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Preface 

This book has its genesis in a series of lectures that I presented at the Institut für Altes 

Testament at the University of Leipzig in 2017. The lectures did not deal with textual 

criticism and they did not cover the particular case studies discussed in the book, but 

they allowed me the opportunity to think about the images and ideas of the book of 

Lamentations as products of the poems’ ancient Near Eastern cultural and intellectual 

environment. The lectures in Leipzig were made possible through the Erasmus Plus 

exchange program, and my participation in this program was organised by Prof. Dr. 

Angelika Berlejung. I am grateful to her, not only for all her help as host during my stay 

in Leipzig, but also for her kind invitation to submit the manuscript  for publication in 

the Orientalische Religionen in der Antike series. 

The book makes a contribution to the ongoing debates over the interpretation of read-

ings in the Hebrew versions of Lamentations that modern readers find difficult or out of 

place. The target audience are text-critics and scholars who are interested in the ancient 

Near Eastern thought-world of Lamentations and other early Jewish writings. Regarding 

this thought-world, I have benefitted immensely from my many conversations with Prof. 

Dr. Izak Cornelius of Stellenbosch University. He also consistently reminds me of the 

motto of Max Freiherr von Oppenheim, “Kopf hoch! Mut hoch! und Humor hoch!”, 

which is invaluable advice, especially in the study of Lamentations. 

My wife, Manitza, has demonstrated her unfailing kindness by listening patiently to 

my ideas and interpretations, by flattering me with the fib that she finds it all very inter-

esting, and by endlessly correcting my English.  

A special word of thanks goes to Ms Hester Lombard and her staff of the Theology 

Library at North-West University. More than once, they went the extra mile to make 

otherwise unobtainable resource available to me. I greatly appreciate their friendly and 

professional assistance. 

I have learned to look at Lamentations in new ways through the work of my teacher 

and now retired colleague at Stellenbosch, Prof. Dr. Paul A. Kruger. His studies, espe-

cially on the mundus inversus topos in ancient Near Eastern literature, have made a very 

positive impact on my thinking. He has also graciously given me access to his personal 

library, which includes a number of resources that have been very helpful in my re-

search. As a small token of my respect and appreciation, I dedicate this book to Paul.  

 

Princeton, February 2020      Gideon R. Kotzé 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Anyone today who is interested in the languages, literary features, texts, or theologies 

of the five poems in the book of Lamentations faces a challenge in making sense of the 

wordings and subject matter of these ancient artefacts. The challenge is a formidable 

one. The themes and figures of speech of the poems are embedded in a cultural environ-

ment and thought-world that are not the same as our own and the wordings preserved 

by the different textual representatives rarely spell out the images and ideas that inform 

the subject matter of passages.1 Also, during the transmission history of the poems, they 

have been copied and translated multiple times in antiquity. This means that the poems 

do not have their subject matter cemented in one language or textual mould and that the 

representatives of the texts do not always present exactly the same images and ideas. In 

addition to the many variants exhibited by the available Hebrew manuscripts and ancient 

translations and their different versions of the images and ideas of the poems, the word-

ings of the textual representatives also include an abundance of readings that, at first 

glance, appear to be difficult or out of place. Indeed, the texts of Lamentations are rid -

dled with words, phrases, and sentences whose meanings are not clear to modern read-

ers, linguistic forms that seem inappropriate to them in the literary contexts, expressions 

that have them at a loss, and instances where the wordings might have been corrupted 

during the processes of transmission. These readings continue to pose a challenge to the 

efforts of modern readers to understand the images and ideas they convey. The challenge 

is exacerbated by the fact that there exists little consensus amongst specialists on how 

best to mitigate the perceived problems in the passages. Such cases where scholars con-

tinue to disagree on the interpretation of the wordings of cola in the poems can be called 

debated readings; that is, debated readings may be defined as words, phrases, or sen-

tences in the textual representatives of Lamentations whose forms or meanings modern 

readers, for various reasons, find difficult or objectionable. These words, phrases, and 

sentences have elicited different understandings, explanations, or emendations from 

scholars, and there remains disagreement over how to make sense of them. In research 

on Lamentations, scholars have, to a large extent, depended on comparative philology 

and grammatical or poetic considerations to make sense of debated readings in the 

Hebrew texts of the five poems. The ancient translations occasionally magnify rather 

than diminish the interpretative conundrum modern readers have to cope with, because 

they exhibit different understandings or are just as obscure as their Hebrew counterparts. 

Nevertheless, they do sometimes shed light on debated readings. Scholars have also 

                                                            
1 By images (more specifically, literary images), I mean the figurative use of language (including, 

but not limited to, tropes such as metaphors, similes, metonymy, and synecdoche) to paint pictures with 

words. Cf. LAWRIE, Speaking to Good Effect, pp. 72–76. 
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been fond of changing debated readings into conjectural wordings that they find more 

intelligible or acceptable. A few examples may be mentioned to illustrate the different 

ways scholars have dealt with debated readings in the Hebrew texts of Lamentations.  

1. Examples of Debated Readings in the Hebrew Versions of 

Lamentations 
1. Examples of Debated Readings 

The first example comes from Lam 3:5, 2.בנה עלי ויקף ראש ותלאה Some scholars see the 

word pair, ראש ותלאה, as difficult, because it only occurs in this passage, and “the spe-

cialized term for poisonous plant (ראש is traditionally rendered ‘gall’) is combined with 

the more general concept ‘trouble’”.3 Hillers notes that this combination of concrete and 

abstract words seems unacceptable.4 He therefore reads ׁר  אש (“poverty”) for ׁראֹש in the 

MT.5 Gordis also suggests that ׁראֹש should be understood in the sense of “poverty”,6 but 

there is no need to revocalise the MT reading, because it is a phonetic variant of ׁ7.ר  אש 

According to Bickell, ׁראֹש does not fit well in the context of the bicolon: “Die Lesart in 

M ist unerträglich, da Gift weder zu Belagerungsbauten dient, noch als Synonym von 

Mühsal stehen kann”.8 He prefers to read 9.ראשי ותלאה Praetorius is of the opinion that 

the original reading was ויקף ראשי תלאה (“und er hat mein Haupt mit Mühsal 

umkreist”).10 Dyserinck also favours the reading ראשי (“my head”), over “poison, 

bitterness, gall” in the MT, and he rearranges the words of the two cola: תלאה  יבנה על
 11.(”Hij heeft tegen mij moeite opgetast en mijn hoofd er mede omringd“) ויקף ראשי

Haller goes one step further and emends the wording of the whole colon: עלו יעל כבד 
 12 Ehrlich is.(”Schwer lastet sein Joch auf mir, mein Haupt zerschlug er“) וינקף ראשי

more cautious and proposes that one might read הענול  (“wormwood, bitterness”), instead 

of 13.ותלאה Guillaume, however, wants to avoid emendations and understands תלאה in 

the light of the Arabic word تلو (“that which is behind”).14 Accordingly, he maintains 

                                                            
2 In this study, I make use of the following editions of the Masoretic text (MT) and ancient 

translations: SCHÄFER, in SCHENKER et al. eds., Megilloth; ZIEGLER, Jeremias, Baruch, Threni, 

Epistula Jeremiae; RAHLFS and HANHART, Septuaginta; ALBREKTSON et al., Jeremiah; WEBER and 

GRYSON, Biblia sacra; LEVINE, Aramaic Version; and VAN DER HEIDE, Yemenite Tradition; 

SABATIER, Bibliorum sacrorum; FEDER, Biblia Sahidica; TATTAM, Prophetae majores; FIELD, 

Origenis Hexaplorum. Unless indicated otherwise, the translations of passages from Lamentations are 

my own. 
3 GOTTLIEB, Study, p. 39. 
4 HILLERS, Lamentations, p. 113. Cf. KOENEN, Klagelieder, pp. 189, 228. 
5 HILLERS, Lamentations, p. 113. 
6 GORDIS, Song of Songs and Lamentations, p. 176. 
7 GORDIS, Song of Songs and Lamentations, p. 176. 
8 BICKELL, WZKM 8, p. 112. 
9 BICKELL, WZKM 8, p. 112. 
10 PRAETORIUS, ZAW 15, p. 326. 
11 DYSERINCK, ThT 26, p. 371. 
12 HALLER, Megilloth, p. 102. 
13 EHRLICH, Randglossen, p. 40. Cf. the critical apparatus of BHK. 
14 GUILLAUME, Abr-Nahrain 4, p. 14. 
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that the meaning of the verse’s final colon must be “he surrounded me before and be -

hind”.15 These different treatments of the debated reading in Lam 3:5 show that “scholar-

ship has not settled the problems of the verse”.16 

Scholars have also not settled the debates surrounding the reading מה אעידך in Lam 

2:13. The renderings of the LXX (τί μαρτυρήσω σοι), Peshitta ( ܐܣܗܕܟܝ ܡܢܐ ), and two 

versions of the Targum ( אסהד בך המ  [Western version]; מא אסהיד ביך [Yemenite 

version]) indicate that scribes in antiquity took the Hebrew verbal form in their source 

texts to mean “to bear witness”. Some scholars continue to argue in favour of this inter-

pretation,17 but to others it does not seem satisfactory and they suggest different emenda-

tions of the phrase.18 Praetorius, for example, proposes that the wording of the phrase 

should be ְה עוֹד  ך  19.(”was bist du noch! [d.h. du bist so gut wie nichts mehr]“) מ 

Meinhold, however, is not convinced by this proposal and he prefers to change the 

reading into   ה אֲע ךְרוֹמ   (“was soll ich zur Vergleichung oder zum Trost dir vorlegen?” or 

simply “was soll ich dir vergleichen?”).20 According to Daiches, these emendations are 

not very helpful and they even create new difficulties.21 In his opinion, the verb עוד here 

has the same sense as it does in the Polel forms of Pss 146:9 and 147:6 (“to help up”) 

and the Hitpolel form of Ps 20:9 (“to help one another up, keep upright”).22 On this 

interpretation, the phrase in question (“how can I encourage you”) corresponds to the 

second verbal phrase in v. 13b, ואנחמך (“and [how] can I comfort you”), while the 

second verbal phrase in v. 13a, מה אדמה לך (“to what can I compare you”), corresponds 

to the first one of v. 13b, מה אשוה לך (“to what can I liken you”).23 The phrases therefore 

form a chiasm and Daiches concludes that this double parallelism supports his explana-

tion of the debated reading.24 Kraus thinks that it is possible to understand the verb עוד 
in the Hiphil stem formation in the sense “‘immer wieder Worte brauchen’ , um jmd. 

                                                            
15 GUILLAUME, Abr-Nahrain 4, p. 14. 
16 SALTERS, Lamentations, p. 198. 
17 KOENEN, Klagelieder, p. 154; DOBBS-ALLSOPP, in BATTO and ROBERTS eds., David and Zion, 

pp. 53–54 n. 99; BERGES, Klagelieder, pp. 128–129. 
18 Cf. SCHÄFER, in SCHENKER et al. eds., Megilloth, p. 122*. 
19 PRAETORIUS, ZAW 15, p. 146. Cf. also HALLER, Megilloth, p. 100. 
20 MEINHOLD, ZAW 15, p. 286. Cf. also HILLERS, Lamentations, p. 100 and the critical apparatuses 

of BHK ad BHS. 
21 DAICHES, ExpTim 28, p. 189. 
22 Hitpolel forms of עוד are also found in 1QHa XII 23, (“[And] as for me, when I hold fast to you, 

I stand strong [אתעודדה] and rise up against those who despise me”), 37, (“But when I remembered the 

strength of your hand together with your abundant compassion, I stood strong [התעודדתי] and rose up, 

and my spirit held fast to [its] station in the face of affliction”); and 4Q382 23 1, (“and I held myself 

up [?] [ואת̇ועד̇דה]”). STEGEMANN, SCHULLER and NEWSOM, 1QHodayota, pp. 158, 165–166; OLYAN, 

in ATTRIDGE et al eds., Qumran Cave 4 VIII, p. 375. A Hiphil yiqtol form appears in Sir 4:11: “Wisdom 

has taught her children and she will support [ דיתעו ] all those who comprehend her”). BEENTJES, Book 

of Ben Sira, p. 25.  
23 DAICHES, ExpTim 28, p. 189. 
24 THOMAS, Poetry, p. 150; GORDIS, Song of Songs and Lamentations, p. 164; GORDIS, JTS 34, pp. 

162–163; RUDOLPH, ZAW 56, p. 108. Cf. also GOTTLIEB, Study, p. 32.  
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zuzureden, aufzumuntern”.25 Albrektson disagrees with this interpretation.26 He follows 

the suggestion of Ehrlich that מה אעידך is synonymous with 27מה אדמה לך and argues 

that the Hiphil of עוד means “to repeat”, that is, “to produce another case of, name a 

parallel to”.28 The first three verbal phrases of the verse, מה אדמה לך ,מה אעידך, and  מה
 would then be parallel in meaning.29 All three phrases are introduced by the אשוה לך

interrogative מה, while the fourth verbal phrase, ואנחמך, is joined to the others by the 

conjunction waw. Albrektson claims that this 3+1 structure of the passage supports his 

proposed interpretation of the debated reading.30 

The second bicolon of Lam 4:9, שהם יזובו מדקרים מתנובת שדי, is another good exam-

ple of a debated reading. The syntax of this line and its relationship with the first bicolon 

of the stanza are problematic.31 Scholars have also regarded the yiqtol verb ּזוּבו  and the י 

Pual participle רִים -in the MT with suspicion. This version of the bicolon has there מְדֻק 

fore often been judged to be corrupt.32 In fact, Robinson thinks that the wording of the 

MT is corrupt beyond repair.33 Although some commentators have attempted to wrest 

some sense from the sentence, Rudolph rightly remarks that “dieser Relativsatz [bleibt] 

grammatisch und sachlich unbefriedigend”.34 He relates the line to חללי חרב in v. 9a and 

rewrites the sentence as שחב ם מתודמ במקר שהם יזו  (“weil jene, den Quell ihres Blutes 

verspritzend, eilends starben”).35 Ehrlich also interprets חללי חרב as the referent of the 

suffix of שהם, but he only emends יזובו into יזונו, a Niphal yiqtol form of זון (“feed”).36 

Accordingly, he translates the verse as follows: “Besser daran waren die vom Schwerte 

Getroffenen als die vom Hunger Gemarterten; denn jene, verwundet wie sie waren, 

konnten sich nähren von den Früchten im Felde”.37 In view of the cannibalism men-

tioned in Lam 4:10, Cohen suggests that חללי רעב in v. 9a should be understood as those 

who were slain in order to provide food. In addition, he replaces יזובו with ודיז , a Hophal 

yiqtol form of זיד (“boil up, seethe”).38 He then offers the following rendering of the 

verse: “They that be slain with the sword are better than they that be slain because of 

famine; for these are sodden, pierced through for want of the fruits of the field”. 39 For 

his translation (“Gelukkiger zijn de gevallenen door het zwaard dan de gevallenen door 

den honger; die versmachten, verschroeid als veldgewas”), Dyserinck accepts De Hoop 

                                                            
25 KRAUS, Klagelieder, p. 38. 
26 ALBREKTSON, Studies, pp. 107–108. 
27 EHRLICH, Randglossen, p. 37. Cf. SALTERS, Lamentations, pp. 152–153 and the reading cui 

conparabo te (“to what shall I compare you”) in the Vulgate. 
28 ALBREKTSON, Studies, p. 108. 
29 Cf. BARTHÉLEMY, Critique textuelle, p. 807. 
30 ALBREKTSON, Studies, p. 108. 
31 Cf. SALTERS, Lamentations, p. 306; BERGES, Klagelieder, p. 232. 
32 SCHÄFER, in SCHENKER et al. eds., Megilloth, p. 132*. 
33 ROBINSON, ZAW 51, p. 259. 
34 RUDOLPH, ZAW 56, p. 118. Cf. also KRAUS, Klagelieder, p. 72. 
35 RUDOLPH, ZAW 56, p. 118. 
36 EHRLICH, Randglossen, p. 47. 
37 EHRLICH, Randglossen, p. 48. 
38 COHEN, AJSL 27/2, p. 191. 
39 COHEN, AJSL 27/2, p. 191. 
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Scheffer’s change of רִים  40.מִתְנוּבתֹ in the place of כִ תְ נוּבוֹת and reads ,מוּק  דִ ים into מְדֻק 

Van Selms, however, reads  ֻרִיםב  מְד  instead of רִים  and translates the final part of the ,מְדֻק 

bicolon as “die uitteerden, weggedreven van de opbrengst van de akker”.41 Driver has 

difficulty making sense of the root of מדקרים and explains it with the help of the Arabic 

word دقر (“barred [a door], detained, hindered [a person]”).42 Finally, Guillaume main-

tains that זוב, which usually means “flow” or “gush”, “is hardly an appropriate word 

where a quick and comparatively merciful death is described, and doubtless it is to be 

explained from the Arab. sāba ‘went quickly’”.43 He also claims that מדקרים cannot here 

have the sense “pierced”, which it has elsewhere. “Once more Arabic comes to the res-

cue with its verb ḏaqira ‘was surfeited’”.44  

Not only Arabic, but cognates in other Semitic languages have contributed to a better 

understanding of obscure Hebrew words, or ones whose prototypical meaning appears 

to be out of place in particular passages of the poems. The wording of MT Lam 1:11c, 

 preserves an example of the former. “The etymology and ,ראה יהוה והביטה כי הייתי זוללה

precise nuance of the last word in this verse have perpetually perplexed commenta-

tors”.45 Hurowitz mentions two major interpretations of 46.זוללה Some readers relate the 

form to זולל (“glutton”). This interpretation is found in the renderings of the Western 

and Yemenite versions of the Targum of Lamentations: הויתי גרגרניתא (“I have become 

a glutton”).47 The translations of the LXX, ἐγενήθην ἠτιμωμένη (“I have become dishon-

oured”), Peshitta, ܗܘܝܬ ܙܠܝܠܬܐ (“I have become worthless”), and Vulgate, facta sum vilis 

(“I have become worthless”), reflect the second interpretation whereby זוללה is derived 

from the root זלל (“to be cheap, worthless, base”). According to Hurowitz, both of these 

interpretations are problematical: “The first one requires too much imag ination, and 

reads too much into the text. The second conveys a very pale image and ignores the best 

attested biblical Hebrew meaning of the participle at hand which is ‘glutton’”.48 As an 

alternative, he suggests that זוללה should be related to the Akkadian noun zilulû (“ped-

dler, vagrant, tramp”).49 This word is used, for example, by the sufferer in the Babylo-

nian Theodicy when he speaks to his friend about the unfairness in society to describe 

                                                            
40 DYSERINCK, ThT 26, p. 377. Interestingly, Paffrath retains the debated reading רִים  ,of the MT מְדֻק 

but, in view of the wording of the Vulgate (consumpti ab sterilitate terrae), he changes מִתְנוּבֹת into 

לְאֻבוֹת  .durchbohrt von der Dürre des Feldes”. PAFFRATH, Klagelieder, p. 45“ :מִתַּ
41 VAN SELMS, Jeremia deel III en Klaagliederen, p. 141. 
42 DRIVER, in BAUMGARTNER et al. eds., Festschrift Alfred Bertholet, p. 141. 
43 GUILLAUME, ALUOS 4, p. 47. 
44 GUILLAUME, ALUOS 4, p. 47. 
45 HUROWITZ, VT 49/4, p. 542. It is noteworthy that the wording of the bicolon in 4QLam differs 

substantially from that of the MT only in the final word: ראה יהוה והביטה כיא הייתי זולל. Cf. CROSS, in 

ULRICH et al. eds., Qumran Cave 4 XI, p. 234. All that has survived of the verse in 3QLam is the tetra-

grammaton, which, in this manuscript, is written in paleo-Hebrew letters. Cf. BAILLET, in BAILLET, 

MILIK and DE VAUX eds., Les “Petites Grottes” de Qumrân, p. 95. 
46 HUROWITZ, VT 49/4, pp. 542–543. 
47 Cf. BRADY, Targum, p. 73.  
48 HUROWITZ, VT 49/4, p. 543. 
49 CAD 21, p. 118; AHw, p. 1528; BLACK, GEORGE and POSTGATE eds., Concise Dictionary, p. 447; 

OSHIMA, Babylonian Poems, p. 371. 
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an heir who is destitute, while a younger son has more than enough and can even feed 

the needy (lines 249–250):50 

 

i-na su-qí zi-lul-li[š] i-ṣa-a-a-ad ap-lum 

i-šar-ra-ak ter-den-nu a-na ka-ti-i ti-ú-ta 

(While) the (first) son stalks around the 

plaza like a vagrant, 

the second (son) will be giving food to 

the needy. 

   

Hurowitz concludes that זוללה in MT Lam 1:11c is a Hebrew form of the Akkadian 

word, and, therefore, that personified Jerusalem calls herself a beggar in this passage. 51 

Thomas, however, maintains that it is not necessary to follow this explanation of זוללה, 
because the poetics of the text points to a different interpretation possibility. 52 It is con-

spicuous, he contends, that the verbal root זלל appears in Lam 1:8b and again in 1:11c.53 

 in v. 11 is a Qal participle. The repetition זוללה in v. 8 is a Hiphil qatal form and הזילוה

of the root with a shift in stem formation can be taken as an instance of antanaclasis. 54 

This means that זלל does not express the same nuance in the two verses. Whereas the 

Hiphil indicates that Jerusalem was despised, Thomas argues that here, as in Deut 21:20 

and Prov 28:7, the Qal participle means “thoughtless”.55 Understood in this way, the city 

confesses to YHWH that she has become thoughtless or rash in MT Lam 1:11c.56  

The precise sense of hapax legomena and other rare lexemes are often difficult to 

determine with certainty. It is therefore not surprising that scholars do not agree in their 

treatment and interpretation of such words in the poems of Lamentations. הכפישני in 

Lam 3:16 is a case in point. It can be parsed as a Hiphil qatal form of a root כפש with a 

first-person singular object suffix. Peiser thinks that כפש is most probably a by-form of 

 57 In this regard, he notes that, in the Amarna letters, the verb.(”to tread down“) כבש

kabāšu (“to tread, trample”) is sometimes written as kapāšu.58 Gordis does not mention 

Peiser’s proposal, but likewise regards כפש as a phonic variant of 59.כבש Given the 

evidence in textual representatives for the interchange of the labials beth and pe on 

account of their phonological similarity,60 it is possible that the form הכפישני resulted 

                                                            
50 LAMBERT, BWL, p. 84; OSHIMA, Babylonian Poems, pp. 162, 163. 
51 HUROWITZ, VT 49/4, p. 544. 
52 THOMAS, VT 61, pp. 491–492. 
53 THOMAS, VT 61, p. 491. 
54 THOMAS, VT 61, p. 494. 
55 THOMAS, VT 61, pp. 495–496. 
56 THOMAS, VT 61, p. 497; THOMAS, Poetry, pp. 115–116. 
57 PEISER, ZAW 17, p. 351. Cf. also, e.g., KOENEN, Klagelieder, p. 191; BERGES, Klagelieder, p. 

174; MCDANIEL, Bib 49, p. 44; DAHOOD, Bib 46, p. 331. 
58 PEISER, ZAW 17, p. 351. Cf. RAINEY, Canaanite in the Amarna Tablets 1, p. 13; and BÖHL, 

Sprache der Amarnabriefe, p. 21: “Derselbe Lautwechsel zwischen dem ursprünglicheren b und dem 

sekundären (infolge partieller Assimilation an das š eintretenden) p findet sich beim selben Stamm 

auch im Hebräischen”. HAELEWYCK, Grammaire comparée, p. 72 notes that b often changes into p in 

the vicinity of š, ṣ, and n in Akkadian. 
59 GORDIS, Song of Songs and Lamentations, p. 177.  
60 TOV, Textual Criticism, p. 234; WÜRTHWEIN and FISCHER, Text, p. 173. 
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from a scribal error. Some scholars, however, prefer to emend this reading in the MT. 

Praetorius, for instance, wants to read הפלישני (“he rolled me”) in the place of 61,הכפישני 

while Haller favours a reading ניאכילה . He assumes that this verb was in the source text 

on which the rendering in the LXX, ἐψώμισέν με σποδόν (“he fed me with ashes”), was 

based. The reading in the Vulgate, cibavit me cinere (“he fed me with ashes”), agrees 

with the Greek text.62 The Peshitta, however, has a different image: ܘܦܠܢܝ ܒܩܛܡܐ (“and 

he sprinkled me with ash”). So do the Western and Yemenite versions of the Targum. 

They read כנע יתי קטמא (“he has pressed me into ashes”)63 and כנעינני באפרא (“he has 

pressed me into dust”),64 respectively. These renderings are not far removed from the 

interpretation of הכפישני by scholars who see כפש as an alternative form of שבכ . 

These handful of examples illustrate how scholars continue to disagree over the inter-

pretation of the debated readings preserved by the Hebrew textual representatives of 

Lamentations. This lack of agreement calls for fresh attempts to make sense of such 

readings. In this study, I join the ongoing discussion of the interpretation of debated 

readings in the Hebrew versions of Lamentations and aim to make a positive contribu-

tion to their explanation. To this end, I adopt a text-critical approach to the explanation 

of debated readings in Lamentations and frame the discussion of their interpretation 

around the question whether they are potentially meaningful or probably corrupt.  

2. Debated Readings and the Textual Criticism of Early Jewish Writings 
2. Debated Readings and Textual Criticism 

I understand textual criticism here as an area of research in the larger cultural study of 

early Judaism.65 It examines the available textual representatives of literary works, such 

as Lamentations,66 which existed and were transmitted in writing during the period in 

question.67 Text-critics analyse these textual representatives, focusing especially on 

                                                            
61 PRAETORIUS, ZAW 15, p. 326. 
62 On the basis of the readings in the LXX and Vulgate, as well as the meaning of an Akkadian 

cognate (kasāpu), Paffrath postulates a form  ְנִייפַּ שִׂ הִכ  (“he fed me”) to replace נִי  .in the MT הִכְפִישַּׁ

PAFFRATH, Klagelieder, p. 36.  
63 Cf. BRADY, Targum, p. 132. 
64 Cf. ALEXANDER, Targum, p. 198. 
65 Cultural study is a term for the examination of written, iconographic, and other material artefacts 

of the ancient Near East “in order to reconstruct the behavior, beliefs, culture, values, and worldview 

of the people”. WALTON, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, p. 7. In this connection, “Judaism” is “a desig-

nation for the entire phenomenon of the Jewish way of living and believing”. VANDERKAM, in COLLINS 

and HARLOW eds., Early Judaism, p. 70. Early Judaism refers to this phenomenon during the span of 

time from the late sixth century BCE to the late first century CE; in other words, it is the Judaism of 

the Second Temple period. VANDERKAM, Introduction, p. xii.  
66 The textual representatives of the poems of Lamentations include Hebrew witnesses (the Qumran 

manuscripts, medieval Masoretic manuscripts, quotations in rabbinic writings), as well as manuscripts 

of the ancient translations, primarily the Greek, Syriac, Latin, and Aramaic translations that were based 

on Hebrew source texts. (The daughter translations should, however, not be ignored.) Cf. KOTZÉ, in 

LANGE and TOV eds., THB 1C, pp. 357–359. 
67 Almost all of the extant textual representatives of Lamentations date from much later times, but I 

proceed on the assumption that they preserve the wordings and subject matter of the poems in more or 
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ancient scribal practices in copying and translating literary compositions, how the 

textual representatives embody the wordings and subject matter of the literary composi-

tions as a result of scribal transmission, and the development of the wordings and subject 

matter of the literary compositions during their histories of copying and translation. The 

analyses entail reading the textual representatives apart and together. Text-critics study 

textual representatives individually to grow familiar with each one’s wording and ex -

pression of the subject matter. They also collate and compare the textual representatives 

to identify similarities and differences between them. Features of the wordings and 

presentation of the subject matter in one or more of the textual representatives may help 

to comprehend details in others. Indeed, the main task of textual criticism is to under -

stand and explain variants and readings that seem wrong or out of place,68 that is, to 

make sense of the (similarities and differences in the) wordings of the available textual 

representatives. This means that text-critics endeavour to determine why the wordings 

of the available textual representatives look the way they do and how the similarities 

and differences in the wordings of textual representatives influence the subject matter 

of the passages in the literary compositions. In order to accomplish this task, text-critics 

draw on information about languages, literature, ancient cultures, and scribal practices. 

In cases of debated readings, where there are no substantial variants in the textual rep -

resentatives, text-critics may resolve the difficulty or questionable aspect of a passage’s 

wording by various linguistic or literary explanations: “perhaps the grammar should be 

recognized as an anomaly; perhaps we have a case of poetic licence, an unusual meaning 

for a word, an ellipse of something usually expressed explicitly, a metaphor, or an alle -

gory with a hidden meaning”.69 Alternatively, text-critics can elucidate the wording of 

a passage by applying evidence from cognate languages and the semantic development 

of words in Classical Hebrew70 to suggest a new-found meaning for a particular form in 

                                                            
less the same forms that were available in writing during the period of early Judaism. This assumption 

goes hand in hand with the presuppositions that guide my attempt in this study to explain debated 

readings in the Hebrew textual representatives of Lamentations. I mention these presuppositions below.   
68 Although much text-critical work is devoted to the understanding and explanation of variants (the 

differences in wording between the available textual representatives), the task of interpreting debated 

readings is equally important. WORTHINGTON, Principles, p. 45 notes that, in Akkadian textual criti-

cism, “[o]ne of the chief working concerns of textual critics is to identify oddities (aberrations, incon -

sistencies, discrepancies, exceptions, unidiomatic formulations, non-sequiturs, incongruities, etc.). 

Once identified, attempts can be made to account for them, and in the process they may be mined for 

information about the mechanisms of textual change … Some oddities turn out to have bona fide 

justifications, and, when properly understood, not to be as odd as they first seemed; others turn out to 

originate through errors by transmitters. Either way, they can prove very informative on many fronts. 

This is as true for Babylonian and Assyrian writings as of those in other ancient languages”. He goes 

on to identify three main types of oddities that are of interest for text-critics: oddities of grammar and/or 

orthography, oddities of style and idiom, and oddities of sense. WORTHINGTON, Principles, pp. 45–54. 
69 BARR, Comparative Philology, p. 3. 
70 I use “Classical Hebrew” here as a catch-all term for the language represented by available He-

brew inscriptions and documentary writings, the Hebrew Bible writings, the Dead Sea scrolls, and Ben 

Sira. Rezetko and Young use the phrase in a similar way to refer to the language of the premishnaic 

Hebrew texts. REZETKO and YOUNG, Historical Linguistics, p. 10. Groom includes the Mishna, that is, 

the evidence for the Hebrew language until ca. 200 CE. GROOM, Linguistic Analysis, p. 15. 
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the text that is different from the meanings that are normally ascribed to it.71 There is 

also the possibility that the passage may have been wrongly transmitted and that its 

wording in the available textual representatives is corrupt. When text-critics suspect that 

this is indeed the case, they emend the text to remove the error from it. These emenda-

tions are often conjectural with no readings in the textual representatives to support 

them. 

Even a conjectural emendation, however, will point out some kind of relation between the reading 

conjectured and the text actually found. There may be some features in common; or it will be possible 

to show how the conjectured text, once misunderstood or miswritten, could naturally have led to the 

text actually found; or some other such relation will be suggested. In other words, even conjectural 

emendations are seldom purely conjectural in nature; they normally take departure from, or have some 

logical link with, some aspect of the existing text.72 

With regard to the debated readings in the textual representatives of Lamentations, I 

suggest that text-critics should first attempt to make sense of the readings in question 

before they accept the conjectural emendations that scholars have proposed in the past 

or put forward new ones. The conclusion that the transmitted wording of a passage is 

corrupt should be a last resort after all possibilities for establishing its meaningfulness 

have been exhausted. This suggestion implies that the meaningfulness or corruption of 

debated readings is not a matter of fact, but a matter of interpretation. That is to say, as 

I see it, the outcomes of debates over the readings in the textual representatives of 

Lamentations that modern readers find difficult or out of place and the positions text-

critics take on their meaningfulness or corruption rest on interpretations of the textual 

data and, therefore, the linguistic, literary, and cultural information, as well as the argu-

ments that are employed to account for the wordings of the passages in question.    

My own efforts in this study to make sense of debated readings in the Hebrew 

versions of Lamentations and the information and arguments I adduce to explain the 

formulations of passages in the textual representatives are informed and guided by a 

number of related presuppositions. I elaborate them briefly in the following paragraphs. 

3. Guiding Presuppositions for the Explanation of Debated Readings 
3. Guiding Presuppositions 

We know precious little about the circumstances surrounding the transmission of the 

five poems in the book of Lamentations during the period of early Judaism. The evi-

dence from the Qumran manuscripts and ancient translations suggests that early Jewish 

scribes followed different approaches to the copying and translation of literary composi-

tions. Some scribes were creative in transmitting the wording and subject matter of 

writings and made small- and large-scale changes to the texts, while others were more 

conservative in this regard and endeavoured to reproduce the wordings of the writings 

                                                            
71 BARR, Comparative Philology, p. 6.  

72 BARR, Comparative Philology, pp. 3–4. 
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as closely as possible.73 Given that we do not know the identity of the scribes who trans-

mitted the poems of Lamentations, their level of training or expertise, how they con-

ducted the textual transmission (copying from a source text, through dictation, or writing 

down what was known by heart), who commissioned new copies of the texts in Hebrew 

or other languages, how many times the texts were transmitted, when the copies were 

made, and for which audiences, it is very difficult to determine precisely when a particu-

lar change to the wording was made and whether there might have been a specific reason 

for the change in wording. For the discussion of debated readings where there are no 

substantial variants in the textual representatives, it is equally important that the word-

ings of the passages in which they appear were not significantly changed when new 

copies of the poems were made. For some manuscripts, the wordings were not altered 

because their scribes followed a conservative approach to transmission. Such an ap-

proach, however, cannot explain all the unchanged wordings of passages with debated 

readings in the available textual representatives of Lamentations. We can say with confi-

dence that not all the variant readings in the available textual representatives are scr ibal 

errors; many were made by scribes who did not transmit the wordings and subject matter 

of the poems in a mechanical manner.74 Nevertheless, even creative scribes did not alter 

or revise the wording and subject matter of every passage they copied or translated. A 

number of these passages feature readings that modern readers find difficult or ques-

tionable. I therefore assume that the wordings of some debated readings were left un-

changed, because they made sense to ancient scribes and audiences at more than one 

stage during the transmission history. In other words, in cases of readings that modern 

readers find difficult or questionable, but where no substantial variants are preserved by 

the textual representatives,75 I assume that we should at least entertain the possibility 

that the readings could have been meaningful to ancient scribes and audiences and that 

the problem for interpretation lies not with the ancient readings, but with the gaps in the 

knowledge of modern readers.  

The extant textual representatives of Lamentations, notably the Qumran scrolls of 

Lamentations, the manuscripts of the MT, and the manuscripts of the LXX translation, 

indicate that more than one version of the poems coexisted at the same time during the 

period of early Judaism.76 I do not imagine that the different versions of the poems were 

                                                            
73 Cf., e.g., WHITE CRAWFORD, in DÁVID, LANGE, DE TROYER and TZOREF eds., The Hebrew Bible 

in Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls, pp. 60–69; TOV, Textual Criticism, pp. 184–186. Cf. also LANGE, in 

LANGE and TOV, THB 1A, pp. 110–111.  
74 The variant readings in the wordings of the Qumran manuscripts of Lamentations, for example, 

provide ample evidence of creative transmission. KOTZÉ, Qumran Manuscripts, passim.  
75 To be sure, when there are variants in the textual representatives, this does not necessarily mean 

that they were created because scribes found the reading difficult or questionable. This might very well 

have been the case, but there could also be other possible explanations for the textual data. Even if it is 

the best explanation, this does not imply that all ancient scribes and audiences were puzzled by the 

readings in question.  
76 Cf., e.g., LANGE, in LANGE and TOV, THB 1C, pp. 360–361; SCHÄFER, in LANGE and TOV, THB 

1C, pp. 362–367, 367–373; and KOTZÉ, Qumran Manuscripts, pp. 179–180 regarding the different 

versions represented by Qumran manuscripts and the MT. As far as the LXX is concerned, there is 

some consensus amongst scholars that this Greek translation, very generally speaking, endeavoured to 
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