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Abstract 

In this paper we examine the function of fronting constructions in verbal clauses in Classical 

Biblical Hebrew, i.e. constructions that involve the placement of a core argument of the clause 

before the verb. We present a model that accommodates the vast majority of cases of fronting 

in a sample corpus of 1 Samuel. A key feature of our model is the recognition that fronting 

constructions include both categorical sentences, which make a predication about a base of 

predication, and also thetic sentences, which present a unitary situation. We classify fronting 

constructions into three types: (i) narrow constituent focus constructions, (ii) selecting topic 

constructions, (iii) thetic constructions. An innovative idea that is developed in the paper is that 

constructions (i) and (iii), although exhibiting different configurations of information structure, 

nevertheless share various functional properties on the level of discourse organization. On 

account of these shared properties, we argue that thetic constructions (iii) can be regarded as 

functional extensions of narrow focus constructions (i). Recognition of these various types of 

fronting and their interrelationship contributes to a better understanding of the phenomenon. 

 

1. Introduction 

Interpreting the linear order of constituents in Biblical Hebrew has received much attention in 

the last few decades.2 Many scholars argue that a large proportion of the instances where a non-

verbal clause constituent precedes the finite verb of a clause can be explained in terms of 



2 

 

information structure.3 Others have offered explanations based also on discourse organization 

and structure.4 

Apart from differences in the metalanguage used to label the resulting X+verb 

construction, viz. fronting, preposing, topicalization, most scholars tend to regard Biblical 

Hebrew as a verb initial language. Since a discourse active subject in Biblical Hebrew is 

encoded as part of the finite verb, and the verbal forms that are typically associated with the 

sequentiality of events (wayyiqṭol and weqaṭal) do not allow clause initial non-verbal 

constituents, it is nearly inevitable that most verbal clauses in Biblical Hebrew are verb-initial.5 

For this reason, we will regard the ‘dominant’ verb initial order as a statistical reality6 and 

clauses with a fronted construction as a marked construction.7 

The aim of this pilot study, which is based on a corpus of finite verbal clauses in 1 

Samuel, is to contribute towards a broader and more coherent theoretical model for the 

explanation of fronting in Biblical Hebrew. Our corpus falls within the parts of the Hebrew 

Bible that are written in what is generally known as Classical Biblical Hebrew. Our study, 

therefore, is concerned, strictly speaking, only with this layer of Biblical Hebrew. The 

distribution of fronting in other historical layers of Biblical Hebrew, in particular Late Biblical 

Hebrew, which has an extensive corpus, requires a separate study. 

In a recent critical survey of research on Biblical Hebrew word order Hornkohl8 states: 

“In view of the semantic-functional polyvalence of XV structures, in some of which X is itself 

marked for topic or focus, and in others of which the fronted X marks the entire clause, at least 

two complementary pragmatic dimensions must be posited. On the relevance of one of these—

information structure—to Biblical Hebrew, there is broad consensus. The exact nature of the 

other dimension is disputed.” We argue that the notions of categorical and thetic sentences, 

developed in particular by Sasse,9 may provide a framework for the understanding of this “other 

dimension” in cases where fronting “marks the entire clause.” According to Sasse10 
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“categorical sentences contain a predication base about which some state of affairs is 

predicated, while thetic sentences are simple non-predicative assertions of states of affairs”. 

Following Sasse we hold that the distinction between categorical and thetic sentences should 

be regarded as a distinction in ‘communication perspective’ rather than a distinction in 

information structure. It relates to the general shape a speaker/writer gives the state of affairs 

expressed in a sentence. Categorical sentences are bipartite, with a predication base and a 

predication about this, whereas thetic sentences present unitary situations. Thetic sentences, or 

more generally the category of utterance that Kaltenböck, Heine and Kuteva11 call theticals, 

are typically used by a speaker/writer to manage the discourse in his/her interaction with the 

reader/listener. We shall argue that subjective choices concerning discourse structure and 

organization are the ultimate motivations for using thetic sentences. Subjective choices and 

perspectives relating to discourse structure, moreover, determine the way information structure 

is exploited in the linear ordering of clause components and so information structure is not the 

primary motivation for this linear ordering. Furthermore, identifying discourse structuring as 

the ultimate motivation for XV constructions reveals interrelationships between the various 

types of these constructions, which brings us nearer to a comprehensive model for 

understanding fronting in Biblical Hebrew. 

After presenting some preliminary remarks and our basic assumptions, in the main body 

of the paper we describe with reference to instances of marked word order in 1 Samuel each of 

the categories of use that we believe should be distinguished. We start in section 3.1 and 3.2 

with the two major types of categorical sentences. In section 4 we consider types of thetic 

sentences.  

2. Preliminary Remarks and Basic Assumptions 

2.1 The conceptual world of humans exists at the most basic level out of a complex collection 

of inter- and intra-related conceptualizations of entities, propositions and attitudes. Many of 
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these ‘collections’ are organised around scripts and frames, which can be exploited by a 

speaker/writer to impose presuppositions concerning entities and propositions that are not 

directly mentioned. 

 
2.2 Human communication, in both spoken and written communication,12 entails the ongoing 

alignment and modification of the common ground of the conceptual worlds of interlocutors. 

This may be called the common ground management and takes place mainly in the short-term 

memory. Interlocutors typically try to accomplish a shared common ground. The information 

structure of sentences relates to the management of the common ground.13  

 
2.3 In addition to common ground management, communication involves also discourse 

management, which relates to strategies for structuring discourse to achieve subjective 

interactional goals of the speaker/writer.14 Constructions that function as mechanisms for the 

management of the common ground on the level of the sentence, such as certain fronting 

constructions, are exploited on a higher discourse level as strategies for structuring the 

discourse. 

 
2.4 A distinction can be made between categorical sentences and thetic sentences.15 Categorical 

sentences are bipartite, consisting of a predication base and predication about this (§3). Thetic 

sentences present a situation as an undivided whole (§4). 

 
2.5 On the level of discourse structure and organization, thetic sentences are typically used in 

a supportive role to manage the discourse. Categorical sentences play a wider range of 

discourse functions, including sequential advancement of the foreground (§2.8), marking of 

boundaries (§3.2), and support for the adjacent discourse (§3.1). Categorical sentences of the 

latter type (§3.1) have the closest family resemblance to thetic sentences.  
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2.6 Common ground management presupposes that a common ground for a communicative 

event—at least in time and space—has been established or exists between the interlocutors. 

Common ground is typically established at the outset of a narrative by a description of the 

profile of the actors—who were they?, where did the live?, which aspects of their situation and 

behaviour will be relevant for the subsequent story?, etc. Thetic sentences are typically one of 

the ways that are used to draw attention to situations that are needed for the common ground 

of a communicative event.16  

 
2.7 In some cases the common ground is not explicitly established by components of the 

preceding discourse, but the speaker/writer may make subjective choices to present part of the 

contents of a sentence as if it were common ground in order to give prominence to a fronted 

item. 

 
2.8 As the main line of the narrative foreground unfolds along the time-line, predications are 

made expressing the actions of the discourse-active participants, who have the status of topics 

(either primary or secondary topics).17 These develop the common ground between the narrator 

and the audience, as well as between the characters in their respective narrative spaces.18 Such 

sentences with continuing topics are categorical sentences in which the predication bases are 

the topic actors that have been established. In Biblical Hebrew, for events that enfold along the 

time-line or in logical sequence, wayyiqṭol and weqaṭal forms are predominantly used in such 

categorical sentences. The predication bases (topics) are encoded as lexical specified items 

following the finite verbs or pronominal elements encoded in the verbal inflection, e.g.19  
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צֵּ     1 ל  וַיֵּ רָאֵּ רַ   א יִשְׂ תִ  לִקְׂ לִשְׂ חָמָ  את פְׂ ַֽיַחֲנו  ים לַמִלְׂ  ה וַ 

ן הָעֵּ  עַל־הָא    רב    ז 

The Israelites went out against the 

Philistines and they encamped at Ebenezer. 

(1 Sam. 4:1) 

 
2.9 The fronting of an entity before the verb may occur in a categorical sentence when the verb 

is in the scope of the presupposition of the sentence. This applies to cases such as the sentence 

in bold in (2): 
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רֵּ   י־יֵּ ל־שָא  ד אִתִ  מִ  מַ י א  ל־הַ  ה חֲנ   ול א   

ר אֲבִישַ  וַי    רֵּ  אֲנִ  י אמ  ךְי אֵּ ׃ד עִמָ   

‘Who will go down with me into the camp 

to Saul?’ Abishai said, ‘I will go down with 

you.’ (1 Sam. 26:6) 

 
Here the verb is within the predication base and the fronted entity constitutes the informative 

asserted component. This should be interpreted, therefore, as a categorical sentence, with a 

bipartite structure. In such cases the predication base is a variable entity in the presupposed 

common ground ‘the person who will go down with you into the camp to Saul’, i.e. the speaker 

assumes that the hearer presupposes that somebody will go down with him into the camp to 

Saul. The assertion about the variable identifies this as ‘I’. The predication consists of the act 

of specifying the value of this variable. This, therefore, is a ‘specificational’ predication. In the 

general theoretical literature on copula sentences a distinction is often made between 

‘specificational’ copula sentences, which assign a value to a variable, as here, and 

‘predicational’ sentences, which assign a property to an entity.20 It is important to note, 

therefore, that by using the terminology of Sasse ‘base of predication’—‘predication’ to 

describe the bipartite division of categorical sentences of this kind, we are using the term 

‘predication’ in the broader sense of ‘making a statement about’ rather than ‘assigning a 

property to’.  
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Constructions such as (2) are said to be cases of ‘narrow constituent focus’.  Dik21 

classifies constituent focus into contrastive focus and non-contrastive focus. Contrastive focus 

has various subdivisions22 in Dik’s classification, all of which involve a contrast with a 

presupposed set of specific alternatives that the speaker assumes the hearer is entertaining for 

the role in question.23 The construction in example (2) is a case of a non-contrastive completive 

focus, according to Dik’s terminology, in that it ‘completes’ the common ground by supplying 

the identity of the variable without contrasting it with another entity (see §3.1). Krifka24 takes 

the view that all types of focus indicate “the presence of alternatives that are relevant for the 

interpretation of linguistic expressions” and the focus selects one of these alternatives.25 This 

would include also Dik’s completive focus that supplies the variable of question words, since 

the focus selects from a set of possible alternatives. The question word ‘who’ (מִי) in (2), 

moreover, limits this set to humans. Furthermore it may be said that the contextual use of the 

question in this case limits the presupposed set to people present on the scene. The crucial 

difference from contrastive focus is that the presupposed set in the common ground is more 

open in that it does not contain specific referents that the hearer is assumed by the speaker to 

be entertaining for the role in question. 

In a spoken language a constituent with narrow focus typically occurs within the same 

intonation group as the presuppositional component and takes the nuclear stress within this 

intonation group. A rendering of the sentence in spoken English would be: ‘Í will go down with 

you|’ (where the nuclear stress is marked by an acute accent and the intonation group boundary 

is marked by the symbol |). This prosodic feature of the construction is not directly recoverable 

from the transmission of the biblical text. 

It is important to note that the categorical profile (predication base—predication) of 

constructions such as (2) with narrow constituent focus is less transparent on the 

morphosyntactic level than the categorical profile of sentences such as those in (1). In (1) the 
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predication base is a nominal or pronominal element and the predication is the verb and its 

complements. In (2), on the other hand, this is reversed. The predication base on the syntactic 

level is the verb and its complements and the pronoun is the predication. We see, therefore, 

that the term ‘categorical’ refers primarily to the semantic-pragmatic level of the sentence, 

which is not always coded transparently in the morphosyntax. One may say that the fronting in 

(2) is a configurational coding of the predicational status of the constituent, which would 

correspond to the fronting of the predicational verb in categorical sentences such as those in 

(1). In (2), however, there is no morphosyntactic coding of the base of the predication as 

nominal and no explicit morphosyntactic coding of the focus constituent as predicational.  

 
2.10 Another type of categorical sentence construction that involves fronting of a constituent 

is one that changes the topic constituent. This applies, for example, to the sentence in bold in 

(3), which changes the topic to ‘the Philistines’ after a sequence of sentences in which the topic 

was ‘the Israelites’: 

 
ַֽיַחֲנו   3 ן הָעֵּ  עַל־הָא    וַ  ר ב  תִ  ז  לִשְׂ קים חָנ  ופְׂ ׃ו בַאֲפֵּ   They (i.e. the Israelites) encamped at 

Ebenezer, and the Philistines encamped at 

Aphek. (1 Sam. 4:1) 

 
This type of construction has two clear components. First the topic of the construction is 

identified (‘the Philistines’), then a statement about the topic is made (‘they camped at Aphek’). 

The component that identifies the topic can be regarded as involving focus, i.e. the selection of 

one of a set of alternatives. Unlike in constructions with narrow constituent focus such as (2), 

here the scope of the focus does not involve a presupposition of any propositional content. In 

(2) the presuppositional common ground is ‘somebody will go down with you’ and the scope 

of the focus is the entire sentence. In (3) one may say that that the presupposition of the focus 
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on the initial item is ‘x is the topic’, i.e. the variable whose value is supplied by the focus relates 

only to the selection of the topic. Here it can be identified as a type of selective contrastive 

focus, according to the terminology of Dik,26 since it selects one rather than another of a 

presupposed set of specific possible candidates for the role of topic that has been triggered by 

the preceding context, i.e. {the Israelites, the Philistines}. In such constructions the candidates 

for the initial topic are all accessible in some way. They are typically recoverable from or 

anchored in some way to the preceding discourse, as in (3). In some cases they refer to a generic 

class, and so accessible through their denotation alone. This newly established topic acts as the 

base of predication of the sentence and the remainder of the sentence makes a predication about 

this. As remarked, the scope of the topic focus includes only the initial constituent. The 

remainder of the sentence is not fully presuppositional, as in narrow constituent focus 

constructions, such as (2), but rather has its own focus. The scope of this second focus includes 

the remaining part of the sentence, i.e. the predication about the base of predication, but not the 

initial constituent. One may say that on a semantic-pragmatic level the sentence is a compound 

of different focus domains. It is for this reason that such sentences can be appropriately 

rendered into English with an intonation group boundary after the subject (‘And the Phílistines| 

camped at Aphék|’) or paraphrased by a left dislocation construction (‘As for the Philistines, 

they camped at Aphek’). This compound structure on the semantic-pragmatic level is not made 

explicit in the Hebrew morphosyntax. 

The second focus in the predication of these constructions can be narrow or broad. It is 

narrow when some elements of the predication are presuppositional and the focus applies only 

to the non-presuppositional component. This is how the predication in (3) can be interpreted. 

The presuppositional background of the predication can be reconstructed as ‘They (= the 

Philistines) encamped at x’. The verb and its subject argument ‘they encamped’ (חָנו) is, 

therefore, in the presupposition. This would have arisen from the conceptual frame of military 
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operations which was triggered by the preceding statement that the Israelites encamped at a 

particular place. According to the frame both armies would have been expected to encamp 

somewhere. The place name ‘Aphek’ (ק  would, therefore, be in narrow focus. In other (אֲפֵּ

constructions of this type the focus in the predication is broad. For examples see §3.2. 

The initial selected topic in such constructions may have a grammatical relation to the 

verb other than subject, such as object, prepositional phrase complement, or adverbial. In (4), 

for example, the initial item is the object of the verb: 

 
כ    4 ך  ל אֲש   וְׂ בָבְׂ לְׂ ךְ׃אַגִ   ר בִ  יד לָ   And all that is on your heart—I will tell 

you. (1 Sam. 9:19) 

 
Left dislocation constructions such as (5) have the same compound structure on the semantic-

pragmatic level as fronting constructions such as (3) and (4). The difference is that they make 

this compound semantic-pragmatic structure more explicit in their morphosyntax by placing 

the initial item in syntactic isolation: 

 
הָיָה הָאִ    5  ר־יַכ   וְׂ  ר   יש אֲש  שְׂ ךְ׀ ע   נּו הַמ   נּו יַעְׂ ר ל  ש 

 וֹל גָד  

  

The man who strikes him—the king will 

enrich him with great riches. (1 Sam. 17.25) 

 
The choice to use left dislocation rather than object fronting relates to the level of discourse 

structuring rather than information structure and common ground management (see §2.3, §2.5). 

In broad terms a left dislocation construction such as (5) can be regarded as marking a greater 

boundary in the discourse than a construction with a fronted object with the same compound 

semantic-pragmatic structure such as (4).27 
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2.11 We argue that many sentences with a fronted item in Biblical Hebrew are thetic sentences. 

An example of a thetic sentence with a fronted constituent is (6): 

מואֵּ    6 דו־לוֹ   תל מֵּ  ושְׂ פְׂ רָאֵּ   וַיִסְׂ ר   כָל־יִשְׂ בְׂ הו ל וַיִקְׂ

עִיר  בָרָמָ   וֹה ובְׂ   

And Samuel had died, and all Israel had 

mourned for him and buried him in Ramah, 

his own city. (1 Sam. 28:3) 

 
Such a thetic sentence expresses a unitary situation (‘The situation was that Samuel had died’). 

They are not bipartite categorical sentences in the senses described above for examples (2) and 

(3), i.e. it would be infelicitous to render them in English ‘Sámuel died’ or ‘As for Sámuel,| he 

díed’ (with the acute accent indicating the place of the nuclear stress and | indicating an 

intonation group boundary). A thetic sentence such as (6) has broad focus across all its parts. 

It may be said to be completive focus in that it supplies the variable in a presupposition that 

can be formulated thus: ‘The situation is x’, without contrasting it with any presupposed 

specific alternative. Some linguists refer to this type of focus as ‘presentational focus’ (Drubig 

and Schaffar28), but as Krifka29 argues, this still falls into the basic function of focus to select 

from an open set of presupposed possible alternatives triggered by an implicit question such as 

‘What is the situation?’  

This differs from categorical constructions that have an internal bipartite focus structure 

consisting of one domain of focus involving a focus and a presuppostion in the case of examples 

(1) and (2) or two domains of focus as in (3). In (6) there is one domain of focus and no 

presuppositional component. 

In the theoretical literature it is normally stated that a thetic sentence has a specific spatio-

temporal deixis.30 Erteschik-Shir31 claims, following Gundel,32 that a thetic sentence takes this 

spatio-temporal deixis as its topic (‘stage-topic’ according to her terminlogy), i.e. the sentence 

is about the contextually specified space/time at which the reported situation holds. Likewise 
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K.É. Kiss33 regards thetic sentences as “predication structures predicating about a 

phonologically empty, but deictically or anaphorically bound event argument.” We shall see 

(§4.0) that thetic sentences in Biblical Hebrew can also be habitual and deontic. 

Unlike (3), the initial constituent in (6) does not set up a topic, about which a statement 

is made by the rest of the clause. Rather it is integrated into the clause on the semantic-

pragmatic level. It would not be appropriate to render them in English with an intonation group 

boundary after the subject (*And Sámuel| had díed|) or with a left dislocation construction (*As 

for Samuel, he had died). In this respect it is analogous to narrow constituent focus 

constructions such as (2), in which the fronted item is integrated into the clause on the semantic-

pragmatic level. Constituents in narrow focus in English cannot be separated from the 

presuppositional content of the clause by an intonation group bondary (*Í| will go dówn with 

you|). Unlike (2), however, the content of the clause after the fronted item in thetic sentences 

such as (6) is not presuppositional, but rather the entire sentence is in focus. A thetic sentence 

such as (6), in fact, can be regarded as the extension of a narrow constituent focus construction 

such as (2) to usages where there is no presuppositional component, with the result that there 

is no internal component to act as base of predication. The verb still, however, has a defocalized 

profile, as does the presuppositional content of a narrow focus construction. As a result the 

predicational function of the verb is deranked and the bipartiteness of the construction is 

eliminated.  

Although such thetic sentences present non-predicative situations, the fronted item, 

nevertheless, has a particular prominence in the clause due to its initial position. One may say 

that it is profiled as a pivot within the rest of the situation or, in cognitive terms, a figure against 

the ground of the rest of the situation. This is not the same as a topical referent acting as a base 

of predication about which a statement is made in a categorical sentence. The fronted pivot in 

a thetic construction, although not acting as the topical base of predication of the sentence in 
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which it occurs, typically establishes a referent as topical or relevant in some way in the ensuing 

discourse. This can be seen in (6), in which the referent ‘Samuel’ has topic status in the clauses 

following the thetic construction. A thetic fronting construction such as (6), therefore, differs 

crucially from a bipartite fronting construction such as (3) in which a topic is established by 

the fronted item for the ensuing remainder of the same sentence.  

As remarked, in such thetic sentences the verb is deranked in prominence by giving an 

enhanced degree of prominence to another component of the sentence by fronting it. This is a 

reflection of the non-predicative nature of the construction. Some languages achieve this by 

constructing thetic utterances in the form of cleft sentences, in which the verb component is 

deranked in prominence by putting it into a subordinate clause and enhancing the prominence 

of a fronted item by making it the complement of a copula. Sasse34 cites the following example 

from colloquial French. The acute accent indicates the place of the main sentence stress, i.e. 

the nuclear stress of the intonation group. Intonation group boundaries are indicated by the 

symbol |: 

(7) Qu’est-ce qu’il y á?|—C’est maman qui me bát.| 

 ‘What’s the matter?—Mum’s hitting me.’ 35 

Cleft constructions are prototypically used to express narrow contrastive focus on the 

complement of the copula with the presuppositional background being contained in the 

subordinate clause component. In such cases the main nuclear stress is placed on the 

complement of the copula: 

(8) C’est máman qui me bat.| 

‘It is Mum (and not somebody else) who is hitting me.’ 
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(i.e. we share the presuppositional common ground that somebody is hitting me, but I 

assert that you should select ‘Mum’ rather than the referent you were entertaining for 

this role). 

 
2.12 As Sasse36 points out, the thetic–categorical distinction relates to “the general shape a 

speaker gives the state of affairs” and so is not primarily conditioned by information structure. 

It is not the case that all components of a thetic sentence are necessarily newly introduced. 

Some components may be contextually bound. 

 
2.13 We acknowledge that thetic sentences may be expressed by constructions other than 

constituent fronting and have different contours. A construction such as (9), for example, with 

the initial particle ה  followed by a verb and subject constituent can also be interpreted as הִנֵּּ

thetic, i.e. it presents a unitary situation rather than makes a statement about a predication base: 

 
ה־בָ    9 ר  הִנֵּּ נֵּ ל    א אַבְׂ ת  יך לָמָה־ז   אֵּ ךְ ל  וֹ וַיֵּ  ה שִלַחְׂ

וֹךְ  ׃הָל 

Look Abner came to you. Why is it that 

you have sent him away and he has gone? 

(2 Sam. 3:24) 

 
Following the terminology of Sasse37 we may distinguish between entity-central thetic 

sentences and event-central thetic sentences. The thetic constructions with initial fronted 

constituents, such as (6), would be entity-central, whereas constructions such as (9) can be 

interpreted as event-central. 

 
2.14 We acknowledge that Biblical Hebrew is an ancient language with a relatively limited and 

diverse corpus of texts. The corpus also has a complex transmission history. Nevertheless, we 

assume that Biblical Hebrew will reflect the reality of language as a dynamic and complex 
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system and fronting constructions can be explained in terms of communicative functions of 

use.  

In the spoken language lying behind the written language the distinction between the 

three types of fronting listed above would have been doubtless made more transparent on the 

prosodic level by the position of the nuclear stress and the placement of intonation group 

boundaries. The tradition of Masoretic accentuation with its prosodic divisions within verses 

reflected by disjunctive accents may give us some insight into how the syntax of verses were 

interpreted in the oral reception of the text. It is now widely recognized that accent signs reflect 

a reading that has its roots in antiquity and that it has its origin in the prosodic patterns of 

spoken language. Evidence for the reading of the Biblical text can be traced to as early as the 

Second Temple period.38 The occurrences of disjunctive accents, however, are conditioned not 

only by syntactic structure but also by the length of verses and the length of constituents.39 In 

general it must be concluded that the written biblical text and its oral reception reflected in the 

accents and vowels do not give us full access to the prosodic signals of the spoken language. 

The interpretation of some fronting constructions in Biblical Hebrew must, therefore, remain 

ambiguous. It is for this reason that possible alternative interpretations are offered for some of 

the examples discussed below. 

 

We will commence with those instances of fronting that occur in categorical sentences, i.e. 

where a predication base and a predication can be identified. Next we will consider instances 

where the use of thetic sentences can be postulated.  

3. Categorical Sentences 

As stated above, we distinguish two major classes of categorical sentences containing fronting:  

(i) Those where there is narrow focus on the fronted entity (§3.1)  
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(ii) Those where the fronted entity is selected as the topic and this serves as the predication 

base of the ensuing sentence (§3.2) 

 

In both cases the fronting of the constituent is a strategy for marking the constituent as a focus 

of the utterance. 

3.1 Narrow Constituent Focus  

As remarked in §2.9, a construction with a fronted constituent in narrow focus is used where 

the speaker/writer informs the reader of the identity of a variable in a presupposition in the 

common ground. The variable in the common ground can be regarded as the predication base 

on the semantic-pragmatic level of the sentence and the focus would be a specificational 

statement about this variable. Some narrow focus constructions can felicitously be rendered 

into English by cleft sentences, which reflect this semantic-pragmatic structure syntactically. 

Cleft sentences are given as alternative translations of the examples where appropriate. 

Narrow focus may be classified into various types. We shall follow here the classification 

of Dik,40 with some modifications.  

3.1.1 Fronted Item in Non-exhaustive Completive Focus 

Non-exhaustive completive focus is, according to Dik,41 non-contrastive. It specifies a variable 

in a presupposition triggered by a constituent question word without contrasting it with any 

other specific candidates that the speaker assumes the hearer may be entertaining for the role 

in question. As discussed above (§2.9), an example of completive narrow focus is (10). The 

presupposition triggered by the question is ‘somebody will go down with me’.  
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רֵּ    10 י־יֵּ ל־שָא  ד אִתִ  מִ  מַחֲנ   י א  ל־הַ  ה ול א   

ר אֲבִישַ  וַי    רֵּ  אֲנִ  י אמ  ךְד עִ י אֵּ ׃מָ   

‘Who will go down with me into the camp 

to Saul?’ Abishai said, ‘I will go down 

with you.’ (1 Sam. 26:6) 

 
As remarked in §2.9, completive focus can be regarded as involving selection from an open set 

of alternatives. In this case the open set of possible alternatives is not completely unspecified. 

The question word ‘who’ (מִי) limits this set to humans and the contextual use of the question 

here limits the presupposed set to people present on the scene. One may say that the properties 

of the alternatives in the presupposed set have some specification, but there are no specific 

referents in the set. Contrastive focus involves the selection of one of a presupposed set of 

specific alternatives. Here we have partial specification. We may say, therefore, that the focus 

has a low level of contrastiveness.42 

In an example such as (10) the focus is not exhaustive. Exhaustive narrow focus indicates 

that the selection of the item in focus is the only one that leads to a true proposition Krifka.43 

In principle the item in focus in (10) could be replaced by another item and the proposition 

would still be true. 

The fronted item ‘for this boy’ in (11) followed by a presuppositional component can be 

interpreted as a type of completive focus. In this case there is no explicit question in the 

preceding discourse but the statement that ‘I am the woman who was standing here in your 

presence, praying to the Lord’ could have triggered the presupposition that ‘I was praying for 

x’, which involves an implicit question concerning the identity of the variable ‘what were you 

praying for?’44 The fronting focus construction completes the variable in this implicit question. 
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כָה  ה הַנִּצ   י הָאִשָ  אֲנִ     11 ת עִמְׂ פַלֵּ  ז   בָ  ב  הִתְׂ ל־ה לְׂ ל א 

ה׃  הוָ  ל־הַנַּ  יְׂ פַלָ  עַר הַז   א  תִיה הִתְׂ  לְׂ

  

I am the woman who was standing here in 

your presence, praying to the Lord. For this 

boy I prayed. (1 Sam. 1:26-27) 

 
The fronting of the predicate of the verb הָיָה in (12) can also be interpreted as a completive 

focus that supplies the variable in an implicit question. The statement ‘we suffered no harm, 

and we did not miss anything when we were in the fields, as long as we went with them’ could 

have triggered a presupposition such as ‘they were x for us’, involving an implicit question 

about the identity of the variable.  

 
הָ     12 א   ים לָ  ים ט בִ  אֲנָשִ  וְׂ ל   נו מְׂ לַ  ד וְׂ נו  א הָכְׂ א־ מְׂ ל   וְׂ

א  פָָקַ   נו מְׂ י  דְׂ מֵּ הַלַ   ומָה כָל־יְׂ נו אִתָ  הִתְׂ יוֹתֵּ  כְׂ הְׂ נו ם בִ 

 ה׃בַשָד   

לָה גַם־יוֹמָ  ינו גַם־לַ  ו עָלֵּ  הָי   חוֹמָה   מֵּ  יְׂ י ם כָל־יְׂ

אן׃ם ר עִ  נו עִמָ  הֱיוֹתֵּ   ים הַצ    

The men were very good to us, and we 

suffered no harm, and we did not miss 

anything when we were in the fields, as 

long as we went with them; (1 Sam. 25:15) 

A wall they were to us both by night and 

by day, all the while we were with them 

keeping the sheep. (1 Sam. 25:15-16)45 

  
On the level of discourse structuring and management, the constructions are all supportive in 

some way of what precedes. Example (10) has the function of a response to support the specific 

articulated question of the interlocutor by supplying the requested information. Example (11) 

has the discourse function of an explanation for the speaker’s actions. Here we see that the 

sentence with the fronting is not primarily motivated by information structure in the common 

ground. Rather the subjective strategy of discourse structuring adopted by the speaker exploits 

the pragmatic context by imposing the presupposition of an implicit question, which can 
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potentially be accommodated as a presupposition arising from what precedes. In (12) a similar 

process has taken place. The sentence with the fronting has the discourse function of an 

explanation of the actions of the men concerned. Its structure arises, as in (11), by imposing 

the presupposition of an implicit question, which can potentially be accommodated in the 

context, and this gives prominence to the fronted item. 

3.1.2 Fronted Item in Exhaustive Completive Focus 

The fronted demonstrative in (13) can be interpreted as being in narrow completive focus. 

There is a presupposition that somebody will rule over the people from an open set of possible 

candidates, without the hearer entertaining any specific candidates for the role in question. 

Unlike in (10)—(12), however, this can be interpreted as exhaustive focus, i.e. the selection of 

this candidate is the only one that leads to a true proposition. The sentence, therefore, can be 

rendered in English with a cleft construction, which requires an exhaustive reading:  

 
מואֵּ    13 ת־שָא  ל רָאָ  ושְׂ  הו ה עָנָ  ול וַיהוָ  ה א 

ל   ר אָמַ  אֲש    ה הָאִיש  הִנֵּּ   תִי אֵּ צ    הז   יך רְׂ ייַעְׂ עַמִ   ׃ר בְׂ

When Samuel saw Saul, the Lord told him, 

‘Here is the man of whom I spoke to you. 

He shall rule over my people/It is he who 

shall rule over my people.’ (1 Sam. 9:17)46 

 
From the point of view of discourse structure, the fronting construction in (13) is used to 

express a command, which lays the ground for what follows. 

3.1.3 Fronted Item in Restricting Focus 

When the presupposition contains an open set of candidates for the role of the item in focus, 

the focus can have a restrictive sense. This applies to (14). The sacrificing frame invokes the 

presupposition that somebody will bless the sacrificial meal. With the fronting of the pronoun 

referring to Samuel, the focus construction signals that only Samuel can bless the sacrifice. 



20 

 

That is why the people did not eat before he arrived. This is restricting focus, since it selects 

the only possible candidate for the role from the presupposed open set. Such a type of focus is 

closely related to exhaustive completive focus (§3.1.2): 

 
ב אֲכ     14 א  יר כֵּ  ם הָעִ  כְׂ צְׂ ם  ון א ת  ן תִמְׂ ר  ט  ה יַעֲל    וֹ בְׂ

אֱכ   הַבָמָ   א־י אכַ  ל כִ  תָה ל   הוא  י־וֹ כִ  עַד־ב א   ל הָעָם  י ל  

בָרֵּ   י־כֵּ  בַח ךְ הַז   יְׂ ל  אַחֲרֵּ אִ  ן י אכְׂ ר    יםו הַקְׂ

As soon as you enter the town, you will find 

him, before he goes up to the shrine to eat. 

For the people will not eat until he comes, 

since only he can bless the sacrifice/it is 

only he who can bless the sacrifice; 

afterward those who are invited eat. (1 Sam. 

9:13)47 

 
In (15) there is restricting focus on a fronted adverbial phrase: 

 

ז את     15 ר    בְׂ כְׂ ק  ת לָכ   א   Only on this (condition)/It is only on this  יןין יָמִ  ם כָל־עֵּ  וֹר לָכ   ם בִנְׂ

condition that I will make a treaty with you, 

that I gouge out all your right eyes. (1 Sam. 

11:2) 

 
Within the discourse structure, the fronting construction in (14) has an explanatory role. The 

construction in (15) lays the ground for what follows.  

3.1.4 Fronted Item in Selective Focus 

Selective focus, according to the terminology of Dik,48 involves specifying a member of a 

presupposed set of possible specific alternatives as the variable within a proposition in the 

common ground. It is contrastive, in that it contrasts with the other specific members of the 
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presupposed set, but not corrective, since the speaker does not assume that the hearer is 

entertaining one specific candidate for the role. 

In (16) the focus of the fronted subject pronoun ‘he’ is uttered against the background of 

a presupposition by the speaker that the hearers are entertaining a closed set of specific possible 

candidates (‘the Lord’ and ‘chance’) for the role of cause or reason for the great harm that has 

been done. The focus signals that the referent ‘the Lord’ (referred to by the pronoun הוא) should 

be selected from this set. The variable in the presupposition ‘‘x has done us this great harm’ is 

the base of predication, i.e. the semantic-pragmatic structure can be represented informally as 

‘The one who has done us great harm (base of predication) is him (predication).’ Selective 

narrow focus of this type is exhaustive and so can be rendered by an English cleft construction: 

 
אִית     16 בול  ם אִם־ד   ורְׂ ךְ גְׂ ה  ר  עֲל  וא ה  ש מ  ית ש   בֵּ   וֹ יַ 

ת־הָרָעָ  שָה לָ  עָ   דוֹלָ  נו א  אתה הַז   ה הַגְׂ  

And watch; if it goes up on the way to its 

own land, to Beth-shemesh, then he has 

done us this great harm/it is he who has 

done us this great harm (1 Sam. 6:9). 

 
With regard to the role of (16) on the level of discourse structure, one can identify this as having 

the function of an explanation for events in the adjacent discourse.49 

3.1.5 Fronted Item in Replacing Focus 

In (17) the speaker (the Lord) utters the constructions with fronting against the background of 

a presupposition that Samuel, the hearer, believes that the people have rejected him. The focus 

construction   ִומָאֲס   יא ת  signals that the object argument in the presupposition should be 

replaced. This is a type of corrective contrastive focus and is exhaustive, so can be rendered by 

an English cleft. The categorical bipartite structure on the semantic-pragmatic level can be 
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represented informally as ‘the one they have rejected’ (base of predication) ‘is me’ 

(predication). The construction is preceded by a negative sentence    ך   אל תְׂ סומָאָ   א   , in which the 

item in focus is negated. This is also a type of replacing focus, in that it denies that the object 

argument in the presupposition is the correct one and replaces the polarity. The scope of the 

negation includes only the item in focus.50 

 

מַע    17 ק   שְׂ כ    םהָעָ   וֹלבְׂ ר   ללְׂ ר־י אמְׂ ל    ואֲש   אל    יכִ   יךאֵּ

ך   תְׂ י־ סומָאָ   א   ל   ומָאֲס   יא תִ  כִ  ם׃ ךְמִמְׂ יה   עֲלֵּ  

Listen to the voice of the people in all that 

they say to you; for not you have they 

rejected/it is not you that they have 

rejected, but me have they rejected from 

being king over them/ it is me that they 

have rejected from being king over them 

(1 Sam. 8:7). 

 
In (18) there is narrow replacing focus on the fronted manner adverb   ָד ויַחְׂ . The presupposition 

of the hearers is that they will divide the spoil unequally only among those who go down into 

battle.51  

 
מַ   ומִי     18 חֵּ   יכִ   ההַז    רלַדָבָ   םלָכ    עיִשְׂ ק׀כְׂ  ל 

חָמָ   דהַי רֵּ   חֵּ   הבַמִלְׂ כְׂ קו  לִ   בשֵּ  הַי   ל  דָ   יםעַל־הַכֵּ  ויַחְׂ

קו ׃יַחֲל   

Who would listen to you in this matter? For 

the share of the one who goes down into the 

battle shall be the same as the share of the 

one who stays by the baggage; together 

they shall divide it/It is together that they 

shall divide it” (1 Sam. 30:24). 
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From the point of view of discourse structure, (17) functions as an explanation for the events 

in the surrounding discourse. The construction in (18) functions as a command that lays the 

ground for subsequent actions reported by the narrator.” 

3.1.6 Fronted Item in Expanding Focus 

The second sentence in (19) can be interpreted as expressing expanding focus on the fronted 

constituent. This is used against the background of the presupposition triggered by the first 

sentence. The focus construction signals that the object in the presuppostion ‘He rescued 

everything that the Amalekites had taken’ should be expanded to include ‘his two wives’. The 

verb in the focus construction is presuppositional in the common ground. In English this type 

of focus is expressed by the additive focus particle ‘also’. It is not appropriate to translate with 

an English cleft construction: 

ח  ת כָל־אֲש   ד אֵּ  ל דָוִ  וַיַצֵּ    19 ת־שְׂ  קעֲמָלֵּ  ו ר לָקְׂ א  י תֵּ  וְׂ

דיו הִצִ  נָשָ   ׃יל דָוִ   

He rescued everything that the Amalekites 

had taken. Also his two wives David 

rescued (1 Sam. 30:18). 

 
The construction in (19) has the discourse function of elaborating on the statement in the 

preceding sentence.52 

3.1.7 Fronted Item in Scalar Focus 

The fronting construction in (20) with the initial constituent ‘his daughter’ (ֹבִתו) may be a case 

of scalar focus. The speaker assumes that the first statement triggers a presupposition ‘he (the 

king) will give him x’, where x is a set of possible gifts. The focus on the fronted object 

expresses that ‘his daughter’ is an extreme case in this set, and therefore not expected. In 

English such scalar focus is normally expressed by the focus particle ‘even’: 
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ר־יַכ   הָיָה הָאִ  וְׂ      20 ר   יש אֲש  שְׂ ךְ׀ ע   נּו הַמ   נּו יַעְׂ ר ל  ש 

ת־בִתוֹ  גָד   א  ן־ל   וֹל וְׂ וֹ יִת   

  

The man who strikes him—the king will 

enrich him with great riches (Even) his 

daughter he will give him. (1 Sam. 17:25) 

 

 
The fronted quantifier in (21) can be interpreted as being in scalar focus: 

 
ל       21 דַר־לָ  וְׂ עְׂ ם מִן־הַקָט   א נ  עַד־הַגָד  ה  עַד־ן וְׂ וֹל וְׂ

עַ  ומִשָלָ   בָנוֹת  ים ובָנִ   ח  ד כָל־אֲש   ל וְׂ ם ו לָה   ר לָקְׂ

שִ  הַכ    דל הֵּ ׃יב דָוִ   

Nothing was missing, whether small or 

great, sons or daughters, spoil or anything 

that had been taken. David brought back 

(absolutely) everything. (1 Sam. 30:19)53 

 

3.2 Selecting a Topic 

In categorical sentences with a fronted constituent that fall into this category both the fronted 

constituent and the following predication contain a focus. The focused fronted entity 

establishes the topic that acts as the base of predication. The remainder of the sentence serves 

as the predication about this. As remarked in §2.10, each of these two foci have their own 

separate scope. The scope of the first focus is the initial constituent, which sets up the topic 

that acts as the base of predication, and the scope of the second focus is the remainder of the 

sentence, which expresses the predication. The nature of each of these two instances of focus 

differs across the various examples. These can, again, be classified according to the 

classification of Dik.54 Another way in which the extant examples differ is that the second 

focus, in the predication, may be narrow or broad. In the translations of the examples below 

the components in focus are marked with italics and the division between the two focus 

domains is indicated by a horizontal slash. 
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3.2.1 Predication with Broad Focus 

In examples in bold in (22)—(29) the predication has broad focus, i.e. the entire predication is 

in focus. In (22) this is most easily identified as completive focus, according to Dik’s 

classification, since it answers the broad implicit question ‘What about the topic all that is in 

my heart’?’. The presupposition involved is ‘As for the topic all that is in my heart, x’ and the 

focus supplies the value of the variable x, i.e. the entire content of the predication about the 

topic. So long as there is not a presupposed set of specific alternatives triggered by the 

preceding context the focus must be a completive non-contrastive focus. One may say that the 

focus communicates an item from an open set of unspecified alternatives. With regard to the 

topic focus on the initial constituent in (22), this can also be regarded as a type of completive 

focus, since it selects from an open set of possible candidates for the role of topic, it being a 

condition for membership of this set of possible topics that the item is in some way accessible 

(§2.10).  

ר   אָנ כִ  י הָר א   ה   22 ת־שָא  ול וַי   אמ  מואֵּ  ל א    וַיַ  עַן שְׂ

פָנַי   העֲלֵּ   ת    ההַבָמָ   לְׂ תִ   וֹםהַי   יעִמִ   םוַאֲכַלְׂ שִלַחְׂ  יךוְׂ

רבַב    כ    ק  ך   ראֲש    לוְׂ בָבְׂ לְׂ ךְ ידאַגִ   בִ  ׃לָ   

Samuel answered Saul, “I am the seer; go 

up before me to the shrine, for today you 

shall eat with me, and in the morning I will 

let you go and all that is on your heart—I 

will tell you. (1 Sam. 9:19) 

 
The fronting construction in bold in (23) can also be interpreted as a topic selecting construction 

with a predication in broad focus. The topic, again, has completive focus in that it is selected 

from an open set of unspecified items inferrable from the preceding context. The predication 

also has completive focus (for the fronting construction with the initial constituent ‘his 

daughter’ see §3.1.7). 
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ר־יַכ   הָיָה הָאִ  וְׂ      23 שְׂ יש אֲש  ךְ׀ ע   נּו הַמ   ר   נּו יַעְׂ ר ל  ש 

ת־בִתוֹ  גָד   א  ן־ל   וֹל וְׂ ת  וֹ יִת  אֵּ ה יו יַעֲש   ית אָבִ  בֵּ   וְׂ

שִ   לחָפְׂ רָאֵּ  יִשְׂ ׃י בְׂ  

  

The man who strikes him—the king will 

enrich him with great riches Even his own 

daughter he will give him and his family—

he will make free in Israel. (1 Sam. 17:25) 

 

 
In (24) the construction marks a shift in topic to a section about David. The focus on the fronted 

constituent is selective, and so contrastive, since there is a presupposed set of alternatives 

consisting of two specific candidates, viz. Saul and David.55 

 
בַקֵּ    24 הַכ  ש שָא  וַיְׂ חֲנִית  ול לְׂ דָוִ   וֹת בַ  טַר  ד ובַקִ  בְׂ  יר וַיִפְׂ

נֵּ   ַֽי שָא  מִפְׂ ת־הַחֲנִ  ול וַיַ  דָוִ  יר ית בַקִ  ךְ א    סד נָ  וְׂ

ואט בַלַ  וַיִמָלֵּ   לָה ה  יְׂ  

Saul sought to pin David to the wall with 

the spear; but he eluded Saul, so that he 

struck the spear into the wall. David—fled 

and escaped that night. (1 Sam. 19:10)56 

 
In (25) the focus on the predication is broad. Unlike in the aforementioned examples, however, 

the sentence in the preceding context in this example could be interpreted as triggering a 

presupposed set of alternatives for the predication that is not entirely unspecified. The 

statement that David went away could be interpreted as triggering a presupposed set of possible 

movement activities that would be expected to be predicated of Jonathan, including the same 

movement activity that has been predicated of David. The members of the set would, therefore, 

be specified with regard to this property, but not fully specified denotations. The focus can be 

identified as non-exhaustive completive, according to Dik’s terminology, but with a low level 

of contrastiveness due to the partial specification of the presupposed set of alternative actions 

(see the remarks on partial specification in §3.1.1.). The topic focus, as in (24), is selective 

contrastive, according to Dik’s terminology, since it selects one rather than another of a 
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presupposed set of specific possible candidates for the role of topic. In this case the set is binary, 

consisting of David and Jonathan. 

 
לַ   קָםוַיָ ַֽ  25 יר׃ אבָ   ןוִיהוֹנָתָ   ךְוַיֵּ הָעִ   He got up and left; but Jonathan—went 

into the city. (1 Sam. 21:1)57  

 

In (26) two topic selecting constructions with fronted objects are used to present two parallel 

events. In the first construction the focus on the topic (‘your sons’) can be interpreted as 

completive, since no specific set has been invoked in what precedes. In the second construction, 

however, the focus can be read as selective, and therefore contrastive, since the first 

construction is assumed to trigger a set of specific close family members. In both cases the 

topic is accessible. The predication in the first construction is continued over several clauses:58 

 
רוַי     26 ה   הז    אמ  י  הְׂ פַ   יִ  ךְהַמ    טמִשְׂ ל   ראֲש    ל  יכ    ךְיִמְׂ  םעֲלֵּ

יכ    נֵּ ת־בְׂ שָ   חיִקָ   םא  ת   לוֹ   םוְׂ כַבְׂ רְׂ מ  פָרָשָ   וֹבְׂ  יוובְׂ

רָצ   נֵּ   ווְׂ וֹ׃ ילִפְׂ ת  כַבְׂ רְׂ מ   

… 

יכ    נוֹתֵּ ת־בְׂ א  רַקָח   חיִקָ   םוְׂ טַבָח   וֹתלְׂ וֹת וֹתולְׂ א פ  ׃ולְׂ  

He said, “These will be the ways of the king 

who will reign over you: your sons—he 

will take and appoint them to his chariots 

and to be his horsemen, and to run before 

his chariots. (1 Sam. 8:11) …  

Your daughters—he will take to be 

perfumers and cooks and bakers. (1 Sam. 

8:13) 

 
In (27) two topic selecting constructions are juxtaposed. The two topics refer to generic classes, 

so are accessible through general knowledge of the description of the classes. The predications 

are in partially contrastive completive focus, since they come from a presupposed set of verbs 

sharing some property, in that they both express states of affairs associated with social status: 
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דַ   27 כַבְׂ י־מְׂ לוד וב זַ  י אֲכַבֵּ  כִ  ָקָ  י יֵּ  For those who honor me—I will honor, 

and those who despise me—shall be lightly 

esteemed. (1 Sam. 2:30)59  

 
In (28) there is a series of three topic selecting constructions. In each case the selected topic 

constituent is in some way accessible. In the first construction ‘these ten cheeses’ would have 

been identifiable from the speech situation. In the second construction ‘your brothers’ has been 

directly invoked in the preceding discourse. In the third construction ‘their token’ is anchored 

referentially to ‘your brothers’: 

 

ר יִשַ  וַי     28 דָוִ  אמ  נ  י לְׂ אַח   וֹ קַח־נָ  ד בְׂ יפַ   יך  א לְׂ ת אֵּ

ם הַז   ה ל   ה וַעֲשָרָ  הַז    הַקָלִיא   הָרֵּ  ח  מַ ה וְׂ ה חֲנ   ץ הַ 

יך׃ אַח    לְׂ

 

ת עֲש   וְׂ   ת חֲרִצֵּ  אֵּ חָלָב  ר  ה תָבִ  הָאֵּ   י ה   שַר־ל  יא לְׂ

ת־אַח   הָאָ   א  ף וְׂ ק    יך  ל  שָל  תִפְׂ בָתָ  ד לְׂ ת־עֲר  א  ם וֹם וְׂ

ח׃  תִקָ 

 

And Jesse said to David his son, “Take for 

your brothers an ephah of this parched 

grain, and these ten loaves, and carry them 

quickly to the camp to your brothers; 

(1 Sam. 17:17) 

and these ten cheeses—take to the 

commander of their thousand; and your 

brothers—observe how they fare; and their 

token—take.” 

(1 Sam. 17:18) 

 
Topic selection constructions with initial independent subject pronouns are found in (29): 
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עַתָה     29 ר־נָ   וְׂ מ  תָ  א בַב   הִשָ  יָשַבְׂ ר וְׂ ר בַסֵּ   ק  ת 

אתָ׃ בֵּ  נַחְׂ  וְׂ

צֵּ  וַאֲנִ    תִ   אי אֵּ עָמַדְׂ יַד־אָבִ  וְׂ ה  י לְׂ ר אֲש    י בַשָד 

ל־אָבִ   ך  ר בְׂ י אֲדַבֵּ  וַאֲנִ  ם ה שָ  אַתָ   רָאִ   יא  ה יתִי מָ  וְׂ

ַֽ הִגַ  ךְוְׂ תִי לָ  דְׂ  

 

Now take heed to yourself in the morning, 

stay in a secret place and hide yourself. (1 

Sam. 19:2) 

I—will go out and stand beside my father in 

the field where you are, and I—will speak to 

my father about you; and I will see what 

(happens) and I will tell you. (1 Sam. 19:3) 

 
The second of the constructions in (29) with a fronted 1s independent pronoun continues the 

1s topic from what precedes. The topic is, nevertheless, reindentified by a process of selective 

focus on the fronted pronoun.60 

With regard to the function of these constructions in the structuring of the discourse, it is 

clear that the fronting of the initial topic is a strategy for setting up a topic, which in turn has 

the purpose of marking a boundary of some kind in the discourse. In principle this item in 

(22)—(28) need not have been fronted or the initial independent subject pronoun need not have 

been used in (29). The fronting is not primarily conditioned by information structure of the 

common ground, but rather is the outcome of the subjective strategy of discourse structuring 

of the narrator. The narrator exploits the information structure of the context to select a 

pragmatically appropriate topic. The discourse boundary in the case of (25) breaks the 

sequentiality of events and so presents the event of Jonathan’s entering the town as parallel to 

the departure of David. In (22) the boundary packages the telling ‘all that is in your heart’ as 

an independent event in order to give it heightened salience. In (23) the boundary packages the 

‘freeing of his family’ as discreet, and therefore, prominent event. In (27) the use of two 

juxtaposed topic-selecting constructions has the function of marking each as two discreet poles 
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of a contrastive statement. In (28) the series of three fronting constructions presents the 

commands as three clearly discreet instructions, arranged in a list, thus, doubtless, facilitating 

memorization. In (26), likewise, the listing effect increases salience and clearly profiles the 

implications of what appointing a king will have for the addressees. The first sentence with the 

independent subject pronoun in (29) marks a shift in topic and presents the event as parallel to 

what precedes. The fronting of the pronoun in the second sentence does not mark a shift in 

topic, but it marks a boundary between the events, presenting ‘the going out’ and the ‘speaking 

to my father’ as two discreet and not necessarily sequential events.61 

With regard to the predication component, again this is not primarily motivated by the 

information structure of the common ground. In (25), for example, the predication about 

Jonathan is not inevitably restricted by the context to a verb of movement. The selection of the 

verb of movement is the result of the subjective discourse structuring strategy of the narrator. 

One may say that the predication of a verb of movement to Jonathan after the predication of a 

verb of movement to David imposes the presupposition of a set of verb denotations with shared 

specified properties of movement. This, in turn, results in a degree of contrast being expressed 

by the predication of the construction with what precedes, and so further serves the discourse 

strategy of presenting the two events as occurring in parallel. The information structure of the 

construction is, therefore, in this case an epiphenomenon of the subjective structuring of the 

discourse.62 

3.2.2 Predication with Narrow Focus 

In (30) below, which has been discussed already above (§2.0), the predication contains 

presuppositional material. It is expressed against the background of the presupposition ‘They 

(= the Philistines) encamped at x’, which was triggered by the preceding statement that the 

Israelites encamped at Ebenezer. The verb and its subject argument ‘they encamped’ (חָנו) is, 
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therefore, in the presupposition and there is narrow focus on the place name ‘Aphek’. This can 

be regarded as a type of completive partially contrastive focus, since it is not selected from a 

completely unspecified set. Rather the presupposed set consists of items with the property of 

being geographical locations, which has been triggered by the statement that the Israelites 

encamped at Ebenezer. The set would be further limited, moreover, to locations in the same 

geographical area. 

 
ַֽיַחֲנו    30 ןעַל־הָא    וַ  רהָעֵּ   ב  תִ   ז  לִשְׂ ק׃ וחָנ   יםופְׂ בַאֲפֵּ   They (i.e. the Israelites) encamped at 

Ebenezer, and the Philistines—encamped 

at Aphek (1 Sam. 4:1).63  

 
With regard to the discourse function of (30), similar remarks can be made as those made in 

connection with (22)—(29) in §3.2.1. The fronting of the initial component has the function of 

marking a discourse boundary with a new topic entity. This breaks the event sequence and 

presents the event as parallel to what precedes. The distribution of information structure in the 

predicate, with a verb as the same denotation as the one in the preceding clause and a set 

relationship between the locative adjuncts has the function of reinforcing the parallelism of the 

events. Again, the subjective choice regarding the structuring of the discourse in this way is 

the primary motivation for the construction and the information structure in the common 

ground with its potential for imposing presuppositions is exploited to achieve these goals. 

Another case where the predication has narrow focus is (31). This can be identified as 

expanding focus. The presuppositional background for this is triggered by the content of the 

relative phrase that is set up as the topic. The object of ‘seek’ in the presupposition is expanded 

to include ‘also your life’. Expanding focus is a type of corrective contrastive focus and 

felicitously rendered into English by the inclusive focus particle ‘also’: 
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בָ    31 בַקֵּ  א כִ  ־תִירָ  אַל ה אִתִי  שְׂ ר־יְׂ שִ  י אֲש  ת־נַפְׂ י ש א 

בַקֵּ   ש   יְׂ ת־נַפְׂ ך ש א   

Stay with me, and do not be afraid, for the 

one who seeks my life—seeks also your 

life. (1 Sam. 22:23). 

 
A particular type of narrow focus in the predication is one associated with negation. This is 

illustrated by examples (32—34). In (32) the statement that ‘Elkanah and all his household 

went up to offer to the Lord’ triggers the presupposition that ‘Hannah went up’. The verb עָלָתָה 

in the predication is, therefore, presuppositional. There is narrow focus on the negator ( אל    ), 

which changes the polarity of the predication from positive to negative. This can be classified 

as contrastive replacing focus according to Dik’s terminology, as it replaces a specific element 

in the presupposition. A similar analysis can be applied to the negated predications in (33) and 

(34), in which the negator in narrow focus replaces the positive polarity in the presupposition. 

 
קָנָ   ישהָאִ   עַלוַיַ   32 לְׂ ית   הא  כָל־בֵּ ב    וֹוְׂ יהוָ   חַ לִזְׂ ... הלַ   

 

חַנָּ    ...  תָהא עָלָ  ה ל   וְׂ

 The man Elkanah and all his household 

went up to offer to the Lord … (1 Sam. 

1:21). 

But Hannah—did not go up. (1 Sam. 

1:22). 

 

רוַי      33 ל־דוֹד   שָאול   אמ   יכִ   נולָ   הִגִיד   דהַגֵּ   וֹא 

א   צְׂ ת־דְׂ  וֹתהָאֲת נ   ונִמְׂ א  לוכָה   רבַ  וְׂ א־הִגִ   הַמְׂ  וֹל   ידל  

ל ראָמַ   ראֲש    מואֵּ  שְׂ  

Saul said to his uncle ‘He told us that the 

donkeys had been found.’ But the matter of 

the kingship—he did not tell him, of which 

Samuel had spoken. (1 Sam. 10:16) 
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ת־לִב  ד נִ  ים אֲ א יָשִ  אַל־נָ     34 ל־אִיש  י׀ א  לִיַ   וֹ א  עַל הַבְׂ

מוֹ  ל כִ  ה עַל־נָבָ  הַז    ן־ה   י כִשְׂ מ  וא נָבָ  כ  בָלָ  ל שְׂ ה וֹ ונְׂ

אֲנִי  וֹ עִמ   ך  אֲמָ   וַ  ת־נַעֲרֵּ  א רָאִ  ל    תְׂ ר י אֲש   י אֲד נִ  יתִי א 

תָ  חְׂ  ׃שָלָ 

  

My lord, do not take seriously this ill-

natured fellow, Nabal; for as his name is, so 

is he; Nabal is his name, and folly is with 

him; but I, your servant—did not see the 

young men of my lord, whom you sent (1 

Sam. 25:25).64  

 
 
The discourse function of negated constructions such as (32)—(34) is broadly analogous to 

that of other topic selecting constructions. It sets up a topic shift to mark a boundary in the 

discourse to break the sequence. This presents the sentence in parallel to what precedes, which 

reinforces the contrast of the negation. 

4. Thetic Sentences 

A large number of cases of fronting in the corpus fall into this category. The fronted item in 

the available examples is generally a subject, though a few examples have a fronted object. In 

such constructions the whole sentence is in broad focus with no presuppositional component. 

They involve only one domain of focus. They present the proposition of the clause as a unitary 

situation. The fronted item does not serve as the base of predication about which a predication 

is made. This item, nevertheless, has a particular prominence in the clause due to its initial 

position. One may say that it is the cognitive figure within a unitary situation (§2.11). For this 

reason a thetic sentence can divert attention from a topic referent in the preceding context and 

so break the sequentiality of the discourse. Unlike fronting constructions that select a topic 

(§3.2), however, thetic sentences do not shift attention to a new sentence topic about which a 

predication is made in the rest of the sentence. Rather they divert attention to a situation that 

supports the surrounding discourse by presenting circumstances, explanations or grounds for 
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the main line of the discourse. A thetic sentence may also support the following discourse, by 

presenting circumstances, grounds etc.65 In such cases, the prominent fronted item may serve 

as the topic in ensuing categorical sentences, which make predications about it, but crucially 

the thetic sentence itself is not bipartite and the fronted item is only a pivot or figure within a 

unitary situation. 

4.1 Thetic Constructions with Fronted Subjects 

4.1.1 Supporting Mainline Narrative 

In narrative, thetic sentences frequently present the circumstances in which a mainline event 

took place. This typically involves presenting the situation that resulted from an earlier event. 

In such cases a past qaṭal form verb is used with a resultative sense. Constructions of this type 

are in principle idiomatically rendered by an English perfect or pluperfect verb. The resultative 

meaning arises from the fact that the construction expresses a situation rather than directly 

asserting an event. Indeed, the characteristic resultative meaning of thetic S-qaṭal (i.e. Subject-

qaṭal) constructions can be regarded as a heuristic to distinguish them from topic selecting S-

qaṭal constructions, which express events and typically have a perfective meaning.66 

In cases where thetic S-qaṭal sentences present circumstances that set the frame for the 

following narrative, it is often appropriate to render the sentence with an English when-clause 

with a pluperfect verb, or, less idiomatically, with a perfect gerund (‘so-and-so having done 

such-and-such’), as in (35): 

תִים    35 לִשְׂ ח   ופְׂ קְׂ בִא    יםהָאֱלהִ   וֹןאֲר   תאֵּ   ולָ   הווַיְׂ

א    ןמֵּ רהָעֵּ   ב  וֹדָה׃ ז  ד  אַשְׂ  

(When) the Philistines had captured the 

ark of God/ the Philistines having 

captured the ark [thetic], they brought it 

from Ebenezer to Ashdod [categorical, 

main foreground]. (1 Sam. 5:1)67 
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In (36) an introductory situation is presented with a series of two thetic S-qaṭal sentences, 

which lay the ground for a foreground event expressed by a wayyiqṭol construction: 

 
א    אובָ   מָההֵּ     36 ץבְׂ שָא   וףצ   ר  נַעֲר   ראָמַ   ולוְׂ ר־ וֹלְׂ אֲש 

כָ   וֹעִמ   נָש   הלְׂ דַ   ובָהוְׂ חְׂ ן־י  דָ   וֹתמִן־הָאֲת נ   יאָבִ   לפ   אַגוְׂ

נו׃ רוַי     לָ  ה־נָ   וֹל   אמ    אתהַז    ירבָעִ   אִיש־אֱלהִים   אהִנֵּּ

 

(When) they had come to the land of 

Zuph [thetic] and (when) Saul had said 

to the boy who was with him [thetic], ‘Let 

us turn back, lest my father cease to care 

about the asses and become anxious about 

us.’ He said to him [categorical, main 

foreground] ‘Behold, there is a man of 

God in this city.’ (1 Sam. 9:5) 

 

In (37) a thetic S-qaṭal clause is used in parallel with a clause consisting of a subject constituent 

and participle (S-qoṭel), which has a similar thetic function. Both express situations. The S-

qoṭel clause denotes an imperfective situation, whereas the S-qaṭal clause denotes a resultative 

situation: 

 
עָר  וֹת    37 א  ו נְׂ הֵּ  מָה   מָצְׂ מַעֲלֵּ  ה הָעִ  יר וְׂ הֵּ  מָה ע לִים   בְׂ

א   א    וֹתי צְׂ ר   יִםמָ   בלִשְׂ ה׃ הבָז    שהֲיֵּ   ןלָה    ווַי אמְׂ הָר א    

 

(When) they were going up the hill to the 

town [thetic] and (when) they had met 

(they having met) some girls coming out 

to draw water [thetic], they said to them 

[categorical, foreground] ‘Is the seer 

here?’ (1 Sam. 9:11)68 
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Thetic sentences may provide the circumstances of events that have been narrated in the 

preceding discourse. In (38) a cluster of three thetic subject initial sentences express the 

background of the preceding event of Samuel meeting Saul. The resultative function of the first 

thetic sentence is reflected clearly by the anterior adverbial phrase ‘the day before Saul came’:  

 
הִנֵּּ  ה   38 ת  וֹךְ הָעִ  יר וְׂ ַֽיַעֲל  ו הָעִ  יר הֵּ  מָה בָאִים   בְׂ  וַ 

ה׃ רָאתָ  ם לַעֲל  וֹת הַבָמָ  ל   י צֵּ  א לִקְׂ מואֵּ  שְׂ

 

יהוָ    ת־א    הגָלָ   הוַ  ןא  מואֵּ   ז  חָ   וֹםי   לשְׂ נֵּ   דא  וֹא־ ילִפְׂ ב 

ר׃ ולשָא   אמ    לֵּ

  

….. 

מואֵּ    ת־שָא   הרָאָ   לושְׂ  ההִנֵּּ   הועָנָ   הוַיהוָ   ולא 

תִיאָמַ   ראֲש    הָאִיש   ל    רְׂ יךאֵּ  

  

They went up to the city. As they were 

entering the city, (they saw) Samuel coming 

out toward them on his way up to the high 

place. (1 Sam. 9:14) 

Now the Lord had revealed to Samuel the 

day before Saul came the following words: 

… (1 Sam. 9:15) 

…. 

Samuel had seen Saul and the Lord had 

told him ‘Here is the man of whom I spoke 

to you.’ (1 Sam. 9:17)69 

 
In (39) the resultative thetic sentence with a fronted independent pronoun presents the general 

biographical circumstances of the activities of Eli, whose death is narrated in the preceding 

discourse. 

 
הִ    39 כִיר  וַיְׂ הַזְׂ ת־אֲר  י כְׂ עַל־ים וַיִפ   וֹן הָאֱלהִ  וֹ׀ א  ל מֵּ 

א אֲח   הַ   עַ  רַנִּ  כִסֵּ ר עַר וַתִשָבֵּ  ד הַשַ  ד׀ יַ  ית בְׂ

As soon as he mentioned the ark of God, Eli 

fell over backward from his seat by the side 

of the gate, and his neck was broken and he 
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תוֹ   רַקְׂ י־זָָוַיָמ    מַפְׂ כָבֵּ  ן הָאִ  קֵּ  ת כִ  ד יש וְׂ  

ה׃ בָעִ  ים שָנָ  רָאֵּ  ל אַרְׂ ת־יִשְׂ ה  וא שָפַ  ט א   וְׂ

died, for the man was old and heavy. He 

had judged Israel forty years. (1 Sam. 

4:18) 

 
In (40) the resultative thetic S-qaṭal clause is preceded by the causal conjunctive particle כִי and 

presents the explanatory circumstances of the preceding events: 

 
א  ת־צַפַ  חַת הַמַ  יִם     40 ת־הַחֲנִ  ית וְׂ   וַיִקַח   דָוִ  ד א  

אֵּ  ין יוֹדֵּ  עַ  ה   וְׂ אֵּ  ין ר א  כ  ו לָה   ם וְׂ לְׂ רַאֲש תֵּ  י שָא  ול וַיֵּ מֵּ

הוָ  ה  מַ  ת יְׂ דֵּ נִ  ים כִ  י תַרְׂ שֵּ לָם   יְׂ קִ  יץ כִ  י כ  אֵּ  ין מֵּ וְׂ

ם׃ יה   לָ  ה עֲלֵּ  נָפְׂ

  

So David took the spear that was at 

Saul’s head and the water jar, and they 

went away. No one saw it, or knew it, 

nor did anyone awake; for they were 

all asleep, because a deep sleep from 

the Lord had fallen upon them. (1 

70)26:12Sam.  

 
A thetic S-qaṭal clause that presents the resultative situation of a prior event as the 

circumstances of the main narrative line is in some cases followed by a series of wayyiqṭol 

categorical clauses that do not continue the main narrative line but rather express actions that 

were sequential to the prior event. This is the case in (41) and (42). The thetic S-qaṭal both 

presents the circumstances of the main line narrative and also the circumstances of a section of 

background narrative. This can be regarded as arising through a process of embedding of 

background clauses dependent on the thetic clause (indicated by square brackets). 
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In (41) the embedded sequence after the thetic clause ‘Samuel had died’ is followed by 

another thetic clause, which then is followed by main line wayyiqṭol clauses: 
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מואֵּ    דו־לוֹ   תל מֵּ  ושְׂ פְׂ רָאֵּ   וַיִסְׂ ר   כָל־יִשְׂ בְׂ הו ל וַיִקְׂ

עִיר  בָרָמָ   שָא  וֹ ה ובְׂ סִ  וְׂ ת־יר הָא ב  ול הֵּ א  וֹת וְׂ

ע  ץנִ  הַיִדְׂ ר  הָאָ  ׃ים מֵּ  

 

צ    תִ  וַיִקָבְׂ לִשְׂ שונֵּ  או וַיַחֲנ  ים וַיָב   ו פְׂ םו בְׂ  

 

Samuel had died. [All Israel mourned for 

him and buried him in Ramah, his own 

city.] Saul had expelled the mediums and 

the wizards from the land.  

(1 Sam. 28:3) 

The Philistines assembled, and came and 

encamped at Shunem.  

(1 Sam. 28: 4) 

 
In (42) the thetic S-qaṭal construction that presents a setting is combined with a prepositional 

phrase with an infinitive. The situation resulting from the raid of the Amelekites is perceived 

by David and his men, although there is no explicit verb of perception. The following sentences 

with wayyiqṭol forms are an embedded background sequence dependent on the thetic clause. 

This embedded background sequence extends from 1 Sam. 30:1 through 1 Sam. 30:2. It is only 

in 1 Sam. 30:3 that the main line narrative is resumed: 

הִ     42 ב   וַיְׂ לַ  ד וַאֲנָשָ  א דָוִ  י בְׂ קְׂ לִישִ  ג בַי  יו צִ  י וֹם הַשְׂ

ָקִ  וַעֲמָ  ט  לֵּ שְׂ ל־נ   י פָ  ב  ו א  ל־צִ   ג  א  לַ  וְׂ ת־ וַיַכו   גקְׂ א 

לַ  צִ   פ  קְׂ רְׂ ש׃ו א תָ  ג וַיִשְׂ הּ בָאֵּ   

.... 

Now when David and his men came to 

Ziklag on the third day, (they saw that) the 

Amalekites had made a raid on the Negeb 

and on Ziklag [They overcame Ziklag, and 

burned it with fire.] (1 Sam. 30:1). 

David and his men came to the city, and they 

found it burned with fire (1 Sam. 30:3) 
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אֲנָשָיו  א דָוִ  וַיָב     ל־הָעִ   ד וַ  הִנֵּּ  א  רופָ  יר וְׂ ה ה שְׂ

  שבָאֵּ  

 
In (43) the thetic resultative S-qaṭal clause with a fronted independent subject pronoun presents 

the circumstances of the events told in the previous clauses. It is followed by another fronting 

construction ‘and Ziklag we burnt down’. This appears to be embedded as a discourse 

component that is dependent on the thetic sentence, and elaborates upon it. Here the embedded 

component is best interpreted as a topic selecting construction, which presents the event as 

parallel to what precedes: 

 
רוַי     43 מִי־אַ   דָוִד   וֹל   אמ  אֵּ   תָהלְׂ   המִז    יוְׂ

רוַי    תָהאָ   רִ   עַרנַ   אמ  דע    כִיאָנ    ימִצְׂ אִ   ב  קִ   ישלְׂ לֵּ  יעֲמָ 

בֵּ   ה׃ וֹםהַי   יתִיחָלִ   יכִ   יאֲד נִ   נִיוַיַעַזְׂ לשָ  שְׂ  

 

נואֲנַ   נופָשַ   חְׂ ַֽ טְׂ בנ   תִ   ג  רֵּ עַל־אֲש    יהַכְׂ יהודָ   רוְׂ  הלִ 

עַל־נ  ַֽ בוְׂ לַ   בכָלֵּ   ג  ת־צִקְׂ א  ש׃ נופְׂ שָרַ   גוְׂ בָאֵּ   

 

Then David said to him ‘To whom do you 

belong? Where are you from?’ He said ‘I 

am a young man of Egypt, servant to an 

Amalekite. My master left me behind 

because I fell sick three days ago. (1 Sam. 

30:13) 

We had made a raid on the Negeb of the 

Cherethites and on that which belongs to 

Judah and on the Negeb of Caleb; and 

Ziklag—we burnt down.’ (1 Sam. 30:14).  

 
In (44) the S-qaṭal clause is preceded by the particle ה  and can be interpreted as thetic. The הִנֵּּ

particle draws attention to a newsworthy (and probably unexpected) situation. In conformity 

with other thetic S-qaṭal clauses discussed above, here also we can assume that it has a 
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resultative meaning, as it draws attention to a resultative situation that lays the ground for what 

follows and not to the event itself. 

 
הִ    44 כַלֹּתוֹ   יוַיְׂ הַעֲל   כְׂ   ההָע לָ   וֹתלְׂ

הִנֵּּ   מואֵּ   הוְׂ צֵּ   אבָ   לשְׂ רָאת   ולשָא   אוַיֵּ וֹ׃ וֹלִקְׂ בָרֲכ  לְׂ  

As soon as he had finished offering the 

burnt offering, behold Samuel had arrived 

and Saul went out to meet him and salute 

him (1 Sam. 13:10). 

 
In (45) a thetic subject initial construction has a yiqṭol verb, which has a habitual aspect. 

 
חָרָש     45 כ    איִמָצֵּ   אל    וְׂ ץא    לבְׂ רָאֵּ   ר  ליִשְׂ  A smith was not found throughout all the 

land of Israel. (1 Sam. 13:19)71 

 
Within our corpus there is some uncertainty concerning the interpretation of several S-qaṭal 

constructions, in that they could be read as either thetic resultatives or topic selecting 

perfectives. This applies, for example, to the two clauses with the fronting of the subject 

constituent הָאִיש ‘the man’ in passage in (46).  

 
יָמִן   רָץוַיָ ַֽ   46 הַמַ   אִיש־בִנְׂ  וֹםבַי   השִל   אוַיָב    העֲרָכָ  מֵּ

עִ   יומַדָ  ו ואהַה   ר  וֹ׃ הוַאֲדָמָ   יםקְׂ עַל־ר אש   

הִנֵּּ   וֹאוַיָב   ל־הַכִסֵּ   בי שֵּ   לִיעֵּ   הוְׂ ךְ  ד    יַךְ אעַ  צַפ    ר   המְׂ

י־הָיָ  הָאִ   יםהָאֱלהִ   וֹןאֲר   לעַ   דחָרֵּ   לִבוֹ   הכִ   אבָ   ישוְׂ

הַגִ   עַ   ירבָעִ   ידלְׂ יר׃ קוַתִזְׂ כָל־הָעִ   

 

12 A man of Benjamin ran from the battle 

line, and came to Shiloh the same day, with 

his clothes rent and with earth upon his 

head. 

13 He arrived, while Eli was sitting upon his 

seat by the road watching, for his heart was 

trembling for the ark of God. (When) the 

man had come into the city to tell the news 
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מַ   לִי   עוַיִשְׂ ת־ק   עֵּ עָקָ   וֹלא  רוַי    ההַצְׂ  וֹלק   המ    אמ 

הָמ   הָאִ   ההַז    וֹןה  י׃ דוַיַגֵּ   אוַיָב    רמִהַ   ישוְׂ לִ  עֵּ לְׂ  

 

[thetic], all the city cried out. / (As for) the 

man, he came into the city to tell the news 

[topic selecting] and the city cried out. 

14  Eli heard the sound of the outcry and 

said, “What is the sound of this uproar?” 

The man having made haste [thetic], he 

came and told Eli. / (As for) the man, he 

made haste (topic selecting) and came and 

told Eli. (1 Sam. 4:12-14) 

4.1.2 In Dialogue 

In dialogue, as in narrative, resultative S-qaṭal thetic clauses are used to present the 

circumstances of actions, e.g. (47).  

רוַי     47 מואֵּ   אמ  לָ   לשְׂ אָלֵּ   מָהוְׂ עָל    רסָ   הוַיהוָ   נִיתִשְׂ  יךמֵּ

הִ   ך׃עָ  יוַיְׂ ר    

Samuel said ‘Why then do you ask me, 

(since) the Lord has turned from you and 

become your enemy?’ (1 Sam. 28:16)72 

 
In (48) the S-qaṭal, which has an independent subject pronoun, can be read as a thetic clause 

with resultative stative meaning that supplies the grounds for the following question: 

 
אִשָ  וַת      48 ר הָ  לָ  אמ  תָ  ה יָדַ  ה אַתָ  יו הִנֵּּ  ה אֵּ ת  אֵּ  עְׂ

ר־עָשָ   רִ  אֲש    ולה שָא  אֲש  ת־הָא ב  ר הִכְׂ וֹת ית א 

ע נִ   ת־הַיִדְׂ א  לָמָ  י מִן־הָאָ  וְׂ ץ וְׂ נַקֵּ  ה אַתָ  ר  ש ה מִתְׂ

שִ   נַפְׂ נִי׃בְׂ י לַהֲמִיתֵּ   

The woman said to him ‘You have come to 

know [= you know] what Saul has done, 

that he has cut off the mediums and the 

wizards from the land. Why then are you 

laying a snare for my life to bring about my 

death?’ (1 Sam. 28:9)73 
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It is also possible to interpret the fronting construction in (48) as a clause expressing narrow 

expanding focus (§3.1.6) on the initial pronoun: ‘Also you know ..’ 

The S-qaṭal construction in (49) with an independent subject pronoun can be interpreted 

as a thetic resultative presenting an explanatory response to the preceding question, indicating 

the circumstances of the speaker’s letting David escape.  

רוַי     49 ל־מִיכַ   ולשָא   אמ   נִירִמִיתִ   כָה  כָ   מָהלָ   לא 

חִ   שַלְׂ בִ   יוַתְׂ ת־א יְׂ רוַת    טוַיִמָלֵּ   יא  ל־ מִיכַל   אמ  א 

לַ   רהוא־אָמַ   ולשָא   חִ   יאֵּ ךְ הלָמָ   נִישַלְׂ ׃אֲמִיתֵּ   

 Saul said to Michal ‘Why have you 

deceived me like this, and let my enemy go, 

so that he has escaped?’ Michal answered 

Saul ‘He had said to me “Let me go; why 

should I kill you?”’ (1 Sam. 19:17)74 

 
In (50) a thetic resultative S-qaṭal construction is used to announce at the onset of speech a 

situation that constitutes the circumstances and explanatory background of the servants’ visit. 

 
דֵּ   אווַיָב     50 ל־אֲ  דדָוִ   יעַבְׂ ַֽא  מ    יִלבִיגַ  ר   לָההַכַרְׂ דַבְׂ  ווַיְׂ

ל    אמ    יהָ  אֵּ לָחָ   דָוִד   רלֵּ לַ   נושְׂ תֵּ   יִךְאֵּ קַחְׂ  וֹל   ךְלְׂ

ה אִשָ  ׃לְׂ  

When the servants of David came to 

Abigail in Carmel, they said to her ‘David 

has sent us to you to take you to become 

his wife.’ (1 Sam. 25:40)75 

 
Performative S-qaṭal clauses can also be interpreted as thetic constructions expressing 

situations holding in speech time, as in (51), where the subject constituent is an independent 

subject pronoun:  
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ר  וַי     51 תִ  הַפְׂ  אמ  רַ   יאֲנִ   ילִשְׂ תִיחֵּ כ   פְׂ ת־מַעַרְׂ  וֹתא 

רָאֵּ   ההַז    וֹםהַי   ליִשְׂ  

And the Philistine said ‘I have hereby 

defied today the ranks of Israel.’ (1 Sam. 

17:10). 

 
The performative can be interpreted as a resultative ‘I have (by this utterance) defied’ rather 

than perfective ‘I defied’, which would not be expected in a thetic S-qaṭal construction.  

In (52) a thetic subject-initial construction has a yiqṭol verb, which has a habitual aspect. 

This prepares the ground for the wish expressed in 1 Sam. 26.24: 

 
רוַי    דָוִד   עַןוַיַ   52 ךְהַמ    יתנִ  החֲ   ההִנֵּּ   אמ  יַעֲב    ל  חָ   רוְׂ  דא 

עָרִ   הַנְּׂ הָ׃ יםמֵּ  יִקָח   וְׂ  

יהוָה   קָת   ישלָאִ   יביָשִ   וַ  ת־צִדְׂ נָת   וֹא  ת־אֱמ  א  ר   וֹוְׂ  אֲש 

ך   תָנְׂ הוָ   נְׂ יָ   הַיוֹם   ה׀יְׂ ל    דבְׂ ל   יתִיאָבִ   אוְׂ  ייָדִ   חַ לִשְׂ

ה׃ יחַ שִ  בִמְׂ  הוָ  יְׂ  

22 David replied ‘Here is the spear, O king! 

Let one of the young men come over and 

get it. (1 Sam. 26:22) 

The Lord rewards everyone for his 

righteousness and his faithfulness; for the 

Lord gave you into my hand today, but I 

would not raise my hand against the Lord’s 

anointed.’ (1 Sam. 26:23) 

 
Similarly in (53) the S-yiqṭol clause can be interpeted as a habitual thetic construction 

presenting an explanation for why Samuel has rejected the request by Saul to accompany him 

to go and worship the Lord. 

 
גַם    53 רָאֵּ   צַחנֵּ   וְׂ שַקֵּ   אל    ליִשְׂ ל    ריְׂ  אל    יכִ   םיִנָּחֵּ   אוְׂ

ם׃ ואה   םאָדָ   הִנָּחֵּ  לְׂ  

What is more, the Glory of Israel [i.e. the 

Lord] does not deal falsely and does not 

change his mind, for he is not a human 
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being who would change his mind. (1 Sam. 

15:29)76 

4.1.3 Prayers and Commands  

Prayers and commands are thetic when they express a wish for a situation and do not express 

a deontic predication about an individual. Examples of entity-central thetic prayers expressed 

by S-yiqṭol clauses are (54)—(56): 

 
רוַי    54 הוֹנָתָ   אמ  דָוִ   ןיְׂ ר   וֹםשָל  לְׂ  ךְלֵּ   דלְׂ בַ   אֲש  נונִשְׂ  עְׂ

נֵּ   נואֲנַ   ינושְׂ שֵּ   חְׂ הוָה   םבְׂ אמ    יְׂ הוָ   רלֵּ י    היְׂ הְׂ  ה׀יִ 

ינִ   ינ    יבֵּ עִ   יןובֵּ   ךובֵּ עֲך   יןובֵּ   יזַרְׂ ם זַרְׂ   ׃עַד־עוֹלָ 

Then Jonathan said to David ‘Go in peace, 

since both of us have sworn in the name of 

the Lord, saying “May the Lord be between 

me and you, and between my descendants 

and your descendants, forever.”’ (1 Sam. 

20:42) 

ר   55 הוָ   דָוִד   וַי אמ  אֲרִי   דמִיַ  נִיהִצִלַ   ראֲש    היְׂ  דמִיַ  ו הָ 

תִ   דמִיַ   נִייַצִילֵּ   ואה   בהַד    לִשְׂ רוַי    ההַז    יהַפְׂ  אמ 

ל־דָוִד   ולשָא   יהוָ   ךְלֵּ   א  י    הוַ  ךְ היִהְׂ    ׃עִמָ 

David said ‘The Lord, who saved me from 

the paw of the lion and from the paw of the 

bear, it is he that will save me from the hand 

of this Philistine.’ So Saul said to David 

‘Go, and may the Lord be with you!’ (1 

Sam. 17:37) 

צָ   56 י־יִמְׂ כִ  ת־א    אִיש   אוְׂ ב  א  ח   וֹיְׂ שִלְׂ ד    וֹוְׂ ךְבְׂ  הטוֹבָ   ר 

יהוָה   ך   וַ  מְׂ שַל   ראֲש    ההַז    וֹםהַי   חַתתַ   הטוֹבָ   יְׂ

׃ילִ   יתָהעָשִ    

For who has ever found an enemy, and sent 

the enemy safely away? So may the Lord 

reward you with good for what you have 

done to me this day. (1 Sam. 24:20)77 
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The S-yiqṭol construction in (57) is a command for a habitual situation to hold. It is not a 

predication about a razor. The initial constituent, moreover, is non-referential, which makes it 

difficult to construe it as a base of predication: 

 
תַתִ   57 יהוָה  ונְׂ מֵּ  כָ  יו לַ  ה עַל־ל א־יַעֲל    הומוֹרָ  יו י חַיָ  ל־יְׂ

ו   ׃ר אש 

And I will give him to the Lord all the days 

of his life, and a razor shall not go over his 

head. (1 Sam. 1:11) 

4.1.4 Perceived Situation 

In some cases a thetic clause expressing a situation is the complement of a verb of perception. 

In (58) this complement is introduced by כִי and in (59) by ה -In both cases the clause is a S .הִנֵּּ

qaṭal thetic resultative. In (59) the situation is elaborated by an embedded wayyiqṭol in the 

manner described above (§4.1.1). 

 
א      58 י־נָחָ   ווַתִרְׂ ךְמ    שכִ  י־עַמוֹן   ל  נֵּ  ם   אבָ   בְׂ יכ    עֲלֵּ

 

And you saw that Nahash the king of the 

Ammonites had come against you. (1 Sam. 

12:12) 

59 

 

א   שָא   הַצ פִים   ווַיִרְׂ עַ  בְׂ  וללְׂ יָמִ   תגִבְׂ   ןבִנְׂ

הִנֵּּ   הָמ   הוְׂ ךְוַיֵּ   וֹגנָמ   וֹןה  ם ל  וַהֲל   

Saul’s lookouts in Gibeah of Benjamin saw 

behold the multitude had melted away 

hither and thither! (1 Sam. 14:16)78 

4.2 Thetic Constructions with Fronted Objects 

A number of constructions with fronted direct objects in our corpus can be interpreted as thetic 

sentences. They express unitary situations in which the object referent is the pivot or figure. 

This referent typically has relevance in what follows. Their interpretation is sometimes 
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ambiguous, in that a case could be made to read some of them also as narrow focus 

constructions.  

The O-qaṭal clause in (60) expresses the resultative circumstances of the predicted event 

referred to in the preceding clause: 

 
60 

 

ד  ר עַ  וָא מַ   רְׂ תִ  תָה יֵּ לִשְׂ לַי  ו פְׂ גָ   ים אֵּ נֵּ  ל הַגִלְׂ י ופְׂ

הוָ   אַפַ   יתִיא חִלִ  ה ל   יְׂ תְׂ א  ה׃ק וָאַעֲל   וָ  ה הָע לָ   

I said ‘Now the Philistines will come down 

upon me at Gilgal, and I have not entreated 

the favour of the Lord’. So I took it upon 

myself to offer the burnt offering. (1 Sam. 

13:12) 

 
A possible case of a thetic O-yiqṭol construction is (61). It is difficult to reconstruct a clear 

presuppositional background to this that would allow reading it as having narrow focus on the 

initial constituent ‘a heifer’ ( לַ   גְׂ בָקָר   תע  ). Rather it has the function of a command that lays the 

ground for the instructions in what follows. The command itself relates to an event, but this 

establishes the background situation for what follows. It is this status on the level of discourse 

structure that is crucial. The heifer is relevant for this following discourse, and doubtless for 

this reason has been made the pivot or figure in the situation by fronting it: 

 
רוַי    61 ל   אמ  מואֵּ לֵּ   יךְאֵּ   שְׂ  ולשָא   עשָמַ  וְׂ  ךְאֵּ

רוַי    ס נִיוַהֲרָגָ   הוָ   אמ  לַ   היְׂ גְׂ  חתִקַ   בָקָר   תע 

יָד    אָ   ךבְׂ תָ  וְׂ ב    מַרְׂ יהוָ   חַ לִזְׂ אתִי׃ הלַ  בָ   

Samuel said ‘How can I go? If Saul hears of 

it, he will kill me.’ And the Lord said ‘Take 

a heifer with you, and say “I have come to 

sacrifice to the Lord.” (1 Sam. 16:2). 

And invite Jesse to the sacrifice, and I will 

show you what you shall do; and you shall 



47 

 

קָרָ     יִשַ   אתָ וְׂ נ כִ   בַחבַזָ   ילְׂ אָ  יעֲך   יוְׂ  תאֵּ   אוֹדִ 

ר־תַעֲש    תָ   האֲש   ר־א מַ   תאֵּ   ילִ   ומָשַחְׂ  ראֲש 

יך׃ ל    אֵּ

  

anoint for me him whom I name to you.’ (1 

Sam. 16:3) 

 
One could perhaps read it as having expanding narrow focus on the ‘heifer’: ‘Take also a heifer 

with your’, which would have been said based on an assumed presupposition by the hearer that 

he will take other items with him and the speaker asserts that this set should be expanded to 

include a heifer. 

Whether it is read as thetic or narrow focus, however, its function on the level of 

discourse structure is the same, i.e. it lays the ground for the instructions that follow. This 

shows the close functional relationship between thetic fronting constructions and fronting 

constructions with narrow focus on the level of discourse, although they differ on the level of 

information structure. 

Another possible thetic construction with a fronted object is the first sentence in the 

speech in (62). This could be read as a thetic sentence that presents the grounds for the 

following instructions. The 1st person pronoun is the pivot, i.e. the figure in the situation, since 

it is the agent of the following infinitive construction and also the implicit source of the speech 

of the Lord that will be uttered in what follows: 

 
רוַי     62 ל  שְׂ  אמ  ל־שָא   מואֵּ הוָה   חשָלַ   יא תִ   ולא   יְׂ

שָחֳך   מ    לִמְׂ ךְלְׂ רָאֵּ   וֹעַל־עַמ   ל  עַתָ   לעַל־יִשְׂ מַ   הוְׂ  עשְׂ

ק   רֵּ   וֹללְׂ ה ידִבְׂ הוָ  יְׂ  

Samuel said to Saul ‘The Lord has sent me 

to anoint you king over his people Israel; 

now therefore listen to the words of the 

Lord.’ (1 Sam. 15:1)  
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Alternatively it could be read as a restricting or replacing narrow focus ‘the Lord sent only 

me/me and not another’, which would be based on the assumed presupposition that the hearer 

had other candidates in mind for the role in question. Another possibility is that it is narrow 

restricting focus that confirms the shared common ground between speaker and the hearer, viz. 

‘He, i.e. Samuel, is the one (restricting focus) that the Lord sent to anoint Saul as king.’ Again, 

the construction with any of these readings has the same function of laying the grounds for 

what follows on the level discourse structure.79 

Such different readings would, doubtless, have been disambiguated by the natural 

prosody of the language, which is not accessible to us.  

 

5. Conclusions 

In this paper we have proposed a model for interpreting fronting constructions in Classical 

Biblical Hebrew that accommodates all types of fronting. We have distinguished three main 

types of fronting:  

(i) Narrow constituent focus constructions 

(ii) Selecting topic constructions 

(iii) Thetic constructions 

In previous studies of fronting, the constructions have been analysed mainly in terms of 

information structure. We attempt here to offer a more nuanced analysis by identifying 

differences in communicative perspectives, crucially between categorical and thetic sentences. 

We also attempt to identify motivations for the use of the constructions in subjective discourse 

structuring, which helps to establish interrelationships between the constructions. 

Constructions (i) and (iii) share various properties. Both involve one domain of focus. 

On the level of discourse structure, furthermore, they play similar supporting roles, such as 
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presenting the grounds, explanation, elaboration or completion of what occurs in the adjacent 

discourse. Information structure does not seem to be the primary motivation for the use of these 

constructions. Rather information structure and management of the common ground are 

exploited to achieve the subjective goals of discourse organization and interaction. This family 

resemblance between narrow focus and thetic constructions explains why in some languages, 

such as colloquial French (§2.11), cleft constructions are used for both. Thetic constructions 

can, therefore, be regarded as functional extensions of narrow focus constructions, and both 

can be represented schematically as XVx (where x represents optional items in the post-verbal 

field). 

Construction (ii) differs from (i) and (iii) in that it has two domains of focus. It also has 

a distinct function on the level of discourse structure, namely the marking of boundaries in the 

discourse and the breaking of continuity. In both these properties construction (ii) has a close 

family relationship with left dislocation constructions, which likewise have two domains of 

focus and mark discourse boundaries. Construction (ii) can be regarded as the outcome of a 

greater morphosyntactic integration of the two domains of focus than in left dislocation 

constructions. Both constructions can be represented schematically as X—Vx. 

Verb-initial sequential constructions in the main line of narrative such as clauses with 

wayyiqṭol verb forms can be represented schematically as Vx. 

X—Vx constructions can be regarded as having a family relationship with XVx—Vx 

sequences in discourse. In both of these the initial component has its own focus domain and 

has the function of supporting and delimiting the second component. 

Identifying these interrelationships between word order patterns brings us nearer to a 

comprehensive model for understanding fronting in Biblical Hebrew. 
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