deuteronomy and Joshua) while the wilderness of Sin, סִין (four times in Exodus and Numbers) and הַסִּינִי (Genesis and Chronicles) and the land of the Sinites, סִינִים (Isa 49:12) which are different places with the same name, are all always written plene. It is likely that צִן was pronounced with a short [i] which, despite the rules, did not turn into [ē] (ṣere) as its pronunciation according to MT and the Aramaic translations can testify. סִין, on the other hand, was always pronounced with a long [ī]. 
It appears that the name David, which is usually written defectively דָּוִד in pre-Exilic biblical books (besides Minor Prophets), was originally in the pattern qatil and not qatīl or qātīl.[footnoteRef:39] Anyone who pays attention to the name דוד will note that by the time that Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles were written, the practice was to write it plene, דויד. It is also written plene in all the books of Minor Prophets, and it is reasonable to suppose that these were edited after the period of the last three prophets, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. The plene spelling also appears in three places in Kings,[footnoteRef:40] once in Ezekiel, and the single time the name is mentioned in Song of Songs. If one ignores the few outliers, the picture is very clear and the divide between the two spellings took place in the Persian period. [39: The etymology of the name is unclear. The suggestion that it is connected to an Akkadian word mentioned, as it were, in the Mari tablets has been refuted (HALOT, 215). For the different suggestions to explain the name, see: Th. Schneider, “The Philistine Language: New Etymologies and the Name ‘David’,” UF 43 (2012), 575–576. Contrary to that author, who seeks to interpret “David” according to the Greek, my opinion is that those who believe that it is an original Hebrew name are correct. It should be noted that there are similar names in the Bible –דוֹדוֹ and דוֹדָוָהוּ. The terminal ō of דודו is parallel to the terminal vowel of שלמה, יתרו, and עדו. The last three letters of דודוהו are a rare theophoric suffix based on the Tetragrammaton. If the name is understood to be originally Hebrew, I believe that the defective spelling in the older biblical books gives us reason to prefer the qatil pattern which expresses a continuing action, similar to the Akkadian stative. It is for this reason that qatil is much more common in proper nouns than qatīl. See R. Zadok, The Pre–Hellenistic Israelite Anthroponymy and Prosopography (Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 28; Leuven: Uitgeverij Peeters, 1988), 100–103, 108–109. ]  [40: That is, three times out of the 95 occurrences of the name in the book. The three occurrences all appear in the series of stories about Solomon. It is possible that this unit of Kings was composed or edited later than the rest of the book, as can be learned from the use of the term עבר הנהר, “beyond the River,” in the Assyrian–Babylonian–Persian sense, in this unit (I Kings 5:4). This stands in contrast to the use of the term from the ancient Israelite perspective in the prophecy of Ahijah (Ibid. 14:15), as I pointed out in my Places in the Parasha. Biblical Geography and its Meaning (Jerusalem: Maggid and New York: YU Press, 2020), 7–8.] 

According to the accepted theory that all spelling was originally defective and then underwent a process in which it was changed to plene, how did those responsible for the change know to distinguish between צִן and סִין and between the different periods with regard to the spelling of דוד?

D. Spelling that is more plene in inscriptions. 
The second-person masculine singular perfect form קטלתה (with the final heh) is very rare in the Bible and in around 50% of the occurrences in the epigraphic record.[footnoteRef:41] If there were two registers of the written language, that discrepancy makes sense. If, rather, it is the case that there was a linear development by which the spelling was changed to plene, we have here a case of regression rather than a development. [41:  For the data and for references to researchers who have faced the difficulty, see Landis-Gogel, 83–88.] 


E. The third-person pronoun suffix.
 The standard biblical suffix is [-וֹ]ֹ for the singular (7765 times) and the outlier is [-ֹה] (55 times = 0.7%).[footnoteRef:42] There are a few isolated examples of a third form: למינֵהוּ, פילגשֵהוּ, אוֹרֵהוּ.[footnoteRef:43] In the epigraphy, the [-ה] suffix is the standard but there are three forms with [-ו]:  לו “to him” from Beit Lei near Amatziah, רעו “his fellow” 3 times in the Siloam inscription (see below) and קצרו “his harvest” in the letter of the harvest worker from Meṣad Ḥashavyahu.[footnoteRef:44] The third-person plural personal pronoun in the Bible is usually יָדָיו, בָּנָיו, מַעֲשָיו, etc., and the phonetic spelling יָדָו, בָּנָו, etc., is unusual. In the inscriptions we find אלו “to him” (Meṣad Ḥashavyahu), ואנשו “and his men” (Lachish), ומצריה “and from his enemies” (Kh. el-Kom), and פניו “his face” (Ketef Hinnom).[footnoteRef:45] Historically speaking, the singular suffix [-הו] represents the first stage in the development of the pronominal suffix, followed by the suffix [-ֹה][footnoteRef:46] and then the suffix [-וֹ]. This last suffix is the most common in the Bible; the first two appear frequently enough to be familiar. In the epigraphy, the second suffix is most common and the third not unfamiliar. In the plural, [-יה] is the original form, followed by [יו-], followed by [-ו]; All three are found in Hebrew epigraphy, while the Masoretic biblical spelling prefers the second stage and recognizes also the third. This sort of situation is characteristic of co-existing dialects or registers, neither of which can be described as more authentic than the other. It stands to reason that the spelling of פניו in the priestly blessing amulet (יאר יה[ ]ה פניו [ ]יך וישם לך ש[ ]ם)[footnoteRef:47] was influenced by the typical literary spelling that was familiar to whoever made the amulet.  [42:  Andersen and Forbes, 323. There are words for which the suffix –ֹה was preferred by the scribes over –וֹ: כֻּלֹּה (18 times vs. כֻּלּוֹ 17 times); תְּבוּאָתֹה (twice, vs. תְּבוּאָתוֹ once), הֲמוֹנֹה (four and perhaps five times if one accepts the emendation of the difficult verse וגם שם עיר המנָה; all are in Ezekiel vs. three occurrences of הֲמוֹנוֹ in Judges, Isaiah and Ezekiel). One should also note אָהֳלֹה (four times in Genesis vs. 23 appearances of אָהֳלוֹ in the entire Bible, three of which in Genesis). The suffix –ֹה is found both in prose and poetry, fifteen times in the Pentateuch, seven in the Former Prophets, thirty in the Latter Prophets, and three in Writings.]  [43:  Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar2, ed. E. Kautzsch, trans. A. E. Cowley (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985) 255.]  [44: The words כאשרכל[ ]בדכ אתקצרוא/סמכיממ... are written on lines 6–7. Contextually, the most likely way to decipher this is: כאשר כל[ה ע]בדך את קְצִרוֹ אָסַם כַּיָּמִם...,i.e., “when your servant completed his harvesting he stored it as usual” (or אָסֹם כַּיָּמִם “storing it as usual”). In the first publication of this inscription the author wrote קצרו and pointed out in a footnote that this is a different suffix than that in עבדה in line 2 (J. Naveh, “A Hebrew Letter from the Seventh Century BCE,” IEJ 10 [1960], 131,133). In later publications unlikely interpretations have been suggested for the word or for the whole sentence. It is apparent that the motivation for these suggestions was fear of admitting that there could be a [-ו] suffix in the inscriptions.]  [45:  Ahituv, xx, xx, xx, xx, xx; Landis Gogel, 155–160; for a variety of (sometimes strange) explanations of these forms,  unnecessary in my opinion, see there, notes 188–189. The words פניו from Ketef Hinnom, and מצריה, from Khirbet el–Kom, were not yet known to Andersen and Forbes. Having great difficulty to explain the fact that the suffix [־יו] in MT represents an earlier stage than the suffix [-ו] in the epigraphic record, they suggested a far-fetched reconstruction. According to their view, the editors of the biblical texts, who  lived and acted during the Second Temple period, interpolated into the biblical text an old form that was not in use in their period, in order to distinguish between singular and plural (Andersen and Forbes, 323–326). Given the new data and the interpretation I have presented in this study, this overworked effort is superfluous. ]  [46:  Also on the inscriptions this is an archaic spelling; it was pronounced [ō]. Evidence for this  can be found in place names of the type שילה and שוכה which end with [-ה] (from the epigraphic record, נבה, on the Mesha stele) that can be found on documents from the second millennium BCE with the vowel [ā] that changed with the Canaanite shift to [ō]. See my Place Names, 165–166.]  [47:  Ahituv, xx.] 


F. רעהו – רעו. 
There are 121 occurrences in the Bible of רֵעֵהוּ[footnoteRef:48] and four more of מרעהו.[footnoteRef:49] רעהו appears in most books of the Bible, both early and late. In only one place (Jer 6:21) do we find the form רֵעוֹ instead of רעהו. The form רעהו is an inflection of the base רֵעֶה, like שדהו, קונהו, מקנהו, עושהו,[footnoteRef:50] while רֵעוֹ is based on the more common רֵעַ. רֵעֶה, without a suffix, appears three times in the Bible (II Sam 15:37, 16:13 I Kings 4:5) and one other time in the ketiv (Prv 27:10), and רֵעַ has 8 occurrences (II Sam 13:3, Jer 9:3, Hos 3:1, Mic 7:5, Ps 35:14, 88:19, Job 30:29, I Chron 27:33) and once more in the qere (Prv 27:10). [48:  Of which 73 are cases of mutuality – איש אל רעהו, איש את רעהו and the like.]  [49:  According to some classical and modern commentators and grammarians, ואחזת מרעהו (Gen 26:26) should be added to this group. רעהו and מרעהו are used also for plural (< *[מ]רעיהו), but there is a big difference in distribution between the two. Among the four or five occurrences of מרעהו, the context indicates that only two (Judg 14:20, 15:6) are in singular (meaning “groomsman”); the rest (2 Sam 3:8, Prv 19:7 and Gen 26:26 according to one opinion as mentioned above) are in plural. As for the 121 cases of רעהו, only four or five definite cases (1 Sam 30:26, 1 Kings 16:11, Hab 2:15, Job 42:10 and Gen 26:26 depends on interpretation) and four uncertain cases (Prv 14:20–21, 19:4, Job 12:4) are plural. ]  [50: Gesenius-Kautsch, 231 and Bauer-Leander 465diii unnecessarily consider רֵעֶה a strange form and emend it.] 

In the epigraphic record, we find only רעו (three times on the Siloam inscription: הגרזן אש אל רעו ... קל אש ק[ר]א אל רעו ... הכו החצבם אש לקרת רעו). Both inflections are appropriate according to the standards of biblical Hebrew. The issue here is not a change to plene spelling but rather a matter of two morphological variants pronounced differently from each other. This is a case of lexicological/grammatical exchange between two linguistic registers and not a difference in spelling.[footnoteRef:51] [51:  At times, the inflected form is based on a less common form. A good example is the form אדון “master,”  used only as the basis for the first person – אֲדֹנִי, while other persons such as אדניך, אדניו, אדניהם are inflections of the more unusual form אֲדוֹנִים (Y. Elitzur, “The Divine Name ADNY in the Hebrew Bible: Surprising Findings,” LA 65 [2015], 87-106 [92-93]).] 

The notion that the word was originally written רעו throughout the Bible and that later scribes systematically emended it to רעהו is implausible. It is far more reasonable to assume that in literary contexts the scribes preferred the original רעהו and for engravings or inscriptions, the shorter רעו was preferred, which may also have been the spoken form. Perhaps, the suffixed pronoun [ō] in this word was deliberately spelled with a waw and not with the common he in order to prevent the reading 
רֵעֵהֻ of the literary register. Cross and Freedman got into difficulties in this context. Two axioms influenced their treatment of this word: 1) Both biblical and epigraphical Hebrew are on the same spectrum except that the Hebrew of the biblical text later underwent a process in which the spelling was changed to partial plene. 2) The suffix [ō] could never be recorded in any Hebrew inscription as a waw. They therefore concluded that רעו in the inscription represents *reˁew – a hypothetical spoken vernacular form in which the he of רֵעֵהוּ was elided. Accordingly, they also argued that the vocalization of the word רעו in Jeremiah should be emended.[footnoteRef:52] [52: Cross and Freedman, 50 and note 28. They later retracted this suggestion and conceded that רעו concludes with the vowel ō which can be explained in a variety of ways. For a summary with references and more discussion about this topic, see Landis Gogel, 156–157, note 181. ] 


G. עמון – plene spelling in early books and defective spelling in Ezra-Nehemiah. 
עמון spelled plene appears 111 times in the Bible. In only ten places is it spelled defectively. Most common is the phrase בני עמון – 99 times in the Bible. Ezra-Nehemiah stands out in this context with five out of seven mentions of the word written defectively while the combination בני עמון does not appear. It makes sense to offer a historical explanation of this change. The original name was בני עמון with בני as an integral part of the name (like בן in בנימין). The forefather of the Ammonite nation was thus named בן עמי (Gen 19:38). In Hebrew the name was pronounced בני עמון with the vowel ō due to the “Canaanite shift.” The situation changed when the Assyrians exiled the Ammonites and set up a province which is referred to in Assyrian sources as Ammana or Bīt ammana. This state of affairs continued into the Persian period and the shortened name together with the defective spelling in Ezra-Nehemiah reflects that.[footnoteRef:53]  The Masoretes were no longer aware of this and thus the vocalization of the word is always the same.  According to the accepted perception, one should suppose that through all the books of the Hebrew Bible the name was originally written defectively עמן, and at some time during the Second Temple period when there was a scribal initiative to change to plene spelling, the extra waw was added. Why did those scribes do so in all the early books while refraining from doing it specifically in Ezra-Nehemiah? [53: Elitzur, Place Names, 88–93.] 


H. Comparison to the epigraphy of neighboring cultures. 
Defective spelling is dominant in Phoenician inscriptions until late periods while in Aramaic inscriptions the spelling is largely plene even in early periods (especially on the Tell el Fakhariya inscription but also on other inscriptions that were discovered before Cross and Freedman’s work was published). On the Mesha Stele and on Ammonite inscriptions, the situation is very similar to what we find on Hebrew inscriptions. Cross and Freedman and their followers’[footnoteRef:54] explanation, that the Aramaeans discovered the system of plene spelling already in ancient times while the Canaanites adopted it only much later, is implausible in my opinion. It is much more likely to suppose that different writing practices co-existed. Compare, for instance, the orthographic systems of European languages today. While Spanish, Italian or German orthography reflect the contemporary phonetic situation of the living languages, English and even more so French include historical spellings that are much different from modern pronunciation, and yet no one claims that the Germans ‘discovered’ something the English did not yet know. [54:  See Landis Gogel’s review of the various opinions, ibid, 49–56.] 


The Gradual Shift to Plene Spelling
 Deliberately defective spelling for the purpose of archaization is apparently non-existent in the Bible,[footnoteRef:55] yet it also cannot be said that the spelling becomes more plene as one proceeds from the earliest books to later ones. At times, a word will appear with defective spelling only in the latest books. Barr (199) offers several examples of this phenomenon. Two of the most notable of these are the word בְּתֻלֹת, which appears with that extremely defective spelling only once (Lam 5:11) out seventeen occurrences in the Bible, and the defective spelling שָשֹן, occurring only once (Esth 8:16) out of twenty-two biblical occurrences. Nevertheless, there was, in fact, a process in which the spelling became more plene. [55: Barr, 196.] 

I will present here a number of words and morphemes where there is a strong case that their spelling shifted to plene over time, all of which do not reflect a morphological or lexical difference. 

A. אֵפֹד – אֵפוֹד: In the Pentateuch (Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers)[footnoteRef:56] – defective 23 times, plene 9 times;[footnoteRef:57] in Prophets and Writings (Judges, Samuel, Hosea, Chronicles) – 18 occurrences, all plene. [56:  In Num 34:23 it is a person’s name, elsewhere it is one of the priestly vestments.]  [57:  According to the Breuer Tanakh, based on four textual witnesses (against one) and on the Masoretic comment in two of the best manuscripts and in the Venice edition (Breuer, The Aleppo Codex, Hebrew Section, 70, 78, 87). In BHS and according to Barr (1), following Ms. Leningrad (but contra the Masoretic note there at Ex 28:28) there are 24 cases of defective spelling against 8 plene. In the Koren Tanakh and other editions following R. Meir ha-Levi Abulafia, מסורת סייג לתורה (ed. J. ha-Levi; Firenze: Isach de Pas, 1750), 6b-7a, the proportions are 22 defective vs. 10 plene. ] 


B. הַגָּדוֹל: This word appears 99 times in the Bible. All 74 of its appearances in Prophets and Writings are plene.[footnoteRef:58] In the Pentateuch, out of twenty-five appearances, seventeen (68%) are spelled defectively: הַגָּדֹל, as is mentioned in the Masoretic notes.[footnoteRef:59] It does not make sense to view this as deliberate editing to render the spelling in the Pentateuch defective since the occurrences there are not consistently so.  [58: Fourteen of these are in the book of Kings which according to Andersen and Forbes (313–314) tends to defective spellings like the Pentateuch.]  [59: Genesis 10:21 in Ms. Leningrad: ח מל˙ בתור˙.] 


C. הֱיוֹת is written plene in the entire Bible (16x from Genesis to Esther). With a prefix – לִהְיוֹת (72x), בִּהְיוֹת (15x), מִהְיוֹת (11x), a total of 98 occurrences, it is usually spelled plene,[footnoteRef:60] except for eight cases where it is defective (presumably because of the extension of the word). All the defective spellings are in Exodus and Leviticus (לִהְיֹת – Ex 23:1, 36:18, 39:21, 40:15, Lev 11:45; בִּהְיֹת – Ex 19:16; מִהְיֹת – Ex 9:28, Lev 26:13).[footnoteRef:61] [60:  Among them 11 occurrences in the book of Kings.]  [61: The Masorah notes: ח˙ חס˙. Even with a suffix – היותי, היותו, היותה, היותך, היותם, היותכם, היותנו, מהיותם, מהיותך, להיותכם, בהיותו, בהיותם, בהיותכם, בהיותֵךְ, בהיותנו, the spelling is plene in 27 out of 31 occurrences. The exceptions are ולהיתך in Deut 26:19, which should be connected to the exceptions in Exodus and Leviticus, and three instances of בִּהְיֹתוֹ (I Kings 12:6, II Chron 19:6, Jer 39:15) in contrast to four cases of בִּהְיוֹתוֹ; The explanation of this exception is probably the presence of two ō vowels one after the other. ] 


D. The city Sidon, צִידוֹן, is spelled with a waw in Prophets and Writings (nineteen times in Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Joel, Zechariah, and Chronicles) and without the waw three times in Genesis (in the rest of the Pentateuch it does not occur).[footnoteRef:62] [62: The gentilic form צִידֹנִי and plural צִידֹנִים, with or without prefixes, are written without the waw and sometimes without the yod throughout the Bible due to the extension of the word. The greater the extension, the more the vowel is shortened – צֵדְנִיֹּת (I Kings 11:1).] 


E. The feminine plural suffix [-ōt] – The following table, based on Andersen and Forbes (11-12), charts the occurrences of plene and defective spelling for this suffix:[footnoteRef:63] [63:  The distribution within each group is not uniform and there are surprising cases that are apparently instances of scribal conventions. In the Pentateuch, the highest proportion of defective spelling of this suffix is in Exodus (20%) and the highest proportion of plene spelling is in Genesis (51%). In Prophets and Writings, the book with the highest proportion of plene spelling of this suffix is Joshua (67%) and the highest proportion of defective spelling is in Ruth (39%). See Andersen and Forbes, ibid. It should be noted that Andersen and Forbes appear to be unaware of the fact that in cases where there are two sequential ō vowels in the same word, there is a strong tendency in the entire Bible to write one of them defectively and that words of that sort deserve a separate discussion.] 

	[-ōt]
	plene   
	defective

	Pentateuch
	31%
	69%

	Former Prophets
	74%
	36%

	Latter Prophets
	85%
	15%

	Writings
	80%
	20%



When one separates out the cases where the word has a pronominal suffix, the picture is sharper:
	[-ōt] + suffix
	plene
	defective

	Pentateuch
	5%
	95%

	Former Prophets
	34%
	66%

	Latter Prophets
	70%
	30%

	Writings
	44%
	56%


 
The interesting fact that plene spelling is less dominant in Writings that in Latter Prophets indicates that this is not a case of editors deliberately shifting to plene spelling in texts that were regarded as less sacred. Rather, what we see here is a gradual increase in plene spelling over time; as a whole, the books of Latter Prophets are not chronologically earlier than the books of Writings and it is not impossible that the average date of composition of the books in Writings is earlier than those of Latter Prophets. 
Barr (48-53) also presents instructive data about the [-ōt] suffix in certain nouns. He demonstrates that in feminine plural forms such as יריעות, עבתות, מאורות, שפחות, משפחות, נפשות, ארצות, the tendency in the Pentateuch is to favor defective spelling while in the rest of the Bible plene is dominant. 
I will present here Barr’s complete findings concerning two additional groups: 
1] The feminine plural of the qal participle: Barr checked the roots יצ”א, יש”ב, צב”א, נש”א and הל”ך.
יֹצְאֹת 1x (Gen)  →  יֹצְאוֹת 2x (Sam, Zech)  →  יוֹצְאוֹת 2x (Zech).
יֹשְבֹת 1x (Kings)     →  יֹשְבוֹת 3x  (Sam, Ezek, Song).
צֹבְאֹת 1x (Ex)  →  צֹבְאוֹת 1x  (Sam).
נֹשְאֹת 1x (Gen) →   נֹשְאוֹת  1x  (Chron).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
הֹלְכֹת  1x (Ex)  →  הֹלְכוֹת  2x  (Sam,[footnoteRef:64] Chron)  →  הוֹלְכוֹת  (Neh). [64: According to the accurate MSS. Most printed editions read in I Sam 25:42 הַהֹלְכֹת.] 


We can add more participle forms: 
דֹּבְרֹת 1x (Num)  →  דֹּבְרוֹת 1x (Ps).
חֹבְרֹת 5x (4 Ex, 1 Ezek)  →  חוֹבְרוֹת 1x (Ezek).
עֹשֹת  1x (Lev)  →  עֹשוֹת 1x (Ezek).
רֹאֹת   2x (Deut)  →  רֹאוֹת 9x (Gen, Deut, Sam, Kings, Isa, Jer, Eccl).

2] The plurals of the words אוֹת, דוֹר, טוֹב, עוֹר, קוֹל (where there is no additional suffix besides the [-ōt]).
אֹתֹת 10x (9 Pent, 1 Neh) → אוֹתֹת 2x (Deut, Ps), אֹתוֹת 12x (3 Pent, 3 FP, 5 LP, 1 Ps).
דֹרֹת  1x (Gen)  →  דֹרוֹת 4x (Judg, Isa, Ps).
טֹבֹת  4x (3 Gen, 1 Deut)  →  טֹבוֹת 10x (4 Gen, 1 Kings, 5 Jer)  →  טוֹבוֹת 2x (Jer, Esth).
עֹרֹת  12x (1 Gen, 11 Ex)[footnoteRef:65]  →  עוֹרֹת 1x (Lev). [65: And once with suffix: עֹרֹתָם (Lev 16:27).] 

קֹלֹת  5x (4 Ex, 1 Sam)  →  קוֹלֹת 1x (Ex),  קֹלוֹת 6x (2 Ex, 1 Sam, 1 Ps, 2 Job).

Although there are a few exceptions, the general picture is clear – there is a shift towards plene spelling between the Pentateuch and Prophets.

F.  According to Elisha Qimron, all yiqtol conjugations in the Pentateuch are spelled defectively (with two exceptions in pausal form תִקְצוֹר, יִקּוֹם). In Prophets and Writings, out of a sample of 1129 (98 roots), 137 were spelled plene (76 pausal, 61 in context form).[footnoteRef:66] According to Chanan Ariel,[footnoteRef:67] in the Pentateuch only the two cases mentioned above are plene, in Former Prophets, there are only three cases of this conjugation spelled plene:  ועל מפרציו ישכון (Judg 5:17), ידעתי כי מלך תמלוך (I Sam 24:20), או ככר כסף תשקול (I Kgs 20:39), all of these are pausal. All the other 164 occurrences of plene spelling of yiqtol are in Latter Prophets and Writings. Unfortunately, neither author offers more detailed data, but even these data indicate the expansion of plene spelling over time. At this point one should consider the possibility that in the earlier periods they still pronounced these words with a short [u]. In any case, if the expansion of plene spelling was the act of late scribes editing pre-existing texts, it is hard to understand how there is such a large gap between the different parts of the Bible. [66: E. Qimron, “על מסורת הלשון של סופרי המקרא,” in Y. Bentolila (ed.), Hadassah Shy Jubilee Book (Eshel Beer-Sheva, 5; Jerusalem: The Bialik Institute, 1997), 37-43 (41) [Hebrew].]  [67:  Ariel, EHLL 2, 944.] 

G.  Aaron Hornkohl has collected interesting findings about the gradual expansion of plene spelling in the qal infinitive construct of strong verbs (not including the word לֵאמֹר) in biblical Hebrew.[footnoteRef:68] I present here his three main tables, a table that presents the distribution among the biblical books, another that presents it among the different corpora, and a third that presents the data from extra-biblical sources.  [68:  A. Hornkohl, “Characteristically Late Spelling in the Hebrew Bible With Special Reference to the Plene Spelling of the o Vowel in Qal Infinitive Construct,” JAOS 134 (2014), 643–671 (I have corrected some inaccurate percentages in the tables ).] 

 
Table A: The distribution according to the books of the Bible.[footnoteRef:69] [69:  Pausal forms have been written in parentheses.] 


	% with plene spelling (non- pausal)
	Total forms with plene spelling
	Total 
qal infinitive
construct
	Book

	1.7%
	1
	58
	Genesis

	0%
	0
	36
	Exodus

	0%
	0
	9
	Leviticus

	4.3%
	2  (1)
	47
	Numbers

	0%
	0
	49
	Deuteronomy

	11.1%
	4
	36
	Joshua

	16.7%
	4
	24
	Judges

	19.3%
	16  (4)
	83
	Samuel

	4.5%
	3   (2)
	66
	Kings

	12.5%
	5 (2)
	40
	Isaiah 1-39

	17.9%
	5 (3)
	28
	Isaiah 40-66

	36%
	22 (10)
	61
	Jeremiah

	10%
	5 (2)
	50
	Ezekiel

	12.5%
	1
	8
	Hosea

	0%
	0
	1
	Joel

	60%
	3
	5
	Amos

	0%
	0
	1
	Obadiah

	0%
	0
	4
	Jonah

	50%
	1 (1)
	2
	Micah

	100%
	1
	1
	Nahum

	33.3%
	1  (1)
	3
	Habakkuk

	0%
	0
	3
	Zephaniah

	0%
	0
	1
	Haggai

	50%
	2 (1)
	4
	Zechariah

	0%
	0
	2
	Malachi

	15.7%
	8 (2)
	51
	Psalms

	19.2%
	5
	26
	Proverbs

	11.1%
	2
	18
	Job

	0%
	0
	2
	Song of Songs

	33.3%
	2 (1)
	6
	Ruth

	25%
	1
	4
	Lamentations

	55.8%
	24 (9)
	43
	Ecclesiastes

	33.3%
	4
	12
	Esther

	25%
	2
	8
	Daniel

	62.5%
	5
	8
	Ezra

	26.7%
	4 (2)
	15
	Nehemiah

	55.1%
	38 (2)
	69
	Chronicles

	19.3%
		171 (43)
	884
	Total




Table B: The distribution according to biblical corpora:

	% with plene spelling
	Total forms with plene spelling
	Total 
qal infinitive
construct
	Corpus

	       1.5%
	3
	199
	Pentateuch

	       12.9%
	27
	209
	Former Prophets

	       21.5%
	46
	214
	Latter Prophets

	       12.2%
	76
	622
	Pentateuch and Prophets

	       14.8%
	12
	81
	Latter Prophets before 650 BCE

	       16.8%
	18
	107
	Writings before 650 BCE

	       49.7%
	77
	155
	Post-Exilic Sources




Table C: Extra-biblical Sources:
	% with Plene spelling
	Plene Spelling
	Total 
qal infinitive
construct
	Source

	0%
	0
	6
	Pre-exilic Epigraphy

	40%
	14
	35
	Ben Sira

	        53.6%
	96
	179
	Biblical Passages from the Dead Sea Scrolls

	85%
	261
	307
	Non-Biblical material from the Dead Sea Scrolls

	        96.8%
	305
	315
	Mishna (Ms. Kaufmann)



Both defective and plene spellings are found in all the biblical corpora. Indeed, there are indications of scribal conventionalization in a variety of books in a manner that does not match a diachronic development (in Kings there is a much lower percentage of plene spelling compared to Samuel; in Amos and Micah there is a very high percentage of plene spelling;[footnoteRef:70] in Daniel and Nehemiah there is a relatively low percentage for later books). Nevertheless, the trend towards an increase in plene spelling of infinitives, from near non-existence in the Pentateuch to a low proportion in Former Prophets and the early books of Writings, through Latter Prophets, reaching nearly fifty percent in later books of Writings. Comparison with extra-biblical sources is instructive: Ben Sira and, somewhat less so, the biblical books found at Qumran, tend towards quite conservative orthography. In the non-biblical books among the Dead Sea Scrolls, a large majority of the spelling is plene and in Ms. Kaufmann of the Mishna there are almost no cases of defective spelling. Comparing MT to the biblical books found at Qumran, Hornkohl (658) found 78 cases where MT uses defective spelling and the scrolls uses plene and only two cases where the reverse is the case. [70:  With regard to the higher proportion of plene spelling in Minor Prophets, see above 4C.] 

 
How can this gradual shift to plene spelling, as is evident from the examples reviewed above, be explained? The accepted approach is that the scribes distinguished between the more and less sacred books and used more conservative orthography for the more canonical sources. However, we have already shown that with regard to a number of issues, some of the books of Writings, which are less canonical, present an orthographic picture that is somewhere between that of Former Prophets and that of Latter Prophets. This state of affairs fits a diachronic theory better than the supposition that there was late scribal review and correction of the whole of Scripture. It is interesting to see how Andersen and Forbes addressed this issue. In the final chapter of their work (313-314), these two scholars concluded, based on all the data they collected and addressed in the book, that the spelling of the Pentateuch (and to a large extent also the Book of Kings)[footnoteRef:71] is much more conservative than the rest of the Bible and also closer to uniform. They offer three possible explanations of this state of affairs:  1. That the canonization of the Pentateuch predated that of the rest of the Bible (on this point they concede that the scholarly consensus is that this canonization does not pre-date Ezra and wonder why, if so, the orthography of the Pentateuch is so different from that of Ezra-Nehemiah). 2. The Torah had a different transmission history (in Persian times) from the rest of the Bible. 3. “The Jewish Sages took tremendous pains clarifying the orthographic text of the Torah, but did not exercise the same care with respect to the text of the prophets and hagiographa.”[footnoteRef:72] Ultimately, they admit that all these explanations together are not sufficient to explain the massive difference between the orthography of the Pentateuch and that of the other books of the Bible and suppose, when all is said and done, that the most likely explanation is that the whole of the Pentateuch was complete by the time of the onset of the Exile, before the other parts of the Bible. However, it is unclear to me how this solves the problem so long as one insists that the orthography of MT is the product of later editing.[footnoteRef:73] [71:  Some of the data reviewed in this paper concerning the Book of Kings matches Andersen and Forbes’s evaluation (the spelling יֹשְבֹת and the spelling of qal construct infinitives – which are 95.5% defective, similar to the proportion in the book of Numbers but much greater than the proportion in Joshua–Judges–Samuel, where there is a gradual decrease in defective spelling: 88.9%>83.3%>80.7%) but some of the data does not match (הַגָּדוֹל fourteen times, always plene, דויד, three times, צידון plene, היות 11 times, all plene). According to my approach, one must say that the author of Kings was disposed, apparently consciously, to the traditional spelling but the orthography of his own times influenced him in ways that he did not notice (for a similar suggestion in the field of rabbinic Hebrew see my paper “Meeting-points between Reality and Language in Tannaitic Hebrew and the Question of the Origin of the Tosefta,” Language Studies 5-6 (1992), 109-121 [Hebrew], where I have shown that the typical Palestinian character of the spelling and other features in Ms. Vienna of the Tosefta is apparently intentional, as might be concluded from its failure to present the Palestinian tannaitic reality properly). This topic deserves its own study. ]  [72:  For this last point, they cite from Breuer’s Aleppo Codex, XXXII. This citation is, in my opinion, misconceived. Breuer discusses there the transmission of the text of the Bible and the meticulousness of its preservation in periods that are much later than when the texts were composed and his material is medieval manuscripts and Masoretic comments. ]  [73: Barr’s conclusions (186–211) can be questioned in a similar manner. He recognizes that there are also medial matres lectionis in the epigraphy (205), and objects to Cross and Freedman’s assumption that there was deliberate editing in a later period; he even emphasizes that with the exception of a few orthographic rules that apply across the Bible, the semi-plene spelling lacks consistent rules and is fluid throughout the Bible, while there is a gradual progression from largely defective spelling to more plene spelling (194-199). Nevertheless, he strongly rejects the possibility that the books of the Bible were originally written using spelling similar to that of the MT and dates the fixing of the spelling of the Masoretic text to some time between 400 and 100 BCE.] 

In my opinion, the most reasonable interpretation of the data is that all the biblical books were originally written semi-plene to different degrees. The Pentateuch was indeed first, using a more defective orthography. The stories of Former Prophets were next, with slightly more plene spelling. This process continued with the literary Prophets and the contemporary books of Writings and terminated with the latest books of the Hebrew Bible.  
Conclusion
In this article I have argued that the semi-plene spelling that is characteristic of the Hebrew Bible is a feature of the original composition of the various biblical books rather than the result of later editing. This spelling was a feature of literary writing while the much more defective spelling found in the epigraphy was a different genre that coexisted with it. I believe that I have successfully shown, based on strong evidence, that the accepted theory that most of the biblical books were originally written defectively, like the early inscriptions, and that our present biblical orthography is the product of later editing is not supported by the evidence.
Abstract
It is commonly accepted that the spelling of the pre-exilic books of the Bible was defective like that of contemporary epigraphy, and that the matres lectionis were inserted into the original texts by scribes during the first half of the Second Temple period. This article argues that the orthography of the ancient books of the Bible was from its beginning similar to that of MT. The difference between the current biblical spelling and the defective spelling of the inscriptions should be understood as a matter of different registers.
