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1. INTRODUCTION—RESEARCH QUESTION 

AND RESEARCH PLAN 

The present paper contributes to the holistic analysis of the lex-
ical class of interjections in Biblical Hebrew (BH). Given the 
scarcity of studies dedicated to the form of BH interjections, we 
will particularly be concerned with their formal aspects, whether 
phonological, morphological, or syntactic. The study will be de-
veloped within the frame of canonical typology (Corbett 2005, 
2007)—in our opinion, the most promising approach to study-
ing linguistic categories that is fully compatible with a non-essen-
tialist cognitive perspective on categorization (Janda 2015), to 
which we also adhere. Specifically, we aim to determine the ex-
tent with which the BH interjectional category conforms, in its 
entirety, to the formal profile associated with the prototype of 
an interjection in linguistic typology, and that prototype’s extra-
systematicity (Ameka 1992a, 2006; Nübling 2001, 2004; Ameka 
and Wilkins 2006; Stange and Nübling 2014; Stange 2016). In 
other words: Are BH interjections canonical representatives of 
the interjectional prototype as far as their phonology, morphol-
ogy, and syntax are concerned, being thus formally extra-system-
atic? Or are their canonicity and extra-systematicity less mani-
fest?1 

To achieve this objective, the paper will be structured in the 
following manner. In section 2, we will explain the background 
of our study: First, we will introduce the framework underlying 
our research and, next, we will familiarize the reader with previ-
ous works dedicated to the formal properties of BH interjec-
tions. In section 3, we will present empirical evidence related to 
the phonology, morphology, and syntax of BH interjections. In 

 
1 The terms ‘canonicity’ and ‘canonical’ refer to the (degree of) 

compliance with a prototype. The terms ‘extra-systematicity’ and ‘ex-
tra-systematic’ refer to (in our case, formal) irregularity, oddity, or ab-
normality in comparison to other components of the language (see sec-
tion 2.1 for a detailed discussion). 
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section 4, this evidence will be evaluated within the adopted 
framework and the results of that analysis will be positioned 
within BH scholarship and the broader theory of interjections. 
In section 5, main conclusions will be formulated. 

2. BACKGROUND 

2.1 THEORETICAL FRAME OF REFERENCE—THE 

FORMAL PROTOTYPE OF INTERJECTIONS2 

Typological research demonstrates that the lexical class of inter-
jections is heterogenous and internally complex. It comprises 
lexemes and constructions that differ considerably from a prag-
matic, semantic, and structural perspective (Ameka 1992, 2006; 
Nübling 2004; Stange and Nübling 2014; Stange 2016). Given 
these differences, not all types of interjections entertain an equal 
status in the category. Some are central, while others are periph-
eral (Nübling 2004; Ameka 2006, 743; Stange and Nübling 2014, 
1983; Stange 2016, 10, 13, 17–19). 

Generally speaking, interjections are “conventionalised vo-
cal gestures” (Ameka 1992, 106) that encode emotional states, 
mental attitudes and, in some models, communicative intentions 
(Wierzbicka 1991[2003], 290–91; 1992, 164; Ameka 1992a, 106–
7, 110–13; 2006, 743–44; Stange and Nübling 2014, 1982; see 
also Nübling 2004, 17–18; Stange 2016, 20). Interjections ex-
pressing feelings and sensations experienced by a speaker, the 
so-called emotive interjections (Wierzbicka 1991, 302–25; 1992, 
165–66; Ameka 1992a, 113; 2006, 744) are regarded as core or 
proper from a pragmatic-semantic perspective—they entertain 
the highest degree of interjectionality (Nübling 2004, 17; Ameka 
2006, 743; Stange and Nübling 2014, 1983; Stange 2016, 13, 18–
19). The interjectionality of the other types—cognitive, conative, 
and phatic—is lower (Nübling 2004, 17–19, 34–35; Stange and 
Nübling 2014, 1982–83; Stange 2016, 17–18). As a result, those 
three types are only viewed as “interjections formally speaking” 
(Stange 2016, 18–19), the latter two being occasionally denied 
membership in the interjectional category entirely. In case of 
cognitive interjections, which provide insights into the speaker’s 
mental processes (Wierzbicka 1991, 326–36; Ameka 1992a, 113; 
Stange and Nübling 2014, 1983; Stange 2016, 13), interjectional-
ity decreases only minimally (Stange and Nübling 2014, 1982–
83; Stange 2016, 18). Therefore, they are usually treated jointly 
with emotive interjections, both being referred to as expressive 

 
2 The present article has been developed within a wider research 

project dedicated to interjections in ancient North-West Semitic lan-
guages (see Acknowledgements). All papers written within that pro-
ject—i.e. the current study devoted to Biblical Hebrew, as well as the 
studies devoted to Ugaritic (Andrason forthcoming), Canaano-Akka-
dian (Andrason and Vita forthcoming), and Aramaic (Andrason and 
Hutchison forthcoming)—share their theoretical foundations. There-
fore, without being reproduced verbatim, the theoretical section of the 
present article (i.e. section 2.1) and the theoretical sections of the other 
articles are inevitably similar. 
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(Ameka 1992, 113; 2006, 744). In contrast, conative interjec-
tions, which convey wishes and commands, being uttered “to 
provoke a reaction on the part of the listener” (Wierzbicka 1992, 
291–301; Ameka 1992a, 113; see also Ameka 2006, 744; 
Wierzbicka 1991; Stange and Nübling 2014, 1983; Stange 2016, 
13) exhibit much lower degree of interjectionality. Consequently, 
they tend to be excluded from the lexical class of interjections 
and classified as attention getters, response elicitators (Kal-
tenböck, Keizer and Lohmann 2016, 1), or (parts of) vocatives 
(Meinard 2015, 153)—substantially different taxa of “parallel 
markers” (Fraser 1996, 176, 185). For phatic interjections, which 
are used to initiate, disrupt, or sustain contact through backchan-
neling (Ameka 1992a, 114; 2006, 744; Norrick 2009, 876; Stange 
and Nübling 2014, 1983), being also employed as means of apol-
ogizing, thanking, welcoming, and leave-taking (Velupillai 2012, 
150), this exclusion is even more pervasive (see Wierzbicka 1991, 
1992, who does not consider phatic interjections as members of 
the category at all) due to the minimal degree of their interjec-
tionality (cf. Stange and Nübling 2014, 1983; Stange 2016, 18–
19). Indeed, response words (yes/no), expressions of welcom-
ing, leave-taking, apologizing, and thanking are commonly clas-
sified as routines or formulae (Ameka 1992b, 153; Kaltenböck, 
Keizer and Lohmann 2016, 1), while backchanneling devices are 
frequently included into the category of fillers (O’Connell, 
Kowal and Ageneau 2005). 

Interjections also differ with regard to their grammaticali-
zation status. This difference is reflected in a distinction com-
monly made in scholarship between primary and secondary in-
terjections (Ameka 1992, 111; 2006, 744; Stange and Nübling 
2014, 1982–83; Stange 2016, 9, 19). Primary interjections are el-
ements that are exclusively employed as interjections. Some pri-
mary interjections have been used as such from the beginning of 
their grammatical life, having emerged as semi-automatic—
sometimes onomatopoeic—reflexes (Nübling 2001; Stange and 
Nübling 2014, 1982, 1986–88; Stange 2016, 48–49). Other pri-
mary interjections derive from non-interjectional lexical classes 
and constructions. However, due to the entrenchment of their 
interjectional use(s), such input structures have been grammati-
calized into interjections—or interjectionalized. At a final stage 
of interjectionalization, any relationship with the original non-
interjectional lexical classes and non-interjectional uses is no 
longer recoverable. In contrast, for secondary interjections, the 
relationship with the non-interjectional input expressions re-
mains largely transparent. Some of secondary interjections coin-
cide formally with lexemes that belong to other lexical classes, 
and thus attest to a range of non-interjectional meanings and 
uses. Others may even exhibit phrasal or clausal structures. They 
are composed of several lexemes and/or morphemes and allow 
for compositional readings apart from the constructional one, 
typical of their interjectional usage (Nübling 2001; Ameka and 
Wilkins 2006, 3–4; Meinard 2015, 154; Norrick 2009, 867–69; 
Stange 2016, 18–19). Accordingly, the inclusion of secondary in-
terjections in the interjectional class is problematic (Meinard 
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2015, 154). Instead of being included in the lexical category of 
interjections, at least some secondary interjections (especially 
those characterized by a lower interjectionalization degree) are 
viewed as instantiating a functional category of exclamations—a 
category that contains any lexical class or their combination into 
constructions when they are employed in an exclamatory manner 
(Ameka 1992).3 

As a result of the above characterizations which typify con-
temporary scholarship, emotive (or sometimes, expressive) pri-
mary interjections are regarded as the most uncontroversial 
members of the interjectional lexical class (Nübling 2004, 17; 
Ameka 2006, 743; Stange and Nübling 2014, 1983; Stange 2016, 
10, 19). They are the most common representatives of the inter-
jectional category, being also the most salient among all interjec-
tional lexemes. In contrast, the position of the other types of 
interjections is categorially unstable and largely depends on the 
model used. Therefore, in the remaining parts of this paper—
whether describing the formal behavior of interjections across 
languages or studying them in Biblical Hebrew—interjections 
will be understood in this narrower sense, i.e. as emotive and 
primary. 

Apart from being defined in semantic and pragmatic terms, 
interjections exhibit a number of formal properties pervasive 
across languages. By applying the principles of canonical typol-
ogy (Corbett 2005, 2007), these properties are currently viewed 
as cumulatively depicting the formal prototype of an interjection. 
Drawing on Ameka (1992a, 2006), Nübling (2001, 2004), Ameka 
and Wilkins (2006), Stange and Nübling (2014) and Stange 
(2016), fifteen prototypical features relating to phonology (P), 
morphology (M), and syntax (S) can be posited. 

PHONOLOGY: 

P-1 Interjections contain sounds that are aberrant, odd, or 
anomalous from the perspective of the language in 
which they (i.e. those interjections) occur (Ameka 
1992a, 112; 2006, 745; Nübling 2004, 25; Stange 2016, 
34-35). Such sounds are either absent or rare outside 
the interjectional category itself. Some of them may be 
“non-speech” sounds, e.g. humming or whistling 
(Stange and Nübling 2014, 1985). 

P-2 Interjections contain sound combinations that are ab-
errant, odd, or anomalous (Nübling 2001, 23–24; 2004, 
25; Ameka 2006, 745; Velupillai 2012, 149), thus trans-
gressing the phonotactic rules and/or constraints of 

 
3 As is typical of grammaticalization in general (Hopper and 

Traugott 2003), the process of interjectionalization is gradual and the 
line separating secondary interjections from primary interjections is 
fuzzy (for details, consult Nübling 2001 and Stange and Nübling 2014). 
Furthermore, interjections—whether primary or secondary—may be 
borrowed (Stange and Nübling 2014, 1987; Stange 2016, 49; Ameka 
and Wilkins 2006, 15). Overall, interjections constitute a renewable and 
“open-ended” class (Norrick 2009, 889). 
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the language in which they appear (Stange and Nübling 
2014, 1982, 1985). 

P-3 Interjections are vocalic in nature (Nübling 2001, 24; 
2004, 26; Andrason and Dlali forthcoming).4 

P-4 Interjections bear a full accent due to their exclamatory 
pronunciation characterized by increased energy, 
louder volume, or greater intensity (Nübling 2004, 22; 
Stange 2016, 20). 

P-5 Interjections exhibit a simple phonetic structure. They 
are mostly mono-syllabic (Nübling 2001, 23; 2004, 24), 
either V or CV (Nübling 2004, 25). 

P-6 Interjections that are not mono-syllabic exhibit harmo-
nious patterns: reduplication and vocal harmo-
ny/consonantal (Nübling 2004, 26–27).5 

P-7 Interjections are phonologically—and thus graph-
ically—unstable. They exhibit a number of variants 
(Nübling 2004, 26; 2001, 24), being for instance length-
ened or shortened (Nübling 2001, 23; 2004, 24).6 

MORPHOLOGY: 

M-1 Interjections exhibit a simple morphological structure 
(Ameka 1992a, 111; 2006, 744). They are mono-mor-
phemic (Ameka 1992a, 111; 2006, 743–44; Nübling 
2001, 24; 2004, 29; Velupillai 2012, 149; Stange and 
Nübling 2014, 1985), and thus indivisible into more 
fragmentary meaningful components (Stange and 
Nübling 2014, 1985). They “resist […] all morphologi-
cal processes” (Stange 2016, 36) which may otherwise 
be available in the language, whether  

M-1(a) inflection  

M-1(b) derivation  

M-1(c) or compounding (Nübling 2001, 24; 2004, 29; 
Ameka 2006, 743–44; Stange and Nübling 2014, 1985; 
Stange 2016, 36). 

M-2 Interjections are morphologically anomalous (Ameka 
2006, 744). They have no lexical structure—they are 
lexically opaque (Nübling 2001, 24–25; 2004, 29; cf. 
Stange 2016, 50; Swearingen 2017, 302).  

 
4 However, non-vocalic interjections are also common across lan-

guages.  
5 The role of reduplication is not morphological but phonological 

(Nübling 2004, 26-27). 
6 Additionally, interjections may exhibit “a fair amount of sound 

symbolism,” some being onomatopoeic (Ameka 1992, 112; see also 
Nübling 2001; 2004). They may also be marked for tones (Nübling 
2001, 22; 2004, 22-23). In some interjections, tones may have a func-
tional/phonemic role (Nübling 2001, 22-23). 
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SYNTAX: 

S-1 Interjections are holophrastic—they are non-elliptical 
(not shortened), complete (self-contained), and auton-
omous (independent) utterances fully equivalent to 
genuine sentences (Ameka 1992a, 107–8; 2006, 743–
44; Nübling 2001, 25; 2004, 20, 30; Velupillai 2012, 150; 
Stange and Nübling 2014, 1982–83; Stage 2016, 20, 48). 

S-2 Interjections may be used as words, appearing in a sen-
tence (Ameka 2006, 745). In such cases, however, they 
fail to be integrated syntactically in that sen-
tence/clause’s grammar—or their integration is 
“loose” (Ameka 1992a, 108, 112; 2006, 745; Nübling 
2001, 25; 2004, 31; Stange 2016, 48). That is, they “do 
not form an integral part of sentences or clauses” 
(Stange and Nübling 2014, 1985), nor are they assigned 
a specific syntactic function (Stange 2016, 20).7 

S-3 Interjections do not participate in syntactic operations 
such as negation or interrogation (Nübling 2001, 25; 
2004, 30). 

S-4 Interjections do not form constructions with other el-
ements (Ameka 1992a, 112; 2006, 743–44), the sole ex-
ception being other interjections themselves (Nübling 
2001, 25; 2004, 31; see also Norrick 2009). 

S-5 Interjections that are associated with a sentence or 
clause, are found in left or—albeit less commonly—
right periphery, thus occupying an initial or a final po-
sition (Nübling 2001, 25; 2004, 31; Nordgren 2015, 44). 

S-6 Interjections are separated from the remaining parts of 
the sentence by “extrametrum”: pause, intonation, or 
contouring (Nübling 2001, 25; 2004, 30; Nordgren 
2015, 45). They constitute, therefore, a separate pro-
sodic or intonational entity (Ameka 1992a, 108; 2006, 
745; Nübling 2004, 30). 

Overall, in light of the features listed above, the prototype of 
interjection is viewed as linguistically extra-systematic (or, even, 
para-linguistic) (Ameka 2006, 745; see also Nübling 2004; Stange 
and Nübling 2004, 1986), i.e. “peripheral to language as a whole” 
(Ameka 1992, 112; Stange 2016, 6).8 

Canonical typology allows one to test systematically lan-
guage-specific interjections, as well as the entire interjectional 
category, for their—in this case, formal—interjectionality, and 
to ultimately position them in the possible interjectional catego-
rial space. That is, depending on a greater or lesser compliance 

 
7 They are however fully integrated in discourse (Norrick 2009, 888-

89). 
8 Compare with Norrick (2009, 888) who argues that interjections 

“are not […] loosely integrated into the linguistic system.” On the con-
trary, according to Norrick, interjections “are fully integrated into the 
system of everyday spoken language” due to their profound lexicaliza-
tion and the ability to structure information in discourse (ibid.). 
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with the formal prototype, language-specific instantiations of in-
terjections may be more canonical or less canonical as far as their 
form is concerned. The more features listed above are fulfilled, 
the more canonical an interjectional token—or its particular 
use—is. Inversely, the fewer features are met, the less canonical 
a given interjection is. Overall, canonical interjections are extra-
systematic, while the extra-systematicity of non-canonical inter-
jections may be minimal. The summation of such individual can-
onicity and extra-systematicity ranges makes it, in turn, possible 
to assess the canonicity and extra-systematicity of the entire in-
terjectional lexical class, first locally (in phonology, morphology, 
and syntax separately) and next globally (in the three modules 
jointly). 

2.2 THE FORMAL PROFILE OF INTERJECTIONS IN 

BIBLICAL HEBREW SCHOLARSHIP 

Interjections are probably the least researched lexical class in 
Biblical Hebrew. Sections dedicated to interjections in BH gram-
mars, as well as encyclopedias and learning manuals, usually do 
not exceed one or two pages.9 More importantly, they neither 
provide a holistic view of the category nor do they offer an ex-
planatory analysis of the data attested. That is, the interjectional 
category is not approached in its integrity—it is not regarded as 
an internally coherent, albeit certainly diverse, phenomenon. 
This lack of coherence concerns the meaning of interjections 
(and thus their pragmatics and semantics) as well as their formal 
aspects (whether phonology, morphology, or syntax). Instead, 
scholars tend to adopt a taxonomical perspective, confining the 
analysis to a mere list of interjectional lexemes and their respec-
tive meanings and uses (Davidson 1901[1976], 162–63; Gesenius 
1910, 307–8; Joüon 1947, 105–6; Bauer and Leander 1922[1962], 
652–54; Davidson and Mauchline 1966, 212; Joüon-Muraoka 
2006, 321–22; Di Giulio 2013, 875; van der Merwe and Naudé 
2017, 483–845). The systemic marginalization of interjections is 
evident in the denial of their categorial individuality. In BH 
grammars, primary emotive interjections are not only treated in-
discriminately with secondary interjections10 and interjections 
only formally (cf. Stange 2016, 19) but are also regularly grouped 
with exclamations and/or vocatives (Richter 1980, 158), being 
sometimes considered their sub-class (Waltke and O’Connor 
1990, 681–83). Even more questionably, the category of inter-
jections includes—or is considered jointly with—routines, parti-
cles, and/or discourse markers (Bauer and Leander 1922[1962], 
652–54; Gesenius 1910, 307–8; Brockelmann 1956, 6, 8, 28, 54, 

 
9 A symptomatic case is the chapter dedicated to Biblical Hebrew 

in the volume on Semitic languages edited by Weninger (2011). In that 
chapter, the mention to interjections is limited to one sentence enu-
merating two interjections (Edzard 2011, 502). 

10 The only potential mention to primary interjections is made by 
Murtonen (1990) and Jenni (1997, 483), who distinguish “pure inter-
jections” (Murtonen 1990, 32) or “pure exclamations” (Jenni 1997a, 
483; 1997b, 117) from those that are derived from other lexical classes. 
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55, 95, 151; Richter 1980, 158; Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 683; 
Joüon-Muraoka 2006; van der Merwe and Naudé 2017).11 

When describing the lexical class of interjections, the se-
mantic and pragmatic properties are generally given prominence, 
while those relating to phonology, morphology, and syntax are 
either ignored (Bauer and Leander 1922[1962], 652–54; Da-
vidson and Mauchline 1966, 212; Di Giulio 2013, 875; Joüon-
Muraoka 2006, 321–22) or treated marginally (Davidson 
1901[1976], 162–63; Gesenius 1910, 470; Brockelmann 1956, 8; 
van der Merwe and Naudé 2017, 483). Indeed, the analysis of 
formal aspects typifying the interjectional category in its entirety 
can be confined to a few phonological and syntactic observa-
tions. With regard to phonetics, interjections are viewed as “vo-
cal gestures” (Gesenius 1910, 307). They allegedly contain “nat-
ural” (ibid.) or “odd sounds” (Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 683), 
which leads to their phonological extra-systematicity (ibid.). An 
equivalent extra-systematic behavior apparently characterizes the 
syntax of interjections (ibid.). That is, interjections are loosely 
bound (Richter 1980, 158). On the one hand, they “do not form 
part of […] a clause” (van der Merwe and Naudé 2017, 483) nor 
do they entertain a syntagmatic role in a sentence (Richter 1980, 
158). On the other hand, they do not modify and complement 
constituents (van der Merwe and Naudé 2017, 483), being over-
all unable to enter into constructions with other grammatical el-
ements (Richter 1980, 158). The syntactic extra-systematicity of 
interjections is related to their ability to appear isolated, i.e. with-
out a complementing sentence or a sentence-substitute (Richter 
1980, 158) or to form their own—in such a case, “incomplete” 
(Gesenius 1910, 470–71)—sentences. The only morphological 
generalizations pertinent to primary interjections are the lack of 
morphological derivability and unstable orthography (Jenni 
1997b, 117). 

Despite featuring in highly influential works on the BH lan-
guage (Gesenius 1910; Richter 1980; Waltke and O’Connor 
1990; van der Merwe and Naudé 2017), the phonological, mor-
phological, and syntactic generalizations presented above cannot 
be viewed as reliable. On the contrary, their validity may seri-
ously be questioned. First, each of those generalizations is lim-
ited to one or two enigmatic sentences (e.g. van der Merwe and 

 
11 For instance, all lexemes referred to by Brockelmann (1956) as 

interjections are in reality particles, discourse markers, or routines. In-
versely, no example involves an emotive primary interjection. The 
treatment dedicated to interjections in the most comprehensive com-
parative grammar of the Semitic language family authored by Kienast 
(2001) is analogous. Kienast (ibid. 401) dedicates to interjections less 
than half a page, limiting the discussion to a list of a few interjectional 
lexemes found in Akkadian, Biblical Hebrew, and Arabic—several of 
them being particles and discourse markers rather than genuine inter-
jections. It should be noted that in modern linguistics (Ameka 1992), 
interjections are treated as a category that is distinct from particles, both 
modal particles and pragmatic particles (discourse markers) (for a dis-
cussion related to Semitic languages, consult Andrason (forthcoming) 
and Andrason and Vita (forthcoming)). 
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Naudé 2017, 483; Jenni 1997b, 117) often relegated to supple-
mentary remarks (Gesenius 1910, 470) or footnotes (Waltke and 
O’Connor 1990, 683). Second, none of the above-mentioned 
generalizations is supported by original empirical data. Third, 
most of them lack even references to previous studies that would 
substantiate the respective claims (Gesenius 1910, 470; van der 
Merwe and Naudé 2017, 483; and Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 
683 as far as phonological statements are concerned). Fourth, in 
cases where such references are provided (Richter 1980), these 
draw on dated works in which Biblical Hebrew interjections are 
dealt with minimally, and again with no further evidence sup-
porting the bold statements sufficiently. The view of interjec-
tions as syntactically extra-systematic illustrates this perfectly. 
Richer (1980), who is its author and the more fervent proponent, 
fails to offer empirical evidence, instead referring the reader to 
Lambert (1897) and Brockelmann (1913[1961], 35). However, 
those grammarians—apart from being theoretically obsolete—
either fail to provide original data related to Biblical Hebrew, or 
the evidence provided does not support what is being claimed. 
Subsequently, Richter’s views were restated without questioning 
by Waltke and O’Connor (1990) and van der Merwe and Naudé 
(2017), at the end acquiring an authoritative character.12  

The alleged extra-systematicity of BH interjections is even 
more problematic in light of the analyses dedicated to individual 
interjectional lexemes. To begin with, while holistic treatments 
of the interjectional category are scarce, individual interjectional 
lexemes—in particular הוֹי and אוֹי—have been studied relatively 
extensively. Such studies comprise entries in dictionaries (Zobel 
1978; Jenni 1997a), journal articles (Gerstenberger 1962; Janzen 
1965; Wanke 1966; Clifford 1966; Williams 1967; Krause 1973; 
Wolff 1977; Vermeylen 1978; Hillers 1983; Del Barco and Seijas 
2010; Slager and Zogbo 2014), and chapters in monographs 
(Westermann 1967; Weir 1971; Janzen 1969; 1972). As usual, the 
analysis of meaning has been in focus (e.g. Gerstenberger 1962; 
Zobel 1987; Jenni 1997a; Del Barco and Seijas 2010; Slager and 
Zogbo 2014), although determined formal aspects—related ex-
clusively to syntax—have also received certain attention (Wanke 
1966; Wolff 1977).13 Nevertheless, the syntactic properties ob-
served are generally understood in a flat linear manner, thus fail-
ing to make use of structural hierarchical representations. 

To be exact, several studies have demonstrated that הוֹי 
tends to be juxtaposed with nominals: nouns, adjectives, and es-
pecially (active) participles (Gerstenberger 1962, 251; Wanke 
1966; Wolff 1977, 242–43; Zobel 1987, 359–60; Waltke and 
O’Connor 1990, 682; Jenni 1997a, 483; Del Barco and Seijas 

 
12 This is an excellent example of academic “gossips”—not an un-

common practice among scholars—whereby a claim unsupported by 
evidence becomes a “fact” due to grammars echoing one another. 

13 Most studies (Wanke 1966; Zobel 1987; Jenni 1997a; Del Barco 
and Seijas 2010; Slager and Zogbo 2014) focus on dissimilarities be-
tween הוֹי and אוֹי and the semantic disambiguation of these two lex-
emes.  
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2010, 163, 173; Slager and Zogbo 2014, 4–5). The nominal fol-
lowing הוֹי may also be headed by a preposition, e.g. על ,אל, and 
 although this occurs only sporadically (Wanke 1966; Williams ,ל
1967; Wolff 1977, 242; Zobel 1987, 359–60; Jenni 1997a, 483; 
Del Barco and Seijas 2010, 164; Slager and Zogbo 2014, 5). With 
-appears mostly with the preposi אוֹי .the situation is inverse ,אוֹי
tion  ל preceding a nominal element, typically a pronominal suffix 
(Wanke 1966; Wolff 1977, 242; Zobel 1987, 359–60; Jenni 
1997a, 483; Del Barco and Seijas 2010, 163; Slager and Zogbo 
2014, 5). Less frequently, a noun phrase is juxtaposed to אוֹי di-
rectly (Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 682). The nominal element 
juxtaposed to הוֹי and/or אוֹי is usually analyzed as a vocative 
(Gesenius 1910, 470; Hillers 1983, 187; Waltke and O’Connor 
1990, 682) marked by the definite article (Janzen 1972, 13, 19–
23). Both the sequences composed of הוֹי and אוֹי can be ex-
panded by larger syntactic structures, in particular verbal clauses 
(Wanke 1966; Zobel 1978, 360; Del Barco and Seijas 2010, 173; 
Slager and Zogbo 2014, 5). With אוֹי, such further verbal elabo-
rations typically involve causal י  clauses (Wanke 1966; Zobel כִּ
1978, 360), also understood in terms of strong affirmation 
(Slager and Zogbo 2014, 5). Other types of constructions are in-
dependent main clauses, interrogative clauses, or infinitival con-
structions (Wanke 1966; Zobel 1978, 360). Sporadically, הוֹי is 
used independently with no words accompanying it (Wolff 1977, 
242–43), while אוֹי may, on the contrary, be combined with par-
ticles, in particular נָא (Slager and Zogbo (2014, 5). As far as its 
position is concerned, הוֹי occurs “oracle-initially” (Del Barco 
and Seijas 2010, 167, 174), typically at the beginning of a phrase, 
sentence, or “une unité littéraire” (Slager and Zogbo 2014, 4, 10–
12). Sporadically, it closes “une unité littéraire,” whether a stro-
phe or section (ibid. 12). 

The formal properties of the remaining interjections are 
barely noticed. The interjection ּאֲהָה appears in three construc-
tion types. It can be used independently; it can be juxtaposed to 
a (vocative) noun; or it can be followed by a prepositional phrase 
composed of ל and a noun (Gesenius 1910, 470; Waltke and 
O’Connor 1990, 683). The same types of constructions (inde-
pendent, vocative, and prepositional) are grammatical with  אָח 
and הֶאָח (Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 683; Jenni 1997a, 483–
84). The interjection אַלְלַי partakes in a single syntactic construc-
tion, being followed by the preposition ל and a pronominal suf-
fix (Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 683). Similarly, י  combines אִּ
with a prepositional phrase composed of ל and a suffixed pro-
nominal, being additionally followed by a vocative, itself quali-
fied by a relative clause (ibid. 682–83). Lastly, אָנָא/אָנָה exhibits 
a composite morphology (Jenni 1997b, 117). 

Given the absence of evidence that would support the 
claim of the formal extra-systematicity of the lexical class of in-
terjections in Biblical Hebrew and, on the contrary, given the 
availability of evidence suggesting that, at least, some specific in-
terjectional lexemes need not be extra-systematic, our research 
will address the following issue: How extra-systematic is the lex-
ical class of BH interjections? To respond to this question, we 
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will use the framework outlined in section 2.1, thus studying how 
canonical BH interjections are, first locally in the three language 
modules separately and next globally in all of them combined. 
By answering to the research question and in particular by ana-
lyzing the compliance of BH interjections with the typological 
prototype, we will provide a comprehensive, principled, and ho-
listic formal profile of the interjectional category in Biblical He-
brew. 

3. EVIDENCE 

For the purpose of this research we have identified twelve lex-
emes that, given their treatment in scholarly literature and de-
spite certain discrepancies with regard to their meaning, can be 
viewed as the most reliable primary emotive interjections.  

 
A. אֲבוֹי ’ǎbôy14—interjection of intimidation (Joüon-Mu-

raoka 2006, 322), pain (BDB 1906, 5), and sorrow 
(NASB). Translated as ‘ah, woe’ (Jenni 1997a, 484; 
HALOT 1994-2000; Slager and Zogbo 2014, 4), ‘alas’ 
(Clines 1993, 102), ‘oh’ (BDB 1906, 5) and ‘oy’ (Waltke 
and O’Connor 1990, 682).15 

B. אֲהָה ’ǎha ̊̄h—interjection of sorrow (Joüon-Muraoka 
2006, 321), regret (Di Giulio 2014, 875)—or both sor-
row and regret (van der Merwe and Naudé 2017, 
483)—fear (Jenni 1997b, 117; HALOT 1994-2000), 
and alarm (Murtonen 1990, 32), uttered in the context 
of lamentation and prayers (Jenni 1997b, 117). Trans-
lated as ‘alas’ (BDB 1906, 13; Clines 1993, 142), ‘oh’ 
(van der Merwe and Naudé 2017, 483), and ‘ah’ (Jenni 
1997b, 117; Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 321). 

C. אוֹי ’ôy—interjection of grief and despair (BDB 1906, 
17), anxiety (Wanke 1966; Wolff 1977, 242; HALOT 
1994-2000; del Barco and Seijas 2010, 164), complaint 
(Jenni 1997a, 484), anguish (Zobel 2014, 361), intimi-
dation (Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 322), pain (Murtonen 
1990, 32), dismay (Clines 1993, 150), and threat (Jenni 
1997a, 484; Zobel 2014, 361; HALOT 1994-2000). 
Translated as ‘woe’ (Gesenius 1910, 307; BDB 1906, 
17; Clines 1993, 150; van der Merwe and Naudé 2017, 
483), ‘alas’ (Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 682; HALOT 
1994-2000), ‘ah’ (HALOT 1994-2000) and ‘ho’ (Waltke 
and O’Connor 1990, 682). 

 
14 We will follow the transcription system used by Edzard (2011, 

482–84) with the distinction of the word-final mater lectionis, which will 
be noted with the circumflex, as is traditionally done in Hebrew studies 
(Lambdin 1971, xxv; Fox 2003, xvii; van der Merwe and Naudé 2017, 
21). The word-final א and ה  will not be noted as consonants (i.e. as ’ 
and h respectively) since they were not pronounced as such (van der 
Merwe and Naudé 2017, 17, 22–23; see also Edzard 2011, 484). 

15 Some postulate that אֲבוֹי could be a noun meaning ‘discomfort’ 
(Clines 1993, 102). 
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D. אוֹיָה ’ôyâ—a lengthened or expanded form of אוֹי ’ôy 
(Jenni 1997a, 483; see also BDB 1906, 17 and HALOT 
1994-2000) expressing lamentation and translated as 
‘woe’ (Gesenius 1910, 307; Clines 1993, 151; HALOT 
1994-2000). 

E. אָח ’a ̊̄ḥ—interjection of “joyous excitement” (Jenni 
1997a, 483) or, on the contrary, of sorrow (Joüon-Mu-
raoka 2006, 321), pain, and grief (Waltke and O’Con-
nor 1990, 683). Translated as ‘alas’ (BDB 1906, 25; 
Clines 1993, 178–79; HALOT 1994-2000) and ‘ah’ 
(Gesenius 1910, 307). 

F. י  ;î—interjection translated as ‘alas’ (BDB 1906, 33’ אִּ
Clines 1993, 204) or ‘woe’ (Gesenius 1910, 307; Klein 
1987, 20; Jenni 1997a, 483–84; HALOT 1994-2000). 

G. אַלְלַי ’aləlay—interjection of intimidation (Joüon-Mu-
raoka 2006, 322) translated as ‘woe’ (BDB 1906, 47; 
HALOT 1994-2000), ‘alas’ (BDB 1906, 47; Clines 
1993, 204). 

H. הֶאָח hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ—interjection of joy (BDB 1906, 210; 
Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 683; HALOT 1994-2000; 
Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 321; Edzard 2011, 502; Di Giu-
lio 2014, 875) and “joyous excitement” (Jenni 1997a, 
483), satisfaction (Clines 1995, 484–85), and “malicious 
delight” (Murtonen 1990, 32). Translated as ‘aha’ 
(Gesenius 1910, 307; BDB 1906, 210; Waltke and 
O’Connor 1990, 683; HALOT 1994-2000) and ‘ah’ 
(Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 321). 

I. ּהָה ha ̊̄h—interjection of sorrow (Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 
321), regret (Di Giulio 2014, 875), or woe (BDB 1906, 
214). Translated as ‘alas’ (BDB 1906, 214; Clines 1995, 
493; HALOT 1994-2000). 

J. ֹהו hô (found in the sequence ֹהוֹ־הו hô-hô)—a variant 
of הוֹי hôy (BDB 1906, 214; Slager and Zogbo 2014, 4; 
see below) expressing pain (Slager and Zogbo 2014, 3), 
used in the contexts of lamentation and mourning 
(BDB 1906, 214). Translated as ‘alas’ (Clines 1995, 493; 
HALOT 1994-2000) and ‘ah’ (BDB 1906, 214). 

K. הוֹי hôy—interjection of funerary lamentation (Janzen 
1972; Hillers 1983; Wanke 1966; Wolff 1977, 242; Jenni 
1997a, 483; del Barco and Seijas 2010, 164; Zobel 2014, 
361) expressing grief (HALOT 1994-2000), reprimand 
and criticism (Zobel 2014, 361), pain (BDB 1906, 222; 
Murtonen 1990, 32; Slager and Zogbo 2014, 3), sadness 
and compassion (ibid. 6), dissatisfaction (BDB 1906, 
222), intimidation (Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 322), as well 
as excitement and exhortation (Wolff 1977, 242; Jenni 
1997a, 484), and according to some, satisfaction (Slager 
and Zogbo 2014, 6). It is translated as ‘alas’ (BDB 1906, 
222–23; Clines 1995, 503–4; HALOT 1994-2000), ‘ah’ 
(BDB 1906, 222–23), ‘ha’ (BDB 1906, 222; Gesenius 
1910, 307), ‘ho’ (Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 682) and 
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‘woe’ (Waltke and O’Connor 1990; Joüon-Muraoka 
2006, 322; van der Merwe and Naudé 2017, 484).16 

L. Additionally, we include in our list אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ, 
commonly treated as an interjection (Gesenius 1910, 
307; Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 323; Waltke and O’Connor 
1990, 683-84; Jenni 1997b, 117) being aware of its se-
mantic and morphological peculiarity.  אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ 
is an interjection of pain and complaint (Jenni 1997b, 
117) also implying request and entreaty (BDB 1906, 58; 
Jenni 1997b, 117; Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 323). It is 
translated as ‘ah’ (Gesenius 1910, 307), ‘ah now (I/we 
pray!)’ (BDB 1906, 58; Klein 1987, 37), or ‘oh! (please!)’ 
(Clines 1993, 333).  

3.1 PHONETICS 

BH interjections do not contain sounds that would be phono-
logically or phonetically anomalous (see feature P-1). First, inter-
jections do not make use of non-speech sounds. This fact may 
however—at least, to an extent—be related to the written char-
acter of the Bible, which practically precludes the presence of 
sounds that could not be represented with the language’s stand-
ard orthography. To put it simply, sounds non-representable in 
Biblical Hebrew would either not have been represented at all or 
would have been represented with systematic sounds, being thus 
adapted to the standard phonetic inventory of the language. Sec-
ond, interjections do not host sounds that would be rare in other 
parts or modules of Biblical Hebrew, in particular in other lexical 
classes. On the contrary, all the consonants (i.e. א ’ [ʔ], ה h [h], 
 b [v]; see Khan 1997, 86–87, 99; Edzard ב ,n [n] נ ,l [l] ל ,ḥ [ħ] ח 
2011, 482), vowels (î [iː], ô [oː], â [aː], a ̊̄ [ɔː], a [a], ɛ [ɛ], ǎ [a], ə 
[ə/a]; see Khan 1997, 91, 95, 97, 100; Edzard 2011, 484), and 
vocalic glides (see y [j] in diphthongs in ôy [oːj] and ay [aj]; see 
Khan 1997, 87, 99; van der Merwe and Naudé 2017, 18–19, 24–
25) used in interjections are common features of the BH sound 
system in general, being present in all the remaining lexical clas-
ses (see Khan 1997, 86–100; Edzard 2011, 482–85; van der 
Merwe and Naudé 2017, 13–26).17 

It is not only the sounds used in interjections that are fully 
systematic, the same holds true of sound combinations. That is, 

 
16 Sometimes, an additional emotive interjection is postulated, 

namely י   ’hî (Schökel and Holm 2000, 9), which is rendered by ‘woe הִּ
in HALOT (1994-2000) and by the Greek interjection ουἀί in LXX. 
This BH hapax legomenon is most likely a noun “echoing a cry of pain” 
(Block 1997, 125) and signifying ‘lamentation’, ‘wailing’ and ‘mourning’ 
(BDB 1906, 223; Lee Petter 2009, 70). הא hê(’) could be another pri-
mary emotive interjection (see Duke 2013). However, the exact mean-
ing of this lexeme is obscure (Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 684). In fact, 
most scholars analyze it in terms of a presentative or demonstrative 
particle equivalent to ‘lo’ and ‘behold’ (BDB 1906, 210). 

17 We follow the phonetic transcriptions proposed by Khan (1997, 
86–100) and Edzard (2011, 483–85) for the Tiberian tradition of Bibli-
cal Hebrew.  
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interjections do not contain sound combinations that would 
transgress phonotactic rules and/or phonotactic constraints op-
erating in Biblical Hebrew (see feature P-2). First, the combina-
tions of consonants and vowels exhibited in interjections occur 
commonly in other parts of the BH grammar. Second, the sylla-
ble structures present in interjections are also regular, appearing 
in all the other lexical classes. To be exact, the syllables found in 
interjections exhibit mainly the structure CV. The vocalic com-
ponent may be a short vowel (e.g. the first syllables in הֶאָח hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ, 
 ,(aləlay’ אַלְלַי ǎbôy; and the second syllable in’ אֲבוֹי ,ǎha ̊̄h’ אֲהָהּ
a long vowel (e.g. י  hôy and הוֹי  .hô) or a diphthong (e.g הוֹ ,î’ אִּ
 .(ǎbôy’ אֲבוֹי aləlay and’ אַלְלַי ôy; see also the last syllable in’ אוֹי
In fewer instances, interjections exhibit the structure CVC, typi-
cally with a long vowel (e.g. ּהָה ha ̊̄h and אָח     ’a ̊̄ḥ; the first syllable 
in אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ, as well as the second syllables in הֶאָח hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ; 
-ǎha ̊̄h). Both types, i.e. CV(ː) and CV(ː)C, are fully system’ אֲהָהּ
atic in Biblical Hebrew, constituting the most common types of 
syllables in this language (Edzard 2011, 487). Even though com-
plex onsets (e.g. CCV) and complex codas (e.g. VCC) are possi-
ble in Biblical Hebrew, they are highly uncommon, the former 
type being virtually limited to a single lexeme, i.e. ם  štayim שְתַיִּ
‘two’ (ibid.). This means that the absence of complex onset or 
coda structures in interjections is not significant from the BH 
system’s perspective. 

The only significant—in our view—divergence from Bibli-
cal Hebrew, as far as sound combinations are concerned, is the 
presence of the consonant  ה h [h] in coda in a word-final posi-
tion, attested by two interjections: ּהָה ha ̊̄h and ּאֲהָה ’ǎha ̊̄h. This 
usage is exceptional in other types of lexemes. That is, with a few 
exceptions, lexemes do not usually end in ה h [h] in Biblical He-
brew.18 

Interjections in Biblical Hebrew are vocalic in nature (see 
feature P-3). The interjectional lexemes examined exhibit a rich 
variety of vowels, both as far as their quality and quantity is con-
cerned. To be exact, seven different types of vowels—long, 
short, and extra-short—are used. These are presented here in or-
der of their frequency: a ̊̄ [ɔː]—6x: הֶאָח he’a ̊̄ḥ,  ּאֲהָה ’ǎha ̊̄h,  ּהָה 
ha ̊̄h, אָח ’a ̊̄ḥ; אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ and אוֹיָה ’ôyâ; ô [oː]—5x: ֹהו hô, 

 
18 Such exceptions are the very few forms of the equally limited 

roots with the consonantal h as the third radical, e.g. ּגָבַה ‘be high’ (see 
also the derived nominal forms ּגֹּבַה and   ַגָבוֹה ‘height’), ּכָמַה ‘long for, 
fain’, ּמָהַה ‘(in hithpalpel) tarry, delay’, ּנָגַה ‘shine, be bright’ (see also 
the derived nominal form  ּנֹּגַה ‘light’), and ּתָמַה ‘be astounded’; three 
nouns  ַנֹּה ‘eminency’,  ַאֱלֹה ‘god; God’, and ּיָה ‘God’; and a few proper 
names containing the 3rd sg.fm. suffix or the above-mentioned noun 
for deity:  ּי־בָה יבָהּ ,’Hephzibah’ lit. ‘my delight is in her‘ חֶפְצִּ  אַהֳלִּ
‘Aholibah’ lit. ‘the tent is in her’,  Aholah’ lit. ‘her own tent’), and‘  אָהֳלָהּ  
ידְיָהּ  h [h] is ה Jedidiah’ lit. ‘beloved of Yah’. Most cases in which‘ יְדִּ
found in codas in a word-final position in Biblical Hebrew arise due to 
the suffixation of the 3rd sg. fm. pronominal suffix to verbs and nouns, 
as well as, very sporadically, prepositions (Gesenius 1910, 56–57, 156–
57, 265). In fact, “it is doubtful that every ה with mappîq is given a 
consonantal value [h]” (Lambdin 1971, xxv). 
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 ǎha ̊̄h’  אֲהָהּ  :ôyâ; ǎ [a]—2x’ אוֹיָה ǎbôy, and’ אֲבוֹי ,ôy’ אוֹי ,hôy הוֹי
and אֲבוֹי ’ǎbôy; a [a]—2x: twice in אַלְלַי ’aləlay; and î [iː], ɛ [ɛ], ə 
[ə/a], each used once in י ,î’ אִּ הֶאָח   hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ, and אַלְלַי ’aləlay, re-
spectively. The semivowel or glide י y [j] forming diphthongs is 
found in five instances: הוֹי hôy, אוֹי ’ôy, אוֹיָה ’ôyâ,  אֲבוֹי ’ǎbôy, 
and אַלְלַי   ’aləlay.  

The number and, especially, the variety of consonants is 
lower. Six different consonants are used: א ’ [ʔ], ה h [h], ח ḥ [ħ], 
 ח ,h [h] ה ,[ʔ] ’ א) b [v]. Three of those consonants  ב  ,[n] נ ,l [l] ל
ḥ [ħ]) are gutturals. The remaining ones are: a lateral approxi-
mant, a nasal, and a fricative—all of them voiced. Out of all the 
consonants attested, only א ’ [ʔ] and ה h [h] are common. The 
consonant א ’ [ʔ] appears nine times. In eight cases, it is found 
in the onset, in a word-initial position: אוֹי ’ôy, אוֹיָה ’ôyâ, י  ,î’ אִּ
 אָנָא/אָנָה ǎbôy, and’ אבוי ,aləlay’ אַלְלַי  ,a ̊̄ḥ’ אָח  ,ǎha ̊̄h’ אֲהָהּ
’a ̊̄nnâ. Once, it is found in a word-medial position:  הֶאָח hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ. 
The consonant  ה h [h] features seven times, mostly in the onset 
in a word-initial position: הוֹי hôy, ֹהו hô, הֶאָח hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ and ּהָה ha ̊̄h. 
Once, it is found in a word-medial position: ּאֲהָה ’ǎha ̊̄h. In two 
cases, it features in the coda in a word-final position: ּאֲהָה ’ǎha ̊̄h 
and ּהָה ha ̊̄h. The use of the other consonants is marginal. The 
consonant ח ḥ [ħ] (Edzard 2011, 482) appears in two interjec-
tions: הֶאָח hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ and אָח ’a ̊̄ḥ. The consonant ל l [l] appears twice 
in a single lexeme: אַלְלַי ’aləlay. The consonants ב b [v] and נ n 
[n] are found once each in אבוי ’ǎbôy and אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ— נ 
[n] being in fact part of the particle not a true interjection (see 
section 3.2 below). Overall, the widespread presence of gutturals 
is noticeable. Indeed, in three lexemes, two gutturals are used: 
 and (h [h] appears twice ה  in both cases) ha ̊̄h הָהּ ǎha ̊̄h and’ אֲהָהּ
  .hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ exhibits three gutturals הֶאָח .a ̊̄ḥ’ אָח

The prevalence of א ’ [ʔ] and ה h [h] is particularly evident 
in a word-initial position. That is, all BH interjections begin with 
either [ʔV-] or [hV-]. As mentioned above, the word-initial onset 
composed of א ’ [ʔ] is found eight times: אֲבוֹי ’ǎbôy, ּאֲהָה ’ǎha ̊̄h, 
י ,a ̊̄ḥ’ אָח ,ôyâ’ אוֹיָה ,ôy’ אוֹי  אָנָא/אָנָה aləlay, and’ אַלְלַי  ,î’ אִּ
’a ̊̄nnâ. The word-initial onset composed of ה h [h] is found four 
times: הֶאָח hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ, ּהָה ha ̊̄h, ֹהו hô, and הוֹי hôy. These two types 
of onsets further contribute to the vocalic nature of BH interjec-
tions. In the case of  א ’ [ʔ], one deals with a minimally “obstruc-
tive” consonant from the articulatory perspective of Semitic lan-
guages. In Biblical Hebrew and in other Semitic languages, such 
as Arabic, a syllable cannot usually begin with a pure vowel. It 
must begin “at least” with the glottal stop א ’ [ʔ] (Procházka 
2006, 425). Therefore, loanwords that in their donor languages 
start with a vowel, are regularly initiated by a glottal stop in re-
cipient Semitic systems. Similarly, in interjections, which argua-
bly represent vocal reflexes and are thus similar across languages, 
 may function as a mere vowel “releaser”. Accordingly, these ’ א
BH interjections would be fully equivalent to interjections found 
in languages that tolerate word-initial vowels in general lexicon 
and, thus, in interjections themselves (see Indo-European lan-
guages in Nübling 2001, 23; 2004, 25; and African languages in 
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Andrason and Dlali forthcoming).19 The relationship between ה 
h [h] and vowels is also patent. Given that [h] generally has an 
unstable place of articulation, it is often described phonetically 
as a voiceless counterpart of an accompanying vowel. Indeed, [h] 
and prototypical voiceless vowels share the features of [+] son-
orant, [-] constricted glottis, and [+] spread glottis (Blevins 2018, 
31). The main difference is the absence of a [place] feature in the 
case of [h] contrary to vowels (whether voiced or voiceless), 
which regularly exhibit a [place] feature (ibid.). Therefore, from 
a phonetic perspective, BH interjections beginning with ה h [h] 
could equally be represented as [ɛɛ̥], [ɔ̥ɔ], or [o̥o].  

In nearly all cases, BH interjections bear a full accent (see 
feature P-4) marked in the Biblical texts by an accentuation 
sign—either conjunctive or disjunctive (see section 3.3 dedicated 
to syntax). However, the presence of such accentuation signs 
does not allow us to infer whether BH interjections were actually 
pronounced in an exclamatory manner, i.e. with increased en-
ergy, louder volume, or greater intensity, as all such prosodic fea-
tures are not encoded in the written text. In the case of two in-
terjections, two accents may be present—the respective word 
being stressed twice. Five cases of this involve אָנָא /אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ 
(out of 13x):  א נָָ֡ א ,(Gen 50:17) אָָ֣ נָָ֗ נָָ֥א ,(Exod 32:31) אָָ֣  Ps) אָָֽ
נָָ֤א ,(118:25 נָָ֣ה ,(Neh 1:5) אָָֽ ָ  This usage most likely .(Ps 116:16) אָֽ
stems from the composite origin of this interjection (see section 
3.2 below). Once, two accents are also hosted by הֶאָח hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ (out 
of 12x)— ח אָָ֥ -Contrary to this tendency, in a few in .(Ps 70:4) הֶֶ֘
stances, interjections lose their accentuation—the main accent 
being transferred onto the following element. Two cases involve 
the interjection אוֹי ’ôy and the transfer of the accent onto the 
prepositional phrase ָלְך ‘to you’: אוֹי־לְךָָ֣   (Num 21:29 and Jer 
48:46). Another example involves the interjection ֹהו hô. In the 
sequence ֹו  loses its הוֹ is used, the first segment הוֹ where הוֹ־הֹ֑
accent. 

BH interjections exhibit a relatively simple phonetic struc-
ture, visibly simpler than structures found in other lexical classes 
(see feature P-5). Six interjections consist of one syllable: י  ,î’ אִּ
,ôy’ אוֹי  ,hôy הוֹי הָהּ   ha ̊̄h,  ֹהו hô, and אָח   ’a ̊̄ḥ. Five interjections 
consist of two syllables:  אבוי ’ǎbôy, ּאֲהָה ’ǎha ̊̄h,  אוֹיָה ’ôyâ,  הֶאָח 
hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ, and אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ. Lastly, one interjection consists of 
three syllables: אַלְלַי ’aləlay (with the movable sheva; cf. Jouön-
Muraoka 2006, 47–48). This contrasts with the general BH lexi-
con (nouns, adjectives, participles, and verbs). To begin with, 
even though mono-syllabic lexemes are found (e.g. the 3rd sg.ms. 
qatal of hollow verbs or certain nouns), bi-syllabicity is prevalent 
at the basic-lexicon level due to the tri-consonantal structure of 

 
19 See that, in many languages that allow for vowel-initial words (e.g. 

Spanish, Polish or Xhosa), word-initial vowels regularly are, or at least 
may be, pronounced with the glottal stop at the beginning of a phono-
logical phrase. This type of [ʔ] is not phonemic, not represented in 
writing, and in fact not perceived by speakers as a genuine consonant. 
It merely releases the vowel that follows. 
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roots in Biblical Hebrew and Semitic languages in general. Fur-
thermore, because of the synthetic nature of Biblical Hebrew and 
the extensive use of inflectional and derivational morphology, 
most nouns, adjectives, participles, and verbs used in the lan-
guage are actually composed of three, four, and five syllables.20 

As illustrated above, for interjections, a mono-syllabic structure 
is the most common, while structures that would involve more 
than two syllables are exceptional. Only one tri-syllable interjec-
tion is found, and no interjectional lexemes exhibiting four, five, 
or five syllables are attested. As far as mono-vocalic interjections 
are concerned, most of them exhibit the simplest structure avail-
able in Biblical Hebrew, i.e. CV: י  hôy.21 הוֹי hô, and הוֹ ,ôy’ אוֹי ,î’ אִּ
Two other mono-syllabic interjections have the structure CVC: 
 .ha ̊̄h הָהּ a ̊̄ḥ and’ אָח

Out of the six interjections that are not mono-syllabic, three 
exhibit some types of harmonious patterns (see feature P-6). 
Such harmonious patterns arise due to the presence of vocalic 
harmony: אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ [ʔɔːnːɔː]; consonantal harmony: ּאֲהָה 
’ǎha ̊̄h [ʔahɔːh]; and both (partial) vocalic and consonantal har-
mony: אַלְלַי   ’aləlay [ʔaləlaj]. If the sheva was pronounced as an 
a-type vowel [a] (Khan 1997, 95; Edzard 2011, 484), אַלְלַי would 
attest to an even more accurate harmonious patter, i.e. [ʔalalaj]. 
The mono-syllabic interjection  ּהָה ha ̊̄h may also be regarded as 
exhibiting consonantal harmony, i.e. [hɔːh]. Nevertheless, the 
three other bi-syllabic interjections (אבוי ’ǎbôy, אוֹיָה ’ôyâ, and 
-hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ) do not exploit any type of harmonious patterns. Har הֶאָח
monious patterns are also visible at a syntactic level where a 
given interjectional lexeme may be repeated (see section 3).  

Several interjections expressing a similar range of emotions 
exhibit striking phonological and morphological similarities. 
This suggests that they may constitute graphic and thus phonetic 
variants (see Jenni 1997b, 117; see feature P-7). For two tokens, 
the relationship is evident. To be exact, ֹהו hô used in the expres-
sion ֹהוֹ־הו hô-hô is a shortened variant of הוֹי hôy (BDB 1906, 
214; Slager and Zogbo 2014, 4), while אוֹיָה ’ôyâ is a lengthened 
variant of אוֹי ’ôy (Jenni 1997, 483; for detail see section 3.2).22 

Furthermore, it has been proposed that ּאֲהָה ’ǎha ̊̄h and ּהָה ha ̊̄h 
are related variants (Jenni 1997b, 117), as are הֶאָח hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ and אָח 

 
20 For instance, three syllables are typically found in the qatal form 

of the vast majority of verbs as well as in various types of feminine 
nouns, being prevalent in the plural of most nouns, adjectives, and par-
ticiples due to the presence of endings. In certain derived stems such 
as hithpa‘el, most qatal forms contain four syllables. 

21 As explained above, syllables in Biblical Hebrew cannot normally 
start with a pure vowel. 

22 The interjection אָנָא/אָ נָה ’a ̊̄nnâ also exhibits two almost equally 
distributed spelling variants, i.e. with  ,BDB 1906) (7x) ’ א h (6x) or  ה
58; Jenni 1997b, 117; Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 323). This interchangeable 
use of ה h and א ’ to indicate vowel length in a word-final position is 
however a common feature in Biblical Hebrew (and Biblical Aramaic) 
in general. Therefore, its validity for phonological or graphic instability 
of interjections is insignificant. 
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’a ̊̄ḥ (Jenni 1997a, 483). Certainly, phonological similarities be-
tween ּאֲהָה ’ǎha ̊̄h and ּהָה ha ̊̄h and between הֶאָח hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ and אָח 
’a ̊̄ḥ are noticeable. Nevertheless, the etymological link between 
them have not been demonstrated successfully. Note for in-
stance that הֶאָח hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ and אָח ’a ̊̄ḥ differ semantically. 

3.2 MORPHOLOGY 

Eight interjections, i.e.  ּאֲהָה ’ǎha ̊̄h, אוֹי ’ôy, אָח ’a ̊̄ḥ, י  הֶאָח ,î’ אִּ
hɛ’a ̊̄ḥ, ּהָה ha ̊̄h, ֹהו hô, and  הוֹי hôy exhibit a simple morphological 
structure (see feature M-1). They are mono-morphemic and, 
thus, indivisible into more fragmentary meaningful components. 
Similarly, they do not—in fact, given their mono-morphemicity, 
they cannot—participate in morphological processes available in 
Biblical Hebrew whether inflectional (see feature M-1(a)), deri-
vational (see feature M-1(b)), or of a compounding nature (see 
feature M-1(c)). 

Although apparently more complex, the interjections אֲבוֹי 
’ǎbôy and  אַלְלַי ’aləlay are also, most likely, morphologically 
simple, being devoid of inflectional and derivational affixes and 
failing to exploit the mechanism of compounding. The original 
morphology of אֲבוֹי ’ǎbôy is uncertain. The interjection אֲבוֹי 
’ǎbôy may have emerged as an onomatopoeic imitation (BDB 
1906, 5) or due to the interjectionalization of an expression that 
originally belonged to a non-interjectional lexical class. Two such 
non-interjectional origins have been hypothesized: the noun 
-want, desire’ (Gese‘ אָבָה need, wish’ derived from the root‘ אֶבְיוןֺ
nius 1860, iv; BDB 1906, 5; Klein 1987, 2) and another noun, אָב 
‘father’ accompanied by the 1st person possessive suffix, i.e. ‘my 
father!’ (Klein 1987, 2). Furthermore, it is possible that the form 
-ôy, which occurs at the begin’ אוֹי ǎbôy was influenced by’ אֲבוֹי
ning of the verse (Prov 23:29), through assonance (cf. Jenni 
1997, 484), or by אוֹי ’ôy and הוֹי hôy, together, through analogy. 
Nevertheless, even if אֲבוֹי ’ǎbôy was originally a secondary inter-
jection and thus possibly pluri-morphemic, its grammaticaliza-
tion into a primary interjection is completed. Any non-interjec-
tional form and meaning are no longer transparent and accessi-
ble—אֲבוֹי ’ǎbôy is synchronically indivisible into a root, on the 
one hand, and inflectional, derivational, or compounding-related 
segments on the other hand. The internal structure of  אַלְלַי 
’aləlay is less problematic. As evidenced by the root ילל ‘lament, 
wail’ (pi’el ל לֵּ יל hiphil ,יִּ ילִּ ל and hithpa’el ,הֵּ תְיַלֵּ  ,in Biblical Hebrew (הִּ
the verb  walwala ‘lament, wail’ in Arabic, and the interjection  وَلْوَلََ
allû ‘woe’ in Akkadian (cf. von Soden and Meissner 1965, 37), 
 aləlay has most likely onomatopoeic origin, imitating the’ אַלְלַי
action of wailing (Klein 1987, 31; see also BDB 1906, 47). Ac-
cordingly, the reduplicative pattern exhibited would not be mor-
phological but exclusively phonological—contrary to several re-
duplicative configurations used for derivative purposes in the 
nominal and verbal system of Semitic languages. Since אַלְלַי 
’aləlay also lacks any other inflectional and derivational affixes, 
as well as morphemes that could stem from compounding, it is 
overall indivisible into more basic units, being thus mono-mor-
phemic. 
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Despite the above tendency, not all interjectional lexemes 
are morphologically simple in Biblical Hebrew. The two notice-
able exceptions to the mono-morphemicity of interjections are 
  .a ̊̄nnâ’ אָנָא/אָנָה ,ôyâ and, even more visibly’ אוֹיָה

As mentioned in section 3.1, the interjection אוֹיָה   ’ôyâ is a 
lengthened variant of אוֹי ’ôy, extended by ה â (Jenni 1997, 483; 
see also BDB 1906, 17; HALOT 1994-2000). It has been sug-
gested that the extension  ה present in אוֹיָה   ’ôyâ is the so-called 
paragogic ה (Klein 1987, 11). Two types of the paragogic ה are 
found in Biblical Hebrew. One type is attested in nominal forms, 
where it usually expresses direction or motion towards a place 
(Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 256). However, it may sometimes be em-
ployed due to rhythmic and metrical necessity (ibid. 259) or 
broadly understood analogy (ibid. 257), with no directive nu-
ances being involved. This “nominal” paragogic ה does not—
with a few exceptions—bear the stress (ibid. 256). The other type 
of the paragogic ה   appears with verbs, especially volitive forms 
such as the imperative and the cohortative (Lambdin 1971, 112, 
118; Waltke and O’Connor 1990; Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 127, 
131–32; Robar 2014, 163), as well as some other types of the 
prefix conjugation (Joüon-Muraoka 2006, 129–30). Irrespective 
of its debatable origin, this “verbal” paragogic  ה encodes a num-
ber of functions: (a) it expresses an emphatic, honorific, or polite 
sense (ibid, 132); (b) it expresses the nuance of volitive or agent-
oriented modality (Robar 2014, 168); (c) it functions as ventive 
and andative, expressing motion towards and the involvement 
of the speaker or “a named recipient/destination” (ibid. 165–67); 
and (d) it is used as a discourse (ibid. 165) and thematic (ibid. 
170–71) marker. It has also been suggested that the verbal mor-
pheme  ה may sometimes fail to add any “discernible” nuance to 
the verb (ibid. 132), being instead used due to euphony (ibid. 
132) or analogy (ibid. 129–30). In contrast, to the “nominal” 
type, the “verbal” paragogic ה tends to be stressed (Joüon-Mu-
raoka 2006, 127). Klein (1987, 11) proposes that ה present in 
 that is found ה ôyâ is related to the “nominal” paragogic’ אוֹיָה
in שָמָה (cf. the basic form שָם). This is, in principle, possible 
since  ה (i.e. â) in  אוֹיָה ’ôyâ is unstressed and  ה in שָמָה is merely 
analogical being devoid of a directional sense (Joüon-Muraoka 
2006, 57). However, the absence of the accent on the extension 
â in אוֹיָה ’ôyâ may be due to the presence of the prepositional 
phrase to which the interjection is linked by the maqqeph, i.e. 
י ִ֭ וֹיָה־לִּ  Indeed, this often occurs with the “verbal” paragogic .אָֽ
 which as explained tends otherwise to bear stress—when it—ה
is followed by lamed and a pronominal suffix, e.g. ּנו בְנֶה־לָָ֣  let us‘ נִּ
build ourselves’ (Robar 2014, 169). It is also found in two cases 
involving BH interjections, which were introduced in section 3.1 
above. That is, in Num 21:29 and Jer 48:46, אוֹי ’ôy loses its ac-
cent which is transferred onto the subsequent prepositional 
phrase composed of lamed and a pronominal suffix  ָָ֣אוֹי־לְך. It 
should be noted that verbal forms accompanied by the paragogic 
 may themselves be grammaticalized into discourse markers or ה
secondary interjections such as הָבָה ‘come (on)!’ or  לְכָה ‘come, 
go!’ (Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 574; Robar 2014, 169). In such 
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cases, the accent is often not on the paragogic ה itself but rather 
elsewhere in the word, as illustrated by בָה  in Gen 11:3-4 (Robar הָָ֚
2014, 169). Given the above, and due to semantic-pragmatic re-
semblance linking imperatives and cohortatives to interjections, 
the analysis of the extension ה found in   אוֹיָה ’ôyâ as the “verbal” 
paragogic ה is, in our view, more plausible.  

The pluri-morphemic origin is even more evident—and di-
achronically less challenging—in case of אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ. This 
interjectional lexeme most likely derives from the primary inter-
jection ּאָה ’a ̊̄h and the postpositive precative particle נָא nâ 
(BDB 1906, 58; Gesenius 1910, 307; Jenni 1997b, 117; Joüon-
Muraoka 2006, 323).23 The particle נָא is highly common in Bib-
lical Hebrew. It is used to convey entreaties (Joüon-Muraoka 
2006, 322) and polite requests translatable by ‘please’ (Waltke 
and O’Connor 1990; van der Merwe and Naudé 2017, 485).24 
Additionally, it encodes broadly understood emphasis, accompa-
nying verbs inflected in volitional forms, such as the imperative, 
cohortative, and jussive, as well as certain particles, discourse 
markers, and negators (Gesenius 1910; Lambdin 1971, 114, 116, 
170; Waltke and O’Connor 1990). In Biblical Hebrew, the origi-
nal construction composed of אָהּ   ’a ̊̄h and נָא nâ is highly gram-
maticalized. First, the sequence is invariably written as a single 
word, i.e. never with ּאָה and נָא being fully separated or con-
nected by the maqqeph. Second, the coda consonant of the first 
syllable is always assimilated to the onset consonant of the sylla-
ble that follows, i.e. h [h] + n [n] > [nː]. Inversely, the final con-
sonant of the interjection אָהּ   never surfaces as ה h. Third, the 
interjection ּאָה ’a ̊̄h is never attested on its own in Biblical He-
brew, being only found in the compound אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ. 
Fourth, even though in five instances, אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ hosts two 
accents, one for each component separately, in most cases (spe-
cifically eight times), only one accent is present. As a result, it is 
unlikely that the two original components of אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ, i.e. 
 nâ, “were still felt as distinct” (Joüon-Muraoka נָא a ̊̄h and’ אָהּ
2006, 323). Rather, אָנָא /אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ has been fully grammatical-
ized as an interjectional lexeme, and the few cases of a two-seg-
ment accentuation are mere remnants of its diachronic origin, 
unavailable or, at least, very remotely available to BH speakers 
(contra Joüon-Muraoka ibid.).25 From a functional perspective, 
the origin of אָנָא/אָנָה ’a ̊̄nnâ would be similar to that of אוֹיָה 
’ôyâ. In both cases, an emphatic postpositive particle, otherwise 
typical of volitive verbal forms, has been incorporated into a pri-
mary interjection. 

 
23 Klein (1987, 37) proposes that the interjection underlying 

 .a ̊̄h’ אָהּ rather than אַהָהּ a ̊̄nnâ is’ אָנָא/אָנָה
24 Alternatively, it is viewed as a logical particle (Lambdin 1971, 

119). 
25 An initial stage of this process may be observed in certain uses 

of the interjection ֹיאו . In three examples (i.e. Jer 4:31; 45:3; Lam 5:16), 
 by the maqqeph, yielding the sequence נָא is connected to the particle אוֹי
 In all such cases, the two lexemes maintain their respective .אוֹי־נָא
accent (see section 3.3). 
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BH interjections are morphologically anomalous (see fea-
ture M-2). Contrary to many other word classes—e.g. nouns, ad-
jectives, participles, and verbs (see Fox 2003; Edzard 2011, 491–
94, 497–500) which have recognizable, class-specific patterns 
and/or affixes—interjections have no transparent morphologi-
cal and lexical structure in Biblical Hebrew. Indeed, neither a 
particular morphological pattern nor affixes mark lexemes as in-
terjections, profiling their emotive meaning and distinguishing 
them from the other lexical classes. Crucially, interjections do 
not exploit the word-formation built around roots and introflec-
tions, which is the dominant morphological mechanism in Se-
mitic (Rubba 2001, 681–82; Watson 2006, 431). Overall, inter-
jections are lexically opaque, which concords with their most 
likely origin as automatic reflexes or onomatopoeic imitations. 

3.3 SYNTAX  

BH interjections may function holophrastically (see feature S-1). 
In such instances, a sole interjectional lexeme constitutes an au-
tonomous utterance equivalent to fully-fledged sentences. Bibli-
cal Hebrew does not use punctuation that would overtly distin-
guish between separate sentences and, thus, utterances. Verbal 
and/or verb-less clauses accompanied by peripheral compo-
nents can often be interpreted as parts of larger sentences.26 
Therefore, the only unambiguous examples of holophrasticity 
emerge in cases where the interjection is the unique constituent 
of a turn in a dialogue or a narrative comment. Such isolated uses 
of interjections are found five times in the Hebrew Bible (slightly 
more than 4%). Four of those cases involve the lexeme  ֶאָחה  (1.a-
c); one involves the lexeme ֹהו (1.d). In three of the five instances, 
the interjection is reduplicated, yielding the sequences  הֶאָח הֶאָח 
(1.a-b) and ֹ הוֹ־הו (1.d).27 In all such holophrastic uses, the utter-
ances formed by interjections are non-elliptical. They do not 
constitute abbreviated versions of longer phrasal, clausal, or sen-
tential structures. In other words, no elements are absent or un-
derstood implicitly. The interjectional utterance is complete. 

(1)  
a. Ps 40:16 (see also a similar use in Psalm 70:4) 

י  ים לִּ קֶב בָשְתָם הָאֹּמְרִּ ח יָשֹּמוּ עַל־עֵּ ׃ הֶאָח הֶאָָֽ  

May they turn back because of their shame, those saying to 

me: “Aha, aha!” 

b. Job 39:25 

 
26 This ambiguity is reflected in translations as a BH verse may often 

be rendered either as a complex sentence with a number of coordinated 
and subordinated clauses, or as two or more independent sentences. 
For instances, two consecutive wayyiqtol clauses may be understood as 
two clauses-sentences or two clauses forming a single coordinated sen-
tence.  

27 These will be analyzed as one of the constructional types (see 
feature S-4 further below). From a syntactic perspective, reduplicated 
holophrastic interjections may constitute cases of coordination (see 
Corver 2015). 
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ֹּאמַר  י שֹּפָר י ה׃ הֶאָחבְדֵּ ים וּתְרוּעָָֽ לְחָמָה רַעַם שָרִּ יחַ מִּ רָחוֹק יָרִּ מֵּ  וָּֽ

Among the trumpets he says “Ha, ha!” and from a distance 

he smells [the] battle, [the] thunder of captains, and [the] 

shouting. 

c. Ezek 25:3 

מְע֖וּ דְבַר־אֲדֹּנָָ֣י וֹן שִּ ָ֣י עַמּ֔ בְנֵּ מַרְתָָּ֙ לִּ ר אֲדֹּנָָ֣י   וְאָָֽ ה כֹּה־אָמַָ֣ ֹ֑ יְהוִּ
ךְ   ֵ֨ ה יַעַן֩ אָמְרֵּ ָ֡ ח יְהוִּ ל  הֶאָָ֜ חָָ֗ י־נִּ ָֽ י כִּ ָ֣ קְדָשִּ אֶל־מִּ  

Say to the Ammonites: “Hear the word of the Lord God; 

Thus says the Lord God: ‘Because you said “Aha!” over my 

sanctuary when it was profaned…’ ” (adapted from NRSV) 

d. Amos 5:16 

ד   סְפֵּּ֔ וֹת מִּ י בְכָל־רְחֹּבָ֣ י צְבָאוֹתָּ֙ אֲדֹּנָּ֔ ָ֤ ה אֱלֹהֵּ ר יְהוָָ֜ ה־אָמֵַ֨ ן כָֹּֽ כֵּ לָָ֠
כָרָּ֙  וּ אִּ וֹ  וְקָרְאָ֤ וּ  הוֹ־הֹ֑ ֹּאמְרָ֣  וּבְכָל־חוּצ֖וֹת י

Therefore, thus says the Lord, the God of hosts, the Lord: 

In all the squares there shall be wailing; and in all the streets 

they shall say, “Alas, alas!” They shall call the farmers to 

mourning, and those skilled in lamentation, to wailing. 

(NRSV) 

Even though the holophrasticity of interjections is attested, their 
non-holophrasticity—i.e. functioning as parts of utterances—is 
significantly more common. In 115 cases, interjections occur 
non-holophrastically. This amounts to nearly 96% of all the in-
stances. Two types of non-holophrastic uses are possible: non-
sentential and sentential. 

The non-sentential type refers to utterances which are en-
tirely projected by the interjection. These utterances either fail to 
contain clauses or the clauses that they contain are relative 
clauses structurally subordinate to the dependent of the interjec-
tion and its phrase. In other words, interjections do not fall un-
der the scope of larger sentences.28 The non-sentential type is 
found in 20 instances, which amounts to nearly 17% of all the 
cases.29 The dependent of an interjection may be a bare nominal, 
e.g. noun, adjective, pronoun, pronominal suffix, participle (2.a). 
This nominal may further be qualified by pronominal affixes 
(2.b), adjectives, and appositions (2.c). It may be even more com-
plex, being elaborated on by prepositional phrases, arguments 
projected by the valency pattern inherent to the verbal stem in 
the case of active participles (2.d), or relative clauses. The de-
pendents—shorter or longer—may also be coordinated, overtly 
and/or by juxtaposition (2.e).30 

 
28 Hence the label used—non-sentential.  
29 See 2.a-e. The remaining instances are Isa 5:22; 10:1; 18:1; Jer 

22:18 (x4); 23:1; 34:5; Ezek 6:1; Hos 9:12; Hab 2:9; 2:15; Zeph 3:1; Ps 
35:25.  

30 The dependent of the interjection may either be introduced di-
rectly (see 2.b) or it may be headed by a preposition (2.a). The different 
phrases governed by interjections will be analyzed in more detail when 
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(2) 
a. Ezek 30:2 

ילוּ   ילִּ ה הֵּ א וְאָמַרְתָ כֹּה אָמַר אֲדֹּנָי יְהוִּ נָבֵּ וֹם׃  הָהּבֶן־אָדָם הִּ לַיָֽ  

Son(s) of man, prophesy and say: “Thus says the Lord God: 

‘Wail “Alas” for the day!’ ” (adapted from NRSV) 

b. 1 Kgs 13:30 

ח  יו וַיַנַָ֥ וּ עָלָ֖ סְפְדָ֥ וֹ וַיִּ בְרֹ֑ בְלָת֖וֹ בְקִּ וֹיאֶת־נִּ י׃   הָ֥ ָֽ אָחִּ  

He laid the body in his own grave, and they mourned over 

him, saying: “Alas, my brother!” (NRSV) 

c. Dan 9:4 

מְרָה   לְלָה לַיהוָה אֱלֹהַי וָאֶתְוַדֶה וָאָֹּֽ אֶתְפַָֽ ל    אָנָא וָָֽ אֲדֹּנָי הָאֵּ
י  הַגָד הַחֶסֶד לְאֹּהֲבָיו וּלְשֹּמְרֵּ ית וְָֽ ר הַבְרִּ וֹל וְהַנוֹרָא שֹּמֵּ

יו׃ צְוֹתָָֽ  מִּ

I prayed to the Lord my God and made confession: “Ah, 

Lord – the great and fearsome God keeping covenant and 

love with those who love you (lit. him) and who keep your 

(lit. his) commandments.” (adapted from NRSV) 

d. Isa 5:21 

ים׃  ה֖וֹי ָֽ ם נְבֹּנִּ יהֶ֖ ֶ֥גֶד פְנֵּ ם וְנֶָ֥ יהֶֹ֑ ינֵּ ָֽ ים בְעֵּ ָ֣ חֲכָמִּ  

Ah wise ones in their [own] eyes and cunning ones before 

their [own] sight! 

e. Isa 5:20 

וֹי שֶךְ  הָ֣ וֹר לְחֹּּ֔ שֶךְ לְאוֹרָּ֙ וְאָ֣ ים חָֹּ֤ ע שָמִֵּ֨ וֹב רָֹ֑ ע ט֖וֹב וְלַטָ֣ ים לָרַַ֛ ָ֥ הָאֹּמְרִּ

ר׃ ס וֹק לְמָָֽ ר לְמָת֖וֹק וּמָתָ֥ ים מַַ֛ ָ֥  שָמִּ

Ah, you who refer to (lit. calling) evil as good, and to good 

as evil, to light as darkness, and to darkness as light, to sweet 

as bitter, and to bitter as sweet! 

The other non-holophrastic type—the sentential type—emerges 
in cases where interjections form part of larger sentences. They 
co-occur with clauses that do not fall under the scope of the 
phrases which they (i.e. these interjections) govern.31 This is by 

 
dealing with constructional properties of BH interjections, further be-
low in this section. 

31 The distinction between sentential and non-sentential interjec-
tions is important. The sentential type has a structural representation 
in sentence grammar and may, at least potentially, enter into relation 
with the core clause. These cases of non-holophrasticity can be viewed 
as canonical. In the non-sentential type, an interjection acts as a struc-
tural head that together with its dependents and/or modifiers forms 
the entire utterance. It cannot therefore have a structural representation 
in the grammar of a sentence under the scope of which it would fall. 
Nor can it enter into relation with a core clause (as this is simply ab-
sent). These cases of non-holophrasticity could be viewed as semi-ca-
nonical since everything in the utterance is structurally subordinate to 
or dependent on the interjection. Similar to genuine holophrastic uses, 



24 JOURNAL OF HEBREW SCRIPTURES 

far the most common use of interjections in Biblical Hebrew. It 
is found in 95 cases, which equate to nearly 79%.32 In their sen-
tential uses, interjections may occur on their own, simply appear-
ing together with the adjacent clause (3.a). They may also project 
dependent elements (e.g.  ה  to‘ לָנוּ Lord God’ in 3.b or‘ אֲדֹּנָי יְהוִּ
us’ in 3.c) as was the case with the non-sentential type described 
in the previous paragraph—the interjection and its dependent(s) 
co-occurring with an adjacent clause (3.b). The adjacent clause 
may be verbal (3.a-c) or nominal (see וְהוּא שָאוּל ‘it [was] bor-
rowed’ in 3.d).  

(3) 
a. Zech 2:10 

וֹי וֹי הָ֗ ם  הָ֣ יִּ ע רוּח֧וֹת הַשָמַַ֛ י כְאַרְבַַּ֞ רֶץ צָפ֖וֹן נְאֻם־יְהוָֹ֑ה כִָּ֠ אֶָ֥ וְנַֻ֛סוּ מֵּ

רַָ֥  ה׃פֵּ ם נְאֻם־יְהוָָֽ י אֶתְכֶ֖  שְתִּ

Ho, ho, flee from the land of the north, says the Lord; for 

I have spread you abroad like the four winds of heaven, says 

the Lord. (adapted from NRSV) 

b. Judg 6:22 

א ָֹּ֣ וּא ס וַי ךְ יְהוָ֖ה הֹ֑ י־מַלְאַָ֥ ָֽ וֹן כִּ דְעּ֔ וֹן וַיֶַָ֣֥רְא גִּ דְעָ֗ ה  אֲהָהָּּ֙ מֶר גִּ אֲדֹּנָָ֣י יְהוִּּ֔

ים׃ ָֽ ים אֶל־פָנִּ ֖ ה פָנִּ ךְ יְהוָּ֔ יָּ֙ מַלְאַָ֣ יתִּ ן רָאִָּּ֙ ָ֤ י־עַל־כֵּ ָֽ  כִּ

Gideon saw that it was the angel of the Lord; and Gideon 

said: “Oh Lord God, for [because] I have seen the angel of 

the Lord face to face.” (adapted from RSV) 

c. 1 Sam 4:7 

ֹּאמְרוָּּ֙  מַחֲנֶֹ֑ה וַי ים אֶל־הַָֽ ֖ א אֱלֹהִּ וּ בָָ֥ י אָמְרּ֔ ָ֣ ים כִּ שְתִּּ֔ ֶ֥רְאוָּּ֙ הַפְלִּ ָֽ וֹיוַיִּ נוּ  אָ֣ לָּ֔

ם׃ לְשָֹּֽ וֹל שִּ את אֶתְמָ֥ ֹּ֖ ה כָז א הָיְתַָ֛ ָֹּ֥ י ל ָ֣  כִּ

The Philistines were afraid for they said: “God has come 

into the camp”. They said: “Woe to us for nothing like this 

has happened before.” (adapted from RSV) 

d. 2 Kgs 6:5  

ק   צְעַָ֥ ם וַיִּ יִּ ל אֶל־הַמָֹ֑ ה וְאֶת־הַבַרְזֶ֖ל נָפַָ֣ יל הַקּוֹרָּ֔ ָ֣ אֶחָדָּ֙ מַפִּ י הָָֽ ָ֤ וַיְהִּ
אמֶר   ַֹּ֛ הּ  וַי וּל׃ אֲהָָ֥ וּא שָאָֽ י וְהָ֥ ֖ אֲדֹּנִּ  

And [as] one [was] felling a beam, his ax head fell into the 

water and he cried: “Alas master, it [was] borrowed.” 

When falling under the scope of a larger sentence, interjections 
generally do not constitute an integral part of any of its clauses. 
On the contrary, the relationship between interjections and the 

 
the utterance only consists of an interjectional phrase (IP). The distinc-
tion between non-sentential non-holophrastic uses and holophrastic 
uses would thus consist of the overt presence (semi-holophrastic) or 
the absence (holophrastic) of dependents and modifiers in the IP. 

32 See for instance Gen 50:17; Exod 32:31; Num 24:23; Josh 7:7; 
Judg 6:22; 1 Sam 4:8; 2 Kgs 20:3; Isa 1:4; 24:16; Jer 6:4; 15:10; 30:7; 
Ezek 21:20; 34:2; Hos 7:13; Amos 5:18; Micah 2:1; Ps 35:21; 120:5; Neh 
1:11. 
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clause(s) is loose (see feature S-2). First, interjections are not pro-
jected by the clause’s verb and its valency. Second, they do not 
complement the verb as its adjunct in terms of manner, means, 
instrument, or modality. Third, they neither modify nor deter-
mine the verb’s arguments or adjuncts in the manner in which 
for instance, adjectives and adverbs do. This loose integration in 
the clausal structure is visible in that fact that interjections are 
often placed outside the structural boundaries of the clause. Ac-
cordingly, they appear before elements that mark the beginning 
of a clause. Such elements are: the connector ו ‘and (even); but’ 
(4.a; see also examples 3.a and 3.d above); the presentative par-
ticle ה נֵּ  look; truly’ (4.b.; see also 5.b below); the connector and‘ הִּ
assertive particle י  for, because; certainly’ (see example 4.c); the‘ כִּ
elements introducing interrogative clauses such as the particle  ֲה 
‘whether’ (4.d), the adverbs יכָה  why’ (see 6.a‘ לָמָה  ,how’ (4.e)‘ אֵּ
below), נָה  until when’ (see example 7.b below), and the‘ עַד־אָ֖
pronoun  י ֹּא who’ (4.f); as well as and the negator‘ מִּ  ;not’ (4.g‘ ל
see also 5.a below). 

(4)  
a. Ezek 36:2 

ם  יכֶ֖ ַ֛ב עֲלֵּ ר הָאוֹיֵּ ה יַָ֣עַן אָמַ֧ ה אָמַרָּ֙ אֲדֹּנָָ֣י יְהוִּּ֔ חכָֹּ֤ ם  הֶאָֹ֑ וֹת עוֹלָּ֔ וּבָמָ֣

נוּ יְתָה לָָֽ ה הָָ֥ וֹרָשָ֖  ׃לְמָֽ

Thus says the Lord God: “Because the enemy said of you 

‘Aha, even the ancient heights have become our posses-

sion’.” (adapted from NRSV) 

b. Jer 14:13 

ר  הּ׀וָאֹּמַַּ֞ ים לָהֶםָּ֙  אֲהָָ֣ ָ֤ ים אֹּמְרִּ אִָּ֜ ה הַנְבִּ נֵֵּ֨ ה הִּ  אֲדֹּנָָ֣י יְהוִָּ֗

And I said: “Ah Lord God, here are the prophets [who are] 

saying to them: . . . ” 

c. Jer 30:7 

וֹי נָה  הָ֗ מֶ֖ ב וּמִּ עֲקֹּּ֔ יאָּ֙ לְיַָֽ ה הִּ ת־צָרָָ֥ ָֽ הוּ וְעֵּ ן כָמֹֹּ֑ יִּ אַָ֣ וֹם הַה֖וּא מֵּ וֹל הַיָ֥ י גָדַ֛ ָ֥ כִּ

עַ׃ ָֽ וָּשֵּ  יִּ

Alas, for that day is so great, there is none like it; it is a time 

of distress for Jacob; yet he shall be rescued from it. 

(adapted from NRSV) 

d. Jonah 4:2 

ר  ֹּאמַָ֗ ה וַי ל אֶל־יְהוָָ֜ תְפַלֵֵּ֨ יָּ֙ עַל־  יְהוָהָּ֙ אָנָָ֤ה וַיִּ י עַד־הֱיוֹתִּ ָ֗ הֲלוֹא־זֶָ֣ה דְבָרִּ

חַ  בְרָֹּ֣ י לִּ מְתִּ דַ֖ ן קִּ ָ֥ י עַל־כֵּ וּן אַדְמָתִּּ֔ ל־חַנָ֣ ָֽ י אַתָהָּ֙ אֵּ ָ֤ י כִּ עְתִּ י יָדַָ֗ ָ֣ ישָה כִּ ֹ֑ תַרְשִּ

ה׃ ם עַל־הָרָעָָֽ חָ֖ סֶד וְנִּ םָּ֙ וְרַב־חֶּ֔ יִּ רֶךְ אַפַָּ֙ וּם אֶָ֤  וְרַחּ֔

He prayed to the Lord and said: “O Lord! Is not this what 

I said while I was still in my own country? That is why I fled 

to Tarshish at the beginning; for I knew that you are a gra-

cious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in 

steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing.” 

(adapted from NRSV) 
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e. Num 24:23 

ר  ֹּאמַֹ֑ א מְשָל֖וֹ וַי שָָ֥ וֹ א֕וֹיוַיִּ שֻמָ֥ חְיֶ֖ה מִּ י יִּ ָ֥ ל׃ מִּ ָֽ  אֵּ

And he took up his oracle, saying: “Alas, who shall live 

when God does this?” (adapted from NRSV) 

f. 2 Kgs 6:15 

ב אֶת־ ָ֥ ל סוֹבֵּ יִּ ה־חַַ֛ נֵּ א וְהִּ צֵּ֕ ים֮ לָקוּם֒ וַיֵּ אֱלֹהִּ יש הָָֽ ָ֥ ת אִּ ֵ֨ ם מְשָרֵּ יַשְכֵּ וַָ֠

וֹ אֵּ  אמֶר נַעֲרָ֥ ֵֹּ֨ כֶב וַי וּס וָרָֹ֑ יר וְסָ֣ ֖ יו הָעִּ הּלַָ֛ ה׃ אֲהָָ֥ עֲשֶָֽ ה נַָֽ יכָָ֥ י אֵּ ֖  אֲדֹּנִּ

And when the servant of the man of God was risen early 

and gone forth, behold, an host compassed the city both 

with horses and chariots. And his servant said unto him: 

“Alas, my master! how shall we do?” (adapted from NRSV) 

g. Jer 1:6 

ר  י׃ פ אֲהָהָּּ֙ וָאֹּמַָ֗ כִּ י־נַ֖עַר אָנָֹּֽ ר כִּ ֹ֑ י דַבֵּ עְתִּ ֹּא־יָדַ֖ ָ֥ה ל נֵּ ּ֔ה הִּ  אֲדֹּנָָ֣י יְהוִֹּ

Then I said: “Ah Lord God, truly I cannot speak, for I am 

a boy.” 

BH interjections do not participate in the syntactic operation of 
negation (see feature S-3). Certainly, non-holophrastic interjec-
tions may accompany negative clauses and are thus compatible 
with negative contexts, even though this occurs infrequently 
(5.a-b; see also examples 4.f and 7.b). However, in such cases, 
the interjection itself is not negated. Instead, it carries its own 
affirmative value, merely expressing a given feeling. Due to the 
likely ungrammaticality of negative interjections, non-holophras-
tic interjections never appear in negative environments. 

(5) 
a. Isa 33:1 

וֹי וּד הָ֣ א שָדּ֔ ָֹּ֣ ד וְאַתָהָּ֙ ל ָ֗  שוֹדֵּ

Ah destroyer, you have not been destroyed . . .  

b. Ezek 4:14 

ר  ה אֲהָהָּּ֙ וָאֹּמַָ֗ א מְטֻמָאָֹ֑ ָֹּ֣ י ל ֖ ָ֥ה נַפְשִּ נֵּ ה הִּ  אֲדֹּנָָ֣י יְהוִּּ֔

And I said: “Ah Lord God, I have not defiled myself (lit. 

my soul [is] not polluted) . . . ” 

Interjections are slightly more compatible with interrogation. 
Although not particularly common, interjections may form parts 
of interrogative sentences. In such cases, they typically head the 
actual question and preserve their own non-interrogative illocu-
tionary force (6.a) (see also 4.d-f above). More significantly how-
ever, phrases projected by interjections—and hence interjections 
containing dependents—may be reformulated into questions. 
This occurs in two instances found in the same verse (see exam-
ple 6.b). Complying with the rules of BH syntax, the question 
word in (6.a) appears first—together with the preposition gov-
erning it—while the interjection occupies the second position: 

י אוֹי לְמִּ  and י  This contrast with affirmative constructions .אֲבוֹי לְמִּ
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where the word order of the constituents is inverse: the interjec-
tion occupies the first position while its complementary PP oc-
cupies the second position (see 2.b and 3.c above). Cases in 
which holophrastic interjections would be questioned are unat-
tested. 

(6) 
a. Josh 7:7 

עַ  אמֶר יְהוֹשָֻ֜ ֵֹּ֨ הּ׀וַי ם  אֲהָָ֣ יר אֶת־הָעָָ֤ רְתָ הַעֲבִָּ֜ עֲבֵַ֨ מָה הֵּ ה לָָ֠ אֲדֹּנָָ֣י יְהוִָּ֗

לְנוּ  נוּ וְלוָּּ֙ הוֹאַָ֣ ֹ֑ ידֵּ י לְהַאֲבִּ ֖ נוּ בְיַָ֥ד הָאֱמֹּרִּ ת אֹּתַָ֛ ָ֥ ן לָתֵּ ּ֔ הַזֶהָּ֙ אֶת־הַיַרְדֵּ

ן׃ ָֽ בֶר הַיַרְדֵּ ֖ שֶב בְעֵּ  וַנֵּּ֔

Joshua said: “Ah Lord God, why have you brought this 

people across the Jordan at all, to hand us over to the Amo-

rites so as to destroy us? Would that we had been content 

to settle beyond the Jordan!” (adapted from NRSV) 

b. Prov 23:29  

י  וֹי לְמִֵּ֨ י אָ֥ ִ֪ וֹי לְמִּ ים אֲבָ֡ ָ֣ י פְצָעִּ מִּ יחַ לְִ֭ י שִָּ֗ ָ֥ ים לְמִּ י מְדוֹנִּ ָ֤ י לְמִּ מִָּ֗ נָֹ֑ם לְְ֝ חִּ

ם׃ ֶ֥יִּ ינָָֽ וּת עֵּ לָ֥  חַכְלִּ

To whom woe? To whom alas (sorrow)? To whom strife? 

To whom complains? To whom wounds without cause? To 

whom redness of eyes? (adapted from NRSV and LEB) 

BH interjections can form constructions (see feature S-4). Three 
constructional types can be identified: (a) interjections governing 
phrases; (b) interjections falling under the scope of a particle; (c) 
interjections forming chains with interjections. The three types 
are not mutually exclusive. All interjections restricted by particles 
govern a phrase, which is also the case of an interjectional chain 
on one occasion. Constructional uses of interjections are overall 
far more common (107x) than non-constructional ones (13x).33 

As has been mentioned several times in this section, BH 
interjections are able to govern dependent elements. This occurs 
in 102 cases, thus being the most prevalent among all construc-
tional syntactic types in which BH interjections may participate. 
Interjections project two types of dependent phrases: noun 
phrases (NP) and prepositional phrases (PP). NPs are projected 
by interjections in 69 instances. The head of the NP is typically 
a noun (43x)34 (see example 7.a-b) or a participle (25x)35 (7.c). In 
one case, it is an adjective (albeit coordinated with a subsequent 
participle) (7.d).  

 
33 Examples of non-constructional uses are found in Gen 50:17; 

Exod 32:31; Num 24:23; 2 Kgs 3:10; Isa 1:24; 44:16; Ezek 21:20; 26:2; 
36:2; Jer 30:7; Zech 2:10; 2:11; Ps 35:21. 

34 Josh 7:7; Judg 6:22; 11:35; 1 Kgs 13:30; 2 Kgs 6:5; 6:15; 20:3; Isa 
1:4; 10:5; 17:12; 18:1; 28:1; 29:1; 30:1; 38:3; 55:1; Jer 1:6; 4:10; 14:13; 
22:18; 32:17; 34:5; 47:6; Ezek 4:14; 9:8; 11:13; 21:5; 24:6; 24:9; Jonah 
4:2; Nah 3:1; Ps 35:25; 114:10; 116:4; 118:25; Dan 9:4; Neh 1:5; 1:11.  

35 Isa 5:8; 5:11; 5:18; 5:20; 5:21; 5:22; 10:1; 29:15; 31:1; 33:1; 45:9; 
45:10; Jer 22:13; 23:1; Ezek 34:2; Amos 5:18; Mic 2:1; Hab 2:6; 2:9; 
2:12; 2:15; 2:19; Zeph 2:5; 3:1; Zech 11:17.  
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(7)  
a. Jdgs 11:35 

אמֶרָּ֙  ָֹּּ֙ יו וַי ע אֶת־בְגָדָָ֗ קְרַָ֣ הּ וַיִּ וֹ אוֹתָָ֜ רְאוֹתֵ֨ י֩ כִּ הּ וַיְהִּ עַ אֲהָָ֤ ָ֣ יָּ֙ הַכְרֵּ תִּ בִּ

י נִּ כְרַעְתִּּ֔  הִּ

When he saw her, he tore his clothes, and said: “Alas my 

daughter! You have brought me very low . . . ” (adapted 

from NRSV) 

b. Jer 47:6 

וֹי  י הָ֗ ֖ רָגְעִּ ךְ הֵּ ּ֔ יָּ֙ אַל־תַעְרֵּ סְפִּ אָָֽ י הֵּ טִּ שְקֹֹּ֑ א תִּ ָֹּ֣ נָה ל ה עַד־אָ֖ יהוָּ֔ רֶב לַָֽ חֶָ֚

י׃ מִּ  וָדָֹּֽ

Ah sword of the Lord! How long until you are quiet? Put 

yourself into your scabbard, rest and be still! (adapted from 

NRSV) 

c. Jer 22:13 

וֹי   טהָ֣ שְפָֹ֑ א מִּ ָֹּ֣ יו בְל יוֹתָ֖ דֶק וַעֲלִּ ֹּא־צֶּ֔ ל יתוָֹּ֙ בְָֽ  בֹּנֶָ֤ה בֵּ

Woe to the one building his house by unrighteousness and 

his upper rooms by injustice; he makes his neighbors work 

for nothing, and does not give them their wages. (adapted 

from NRSV) 

d. Amos 6:1 

וֹי ם  הָ֚ ית הַגוֹיִּּ֔ ָ֣ אשִּ יָּ֙ רֵּ וֹן נְקֻבֵּ ר שֹּמְרֹ֑ ים בְהַָ֣ ֖ וֹן וְהַבֹּטְחִּ יּ֔ ים בְצִּ ָ֣ הַשַאֲנַנִּ

ל׃ ָֽ שְרָאֵּ ית יִּ ָ֥ ם בֵּ אוּ לָהֶ֖  וּבָָ֥

Alas for those who are at ease in Zion and feeling secure 

on Mount Samaria, those named chiefs of the nations; the 

house of Israel comes to them! 

The nominal dependent may be addressed directly thus func-
tioning as a canonical vocative (8.a; see also 7.a-b), or it may be 
referred to indirectly (8b; see also 7.c-d): 

(8) 
a. Isa 29:1 

וֹי פוּ׃ הָ֚ נְקָֹּֽ ים יִּ ָ֥ וּ שָנַָ֛ה עַל־שָנָ֖ה חַגִּ ד סְפָ֥ ֹ֑ רְיַ֖ת חָנָָ֣ה דָוִּ ל קִּ יאֵּּ֔ ל אֲרִּ ָ֣ יאֵּ  אֲרִּ

Ah Ariel, Ariel, the city where David encamped! Add year 

to year; let the festivals run their round. (NRSV) 

b. Isa 10:1 

בוּ׃ ָֽ תֵּ ל כִּ ים עָמָ֖ ָ֥ מְכַתְבִּ וֶן וָּֽ י־אָֹ֑ קְקֵּ ים חִּ ֖ קְְקִּ וֹי הַחָֹּֽ  הָ֥

Ah those who make iniquitous decrees, who write oppres-

sive statutes. (adapted from NRSV) 

Prepositional phrases are projected by interjections in 32 in-
stances.36 The most typical preposition used is  ְל (28x) (9.a). The 

 
36 See Num 21:29; 1 Sam 4:8; Isa 3:11; 4:31; Jer 6:4; 13:27; 45:3; 
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occurrence of the two other prepositions, i.e. עַל (9.b) and אֶל 
(9.c), is significantly lower, each occurring twice.  

(9) 
a. 1 Sam 4:8 

וֹי  נוּאָ֣ ילֵּּ֔ י יַצִּ ָ֣ נוּ מִּ ם  לָּ֔ ָ֣ לֶה הֵּ ֧ לֶה אֵּ ֹ֑ ים הָאֵּ ֖ ירִּ ים הָאַדִּ ָ֥ יַַ֛ד הָאֱלֹהִּ מִּ

ר דְבָָֽ ה בַמִּ ם בְכָל־מַכָ֖ יִּ צְרַַ֛ ים אֶת־מִּ ֧ ים הַמַכִּ  הָאֱלֹהִָּ֗

Woe to us! Who can deliver us from the power of these 

mighty gods? These are the gods who struck the Egyptians 

with every sort of plague in the wilderness. (NRSV) 

b. Jer 50:27 

בַח  רְד֖וּ לַטָֹ֑ יהָ יֵּ רְבוָּּ֙ כָל־פָרֶּ֔ וֹי חִּ ם׃ הָ֣ ת פְקֻדָתָָֽ ָ֥ ם עֵּ א יוֹמָ֖ י־בָָ֥ ָֽ ם כִּ יהֶּ֔ עֲלֵּ

 ס

Kill all her bulls, let them go down to the slaughter. Alas 

for them, their day has come, the time of their punishment! 

(NRSV) 

c. Ezek 6:11 

אֱמָר־ ע בְרַגְלְךָָּ֙ וֶָֽ ה בְכַפְךָָ֜ וּרְְקַָ֤ ה הַכֵֵּ֨ ר אֲדֹּנָָ֣י יְהוִָּ֗ ה־אָמַַּ֞ ח כָֹּֽ לאָּ֔ כָל־  אֶַ֛

בֶר יִּ  ב וּבַדֶ֖ רֶב בָרָעָָ֥ ר בַחֶַ֛ ל אֲשֶָ֗ ֹ֑ שְרָאֵּ ית יִּ ָ֣ וֹת רָע֖וֹת בֵּ לוּ׃תוֹעֲבָ֥  פָֹּֽ

Thus says the Lord God: Clap your hands and stamp your 

foot, and say: “Alas for all the vile abominations of the 

house of Israel! For they shall fall by the sword, by famine, 

and by pestilence.” (NRSV) 

The dependent of the preposition is typically a pronominal suffix 
(23x) (10.a). Other types of constituents are less common: a 
noun (6x) (10.b), an interrogative pronoun (2x; see example 6.b 
above), and a participle (1x) (10.c). 

(10) 
a. Ps 120:5 

וֹיָה ָֽ אָֽ י עִּ נְתִּ כַָ֗ שֶךְ שְָ֝ י מֶֹ֑ ֶ֥רְתִּ י־גַָ֣ י כִּ ִ֭ ר׃־לִּ דָָֽ י קֵּ ָ֥  ם־אָהֳלֵּ

Woe to me for I am an alien in Meshech, for I must live 

among the tents of Kedar. (adapted from NRSV) 

b. Joel 1:15 

הּ וֹא׃ אֲהָ֖ י יָבָֽ שַדַָ֥ ד מִּ ה וּכְשֹּ֖ וֹם יְהוָּ֔ י קָרוֹבָּ֙ יָ֣ ָ֤ וֹם כִּ  לַיֹ֑

Alas for the day! For the day of the Lord is near, and as 

destruction from the Almighty it comes. (NRSV) 

c. Ezek 13:18 

ה  ר׀ אֲדֹּנָָ֣י יְהוִָּ֗ ל׀ כָל־ הוֹי֩ וְאָמַרְתַָּ֞ כֹּה־אָמַָ֣ וֹת עַָ֣ וֹת כְסָתָ֜ מְתַפְרֵ֨ ָֽ לִּ

וֹת  ד נְפָשֹ֑ ָ֣ ה לְצוֹדֵּ אש כָל־קוֹמָ֖ ָֹּ֥ וֹת עַל־ר סְפָחַ֛ י וְעֹּש֧וֹת הַמִּ י יָדַָ֗ ָ֣ ילֵּ אַצִּ

 
50:27; Ezek 6:11; 13:3; 30:2; Hos 7:13; 9:12; Mic 7:1; Joel 1:15; Ps 120:5; 
Prov 23:29 (x2); Eccl 4:10; 10:16; Lam 5:16. 
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נָה תְחַיֶָֽינָה׃ י וּנְפָש֖וֹת לָכֶָ֥ דְנָה לְעַמִּּ֔ ָ֣  הַנְפָשוֹתָּ֙ תְצוֹדֵּ

And you will say: “Thus says the Lord God: ‘Woe to the 

women who sew bands on all wrists and make veils for the 

heads of persons of every height, in the hunt for human 

lives! Will you hunt down lives among my people, and main-

tain your own lives?’ ” (adapted from NRSV) 

Additionally, there is one instance in which the interjection gov-
erning a PP (י -to me’ see in 11) also governs an additional non‘ לִּ
appositional NP (י מִּ  :(’my mother‘ אִּ

(11) 
Jer 15:10 

וֹי י אָֽ יתִּ ָ֥ א־נָשִּ ָֹּֽ רֶץ ל יש מָד֖וֹן לְכָל־הָאָֹ֑ ָ֥ יב וְאִּ ַ֛ יש רִּ ָ֥ י אִּ נִּ דְתִָּ֗ י יְלִּ ָ֣ י כִּ מִּּ֔ י אִּ ָ֣ ־לִּ

י׃ ס ונִּ ה מְקַלְלַָֽ י כֻלָ֥ ֖ שוּ־בִּ ֹּא־נָָֽ  וְל

Woe to me, my mother, that you ever bore me, a man of 

strife and contention to the whole land! I have not lent, nor 

have I borrowed, yet all of them curse me. (adapted from 

NRSV) 

BH interjections enter in constructions with particles. The parti-
cles that operate over interjections are י  The first .נָא and ,גַם ,כִּ
two, i.e. י -occur in the same instance with the interjec ,גַם and כִּ
tion אוֹי (12.a). The use with the particle נָא is more common, 
being attested three times. In all three instances, נָא intervenes 
between the interjection (to which it is linked by a maqqeph) and 
a dependent prepositional phrase (12.b).37 

(12) 
a. Hos 9:12 

ם  אָדָֹ֑ ָֽ ים מֵּ ֖ כַלְתִּ ם וְשִּ יהֶּ֔ ם־יְגַדְלוָּּ֙ אֶת־בְנֵּ י אִּ ָ֤ יכִּ ָֽ וֹי ־גַם־כִּ י  אָ֥ ָ֥ ם בְשוּרִּ לָהֶ֖

ם׃ הֶָֽ  מֵּ

Even if they bring up children, I will bereave them until no 

one is left. Woe to them indeed when I depart from them! 

(NRSV) 

b. Jer 4:31 

חַ  ֖ תְיַפֵּ וֹן תִּ יַ֛ ה ק֧וֹל בַת־צִּ ירָּ֔ י צָרָהָּ֙ כְמַבְכִּ עְתִּ ה שָמַָ֗ וֹל כְחוֹלָָ֜ י֩ קֵ֨ כִּ

יהָ  ש כַפֶֹ֑ ָ֣ וֹי תְפָרֵּ ים׃ פאָֽ ָֽ י לְהֹּרְגִּ ֖ ה נַפְשִּ י־עָיְפָָ֥ ָֽ י כִּ  ־נָָ֣א לִּּ֔

For I heard a cry as of a woman in labor, anguish as of one 

bringing forth her first child, the cry of daughter Zion gasp-

ing for breath, stretching out her hands, “Woe to me! I am 

fainting before killers!” (adapted from NRSV) 

Lastly, Biblical Hebrew allows for interjectional chains, i.e. the 
combination of interjections into sequences. This phenomenon 
is attested six times. In all such cases, however, the combination 
involves the reduplication of an interjectional lexeme rather than 

 
37 See also Jer 45:3 and Lam 5:16. 
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grouping of different interjections. The reduplicated interjec-
tions are: אוֹי (13.a), הֶאָח (13.b; see also 1.a), הוֹי (see example 3.a), 
and ֹהו (see example 1.d). In other words, constructional se-
quences composed of different interjections are unattested.  

(13)  
a. Ezek 16:23 

 ֖ י אַחֲרֵּ ךְ וַיְהִּ֕ ֹ֑ וֹיי כָל־רָעָתֵּ וֹי אָ֣ ה׃ אָ֣ ָֽ י יְהוִּ ם אֲדֹּנָָ֥ ךְ נְאֻ֖  לָּ֔

After all your wickedness (woe, woe to you! says the 

Lord God). (NRSV) 

b. Ps 35:21 

מְרוּ  ם אִָ֭ יהֶָ֥ י פִִּּ֫ יבוּ עָלַָ֗ ָ֥ ח וַיַרְחִּ ח׀ הֶאָֹ֑ ינוּ׃ הֶאָָ֣ ָֽ ינֵּ ה עֵּ  רָאֲתָָ֥

They open wide their mouths against me; they say: “Aha, 

aha, our eyes have seen it.” (NRSV) 

Non-holophrastic interjections, which function as words and 
parts of utterances, are typically found at the margins of an ut-
terance (see feature S-5). Most commonly, they occupy an initial 
position, being thus located in the utterance’s left periphery. 
Overall, an utterance-initial position is attested in 100 cases, 
while a non-initial position, invariably an utterance-internal one, 
is found in 15 cases. To be exact, interjections that form sen-
tences with other clauses occur utterance-initially in 81 instances 
out of 95 possible (14.a).38 In only 14 instances of this structural 
type, interjections occupy an utterance-internal position (14.b).39 
For interjections that do not form sentences with other clauses 
but project their own phrase (either simple or elaborated on by 
relative clauses), the preference for an utterance-initial position 
is even more evident. In 19 instances out of 20 possible, such 
interjections occur at the beginning of an utterance (14.c).40 Only 
in one case, an utterance-internal position is attested (see exam-
ple 12.a above). 

(14) 
a. Nah 3:1 

רֶף ה֖וֹי יש טָָֽ ֖ א יָמִּ ָֹּ֥ ה ל אָּ֔ רֶקָּ֙ מְלֵּ חַש פֶָּ֙ הּ כַָ֤ ים כֻלָָ֗ ֹ֑ יר דָמִּ ָ֣  עִּ

Ah, city of bloodshed, utterly deceitful, full of booty—no 

end to the plunder! (NRSV) 

b. Job 10:15 

י  עְתִּ ם־רָשַָ֡ יאִּ ה  אַלְלַַ֬ ָ֥ וֹן וּרְאֵּ לָ֗ ע קְָ֝ י שְבַָ֥ ֹ֑ ֹּאשִּ א ר ֹּא־אֶשָָ֣ י ל צָדַקְתִּ י וְִ֭ לִָּ֗

י׃ ָֽ  עָנְיִּ

 
38 For instance, Num 21:29; 24:23; 1 Sam 4:7, 8; 2 Kgs 3:10; Isa 5:8; 

5:18; Jer 30:7; Ezek 26:2; 36:2; Amos 5:18; Mic 7:1; Zeph 2:5; Zech 
2:10; 11:17; Ps 35:21; 116:16; 120:5; Eccl 10:16; Neh 1:5.  

39 Isa 3:9; 24:16; Jer 4:13; 6:4; 13:27; 50:27; Ezek 16:23; 21:20; Job 
10:15; Prov 23:29 (2x); Eccl 4:10; Lam 5:16.  

40 1 Kgs 13:30; Isa 5:20, 21, 22; 10:1; 18:1; Jer 22:18 (4x); 23:1; 34:5; 
Ezek 6:11; 30:2; Hab 2:9; 2:15; Zeph 3:1; Ps 35:25; Dan 9:4. 
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If I am wicked, woe to me! If I am righteous, I cannot lift 

up my head, for I am filled with disgrace and look upon my 

affliction. (NRSV) 

c. Hab 2:15 

וֹי יט עַל־ הָ֚ ֖ עַן הַבִּ ר לְמַָ֥ ֹ֑ ף שַכֵּ חַ חֲמָתְךָ֖ וְאַָ֣ ָ֥ הוּ מְסַפֵּ עֵּּ֔ ה רֵּ ָ֣ מַשְְקֵּ

ם׃ יהֶָֽ  מְעוֹרֵּ

Alas for you who make your neighbors drink, pouring out 

your wrath until they are drunk, in order to gaze on their 

nakedness! (NRSV) 

Non-holophrastic interjections also tend to occupy a peripheral 
position in their own phrase—that is, in relation the interjec-
tion’s dependents. This position is, again, typically initial. In 112 
cases out of 115 possible, interjections feature at the beginning 
of the phrase (15).41 In two cases—found in the same verse—
the interjections appear phrase-finally (see example 6.b). As has 
been explained above, this phrase-final position is due to their 
use in an interrogative context. In one example, the interjection 
occupies a phrase-internal position, occurring between an af-
firmative particle and a prepositional phrase (see 14.d above).  

(15) 
Jonah 1:14 

קְרְאֵ֨  וּ וַיִּ ֹּאמְרָ֗ ה וַי יש  אָנָָ֤הוּ אֶל־יְהוָָ֜ ָ֣ פֶשָּ֙ הָאִּ ה בְנֶָּ֙ ֹּאבְדָָ֗ יְהוָהָּ֙ אַל־נָָ֣א נ

יתָ׃ ָֽ צְתָ עָשִּ ר חָפַ֖ ה כַאֲשֶָ֥ ה יְהוָּ֔ י־אַתָָ֣ ָֽ יא כִּ ֹ֑ ם נְָקִּ ינוּ דָָ֣ ֖ ן עָלֵּ ָ֥ תֵּ ה וְאַל־תִּ  הַזֶּ֔

Then they cried out to the Lord: “Please O Lord, we pray, 

do not let us perish on account of this man’s life. Do not 

make us guilty of innocent blood; for you, O Lord, have 

done as it pleased you.” (NRSV) 

Peripherality and an utterance-initial placement are equally pa-
tent if one considers the mutual position of the interjection ac-
companied by its nominal dependent—either headed directly or 
via a preposition, and thus, the structure [I + NP/PP]—and the 
rest of the utterance. Indeed, such structures appear utterance-
initially in 101 instances out of 115 possible (16.a).42 Only in 14 
instances, they occupy an utterance-internal position (16.b).43 

(16) 
a. Ps 35:25 

בָם  לִּ וּ בְִ֭ ֹּאמְרָ֣ חאַל־י וּהוּ׃ הֶאָָ֣ לַעֲנָֽ ָֽ וּ בִּ ְֹּ֝אמְרָ֗ נוּ אַל־י ֹ֑  נַפְשֵּ

Do not let them say to themselves: “Aha, we have our 

heart’s desire.” Do not let them say: “We have swallowed 

you up.” (NRSV) 

 
41 For instance, Num 21:29; 24:23; 1 Sam 4:7, 8; 1 Kgs 13:30; ; Isa 

1:4; 1:24; 3:9,11; 6:5; 24:16; Jer 4:13; 4:31; 6:4; 10:19; 13:27; 15:10; 45:3; 
48:46; Ezek 16:23; 24:6; 24:9; Hos 7:13; Lam 5:16. 

42 For other examples, see footnote 38 above. 
43 Isa 3:9; 24:16; Jer 4:13; 6:4; 13:27; 50:27; Ezek 16:23; 21:20; Job 

10:15; Prov 23:29 (2x); Eccl 4:10; Lam 5:16. 
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b. Lam 5:16 

נוּ  ֹּאשֵּּ֔ רֶת ר פְלָהָּ֙ עֲטֶָ֣ וֹינָָֽ אנוּ׃אָֽ י חָטָָֽ ָ֥ נוּ כִּ  ־נָָ֥א לָ֖

The crown has fallen from our head, woe to us, for we have 

sinned! (NRSV) 

Extrametrum—or a phonological separation—is not a pervasive 
feature of BH interjections (see future S-6). Overall, interjections 
bear a conjunctive accent in 66 cases (out of 115 possible), while 
a disjunctive accent is used in 49 cases. Thus, the absence of ex-
trametrum is, at least moderately, more common (57%) than its 
presence (43%). More specifically, out of 82 instances in which 
interjections occur in a sentence and have an NP, a PP, or a com-
bination of both as their dependent, they exhibit a conjunctive 
accent 50 times (17.a). Inversely, in 32 of these instances, the 
interjection bears a disjunctive accent (17.b). Extrametrum is 
more evident in cases in which the interjection forms part of a 
sentence, but lacks a dependent. Only 1 instance out of a total 
of 13 attests to a conjunctive accent (3.a), while the remaining 
cases bear a disjunctive accent (17.c). Interjections that do not 
form part of sentences (i.e. non-holophrastic non-sentential in-
terjections) also tend to bear a conjunctive accent (15x) (17.d) 
rather than a disjunctive accent (5x) (17.e).  

(17) 
a. Jer 6:4 

ם  יִּ צָהֳרָֹ֑ ה בַָֽ ה ק֖וּמוּ וְנַעֲלֶָ֣ לְחָמָּ֔ יהָָּ֙ מִּ וּ עָלֶָּ֙ וֹיקַדְשָ֤ י  אָ֥ ָ֥ וֹם כִּ י־פָנָָ֣ה הַיּ֔ נוָּּ֙ כִּ לָָּ֙

רֶב׃ י־עָָֽ לְלֵּ נָט֖וּ צִּ  יִּ

“Prepare war against her; up, and let us attack at noon!” 

“Woe to us, for the day declines, the shadows of evening 

lengthen!” (NRSV) 

b. Ezek 13:3 

ה  ה אָמַרָּ֙ אֲדֹּנָָ֣י יְהוִּּ֔ ר  ה֖וֹיכָֹּ֤ ים אַחַָ֥ ַ֛ ר הֹּלְכִּ ים אֲשֶָ֥ ֹ֑ ים הַנְבָלִּ ָ֣ יאִּ עַל־הַנְבִּ

וּ׃ י רָאָֽ ָ֥ לְתִּ ם וּלְבִּ  רוּחָ֖

Thus says the Lord God: “Alas for the senseless prophets 

who follow their own spirit, and have seen nothing!” 

(NRSV) 

c. Gen 50:17 

ף  וּ לְיוֹסֵָּ֗ ֹּאמְרָ֣ ה־ת אכָֹּֽ נָָ֡ ה  אָָ֣ י־רָעָָ֣ יךָ וְחַטָאתָםָּ֙ כִּ שַע אַחֶָ֤ א פֶָ֣ א נָָ֠ שָָ֣

וּךָ  גְמָלּ֔

Say to Joseph: “O please, forgive the crime of your broth-

ers and the wrong they did in harming you.” (adapted from 

NRSV) 

d. Jer 23:1 

וֹי ה׃ הָ֣ י נְאֻם־יְהוָָֽ ֖ יתִּ אן מַרְעִּ ָֹּ֥ ים אֶת־צ ַ֛ צִּ ים וּמְפִּ ֧ ים מְאַבְדִּ  רֹּעִָּ֗

“Woe to the shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep 

of my pasture!” – says the Lord. (adapted from NRSV) 
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e. Hab 2:9 

וֹי ע׃ הָ֗ כַף־רָָֽ ל מִּ ֖ נָצֵּ וֹ לְהִּ נּ֔ וּם בַמָרוֹםָּ֙ קִּ וֹ לָשָ֤ יתֹ֑ ע לְבֵּ צַע רָ֖ עַ בֶָ֥ ַ֛  בֹּצֵּ

“Alas for you who get evil gain for your house, setting your 

nest on high to be safe from the reach of harm!” (NRSV) 

The extrametrum of interjections can be assessed differently. 
Again, one may consider the phonological link that exists be-
tween the interjection projecting its NP or PP, on the one hand, 
and the remaining parts of the utterance, on the other hand. 
When analysed from that perspective, extrametrum is more evi-
dent. That is, the structure [I + NP/PP] tends to be phonologi-
cally separated from the rest of the utterance: out of 102 cases, 
97 bear a disjunctive accent,44 while only 5 bear a conjunctive 
accent.45 This type of extrametrum is equally patent for the sen-
tential and non-sentential types. In sentential uses, the analysed 
structures are marked by a disjunctive accent 77 times (18.a), 
while a conjunctive accent is only used 5 times (18.b). In non-
sentential uses, all 20 cases are separated from the rest of the 
utterance by a disjunctive accent (see example 17.f above). 

(18) 
a. Ezek 9:8 

אֹּמַרָּ֙  ק וָָֽ י וָאֶזְעַָ֗ ה עַל־פָנַָ֜ י וָאֶפְלֵָ֨ נִּ ר אָֹ֑ ָֽאשֲאַ֖ ם וְנֵּ יָּ֙ כְהַכוֹתָּ֔ ֶ֥יְהִּ   אֲהָהָּּ֙ וַָֽ

ת כָל־שְאֵּ  ָ֚ ה אֵּ ית אַתָָ֗ ָ֣ ה הֲמַשְחִּ ל בְשָפְכְךָָ֥ אֶת־אֲדֹּנָָ֣י יְהוִּּ֔ שְרָאֵּּ֔ ית יִּ ָ֣ רִּ

ם׃ ָֽ  חֲמָתְךָ֖ עַל־יְרוּשָלִָּ

While they were killing, and I was left alone, I fell prostrate 

on my face and cried out: “Ah Lord God! will you destroy 

all who remain of Israel as you pour out your wrath upon 

Jerusalem?” (NRSV) 

b. Isa 6:5 

ר  וֹיוָאֹּמַַּ֞ י וּבְתוֹךְָּ֙ עַם־אָֽ כִּ םָּ֙ אָנֹּּ֔ יִּ א־שְפָתַָּ֙ ָֽ יש טְמֵּ ָ֤ י אִּ ָ֣ י כִּ יתִּ דְמֵָּ֗ י־נִּ ָֽ י כִּ ָ֣ ־לִּ

י׃ ינָָֽ וּ עֵּ ה צְבָא֖וֹת רָאָ֥ לֶךְ יְהוָָ֥ י אֶת־הַמֶַ֛ ב כִָּ֗ ֹ֑ י יוֹשֵּ ֖ ם אָנֹּכִּ יִּ א שְפָתַּ֔ ָ֣  טְמֵּ

And I said: “Woe to me! I am lost, for I am a man of un-

clean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my 

eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts!” (adapted from 

NRSV) 

4. DISCUSSION  

The study of the formal profile of interjections shows that the 
canonicity and extra-systematicity of BH interjections is distinct 
in the different modules of language—or when analyzed locally. 

In phonology, three features postulated for the interjec-
tional prototype are met (nearly) entirely (P-3, P-4, P-5); two fea-
tures are met to a certain extent only (P-6 largely and P-7 only 

 
44 See, for instance, Judg 6:22; 11:35; 2 Kgs 6:5; 6:15; 20:3; Isa 38:3; 

Jer 1:6; 4:10; 14:13; 32:17; Ezek 4:14; 6:11; 9:8; 11:13; 21:5; 30:2; Jonah 
1:14; 4:2; Joel 1:15; Ps 116:4. 

45 See Num 21:29; Isa 6:5; Jer 48:46; Prov 23:29; Eccl 10:16.  
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residually); lastly, two features are not met (P-1 and P-2). The 
combination of those different “scores” into a single value is not 
an easy task—perhaps unachievable. Nevertheless, approxi-
mately, BH interjections seem to exhibit a semi-canonical pho-
nological profile, which means that their asystematicity is mod-
erate. 

P-1 [-] asystematic sounds are unattested; 
P-2 [-] asystematic clusters are unattested; 
P-3 [+] BH interjections have a marked vocalic char-

acter; 
P-4 [+] with marginal exceptions, BH interjections 

bear the stress; 
P-5 [+] with marginal exceptions, BH interjections 

exhibit a simple phonetic structure; 
P-6 [+/-] some BH interjections exhibit harmonious 

patterns; 
P-7 [(+)/-] a few BH interjections exhibit alternative var-

iants. 

As far as morphology is concerned, BH interjections com-
ply fully with one feature (M-2). The feature M-1 (composite of 
three sub-features) is met to a large extent. As a result, the mor-
phological canonicity of BH interjections and their asystematic-
ity are relatively high. 

M-1 [+/(-)] BH interjections tend to exhibit a simple 
mono-morphemic structure. With the excep-
tion of two lexemes, interjections lack inflec-
tions (M-1.a), derivations (M-1.b), and com-
pounding (M-1.c); 

M-2 [+] BH interjections are morphologically anom-
alous and lexically opaque. 

In syntax, two features are met fully (S-1 and S-2);46 three 
features are met partially (S-5 to a large extent, while S-3 and S-
6 to a limited degree); and one feature is violated (S-4). Overall, 
the canonicity of BH interjections in syntax and their syntactic 
extra-systematicity are moderate:47 

S-1 [+] BH interjections may be used holophrastically 
as autonomous, complete, non-elliptical utter-
ances; 

S-2 [+] when used in sentences, BH interjections are 
associated with the adjacent clause(s) in a loose 
manner; 

 
46 Concerning S-1 see, however, further below. 
47 The approximate values of the canonicity/extra-systematicity of 

interjections in the three language modules that are presented above in 
an approximate and narrative fashion, coincide with more numeral cal-
culations. The allocation of a number reflecting high or low compliance 
(1 for +; 0,75 for +/(-); 0,5 for +/-; 0,25 for (+)/-; and 0 for -) to each 
feature-related score yields the following averaged values: phonology – 
0,53; morphology – 0,85; syntax – 0,54.  
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S-3 [+/-] BH interjections generally do not participate in 
syntactic operations of negation and interroga-
tion. However, interjectional phrases exhibit-
ing the structure [I+PP] may be questioned; 

S-4 [-] BH interjections can form constructions with 
other elements by governing phrases (NPs and 
PPs), falling under the scope of particles, and 
yielding interjectional sequences; 

S-5 [+/(-)] BH interjections often (albeit not always) oc-
cupy a peripheral, typically left, position in the 
utterance. The same holds true for the place-
ment of interjections in their own phrases, as 
well as for the placement of the structures [I + 
NP/PP]; 

S-6 [+/-] BH interjections are often linked to adjacent 
elements by conjunctive accent, thus failing to 
function as separate prosodic or intonational 
entities—even though disjunction is also 
widely attested. The extrametrum of 
[I+NP/PP] is significantly more evident. 

The different values that BH interjections exhibit locally in 
phonology, morphology, and syntax, can in turn be combined 
into a global canonicity/extra-systematicity range. Although sim-
ilar to the local summations, this total value should be viewed as 
approximate, we conclude that globally, BH interjections are 
semi-canonical and thus semi-extra-systematic. 

Apart from determining the extent of canonicity and extra-
systematicity of BH interjections—and thus apart from position-
ing them in the typological categorial network—our research re-
veals certain significant properties of BH interjectional lexemes; 
even though most of these properties are not directly associated 
with the prototype. First, BH interjections make a common use 
of gutturals consonants (א’ [ʔ], ה h [h],  ח ḥ [ħ]). Second, all BH 
interjections exhibit mono-consonantal, [ʔ] or [h] onsets in a 
word-initial position. Third, onomatopoeic interjections are un-
common. Four, reduplication occurring within a single lexeme is 
a phonological process rather than a morphological one. Five, 
the only morphemes incorporated into or combinable with in-
terjections are “emphatic” particles typical of imperative and vol-
itive forms. Six, holophrastic uses of interjections are far less 
common than non-holophrastic uses. The first five properties, 
related to phonology and morphology, coincide with observa-
tions made in research on interjections in other language fami-
lies, e.g. in Xhosa (Andrason and Dlali forthcoming), which sug-
gests their wider cross-linguistic status. The sixth property 
demonstrates that the compliance with a feature does not imply 
that that particular feature—and not its opposite—is the preva-
lent situation in a given language. This perhaps lowers even fur-
ther the extent of canonicity and extra-systematicity of interjec-
tions in Biblical Hebrew.  

The pervasiveness of interjectional non-holophrasticity in 
Biblical Hebrew suggests that interjections may have both an in-
ternal representation and syntagmatic role(s). First, we propose 
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that an interjection may govern constituents within its own 
phrase—the Interjectional Phrase (IP) (see a similar proposal in 
Nordgren 2015, 48, 51–52). In Biblical Hebrew, the dependent 
constituents may be an NP or a PP. However, the dependent 
position may also be non-filled with the interjection being the 
only constituent of the IP. Accordingly, interjections are the 
head of their IP (Nordgren 2015, 52), projecting other depend-
ent constituents (see Figure 1 below). Arguably, the interjection 
would also project the case to its dependent phrases—either 
vocative (with a NP) or prepositional (with a PP). This is con-
sistent with certain violations of the interjectional prototype ob-
served in typological studies, in particular: a close link to voca-
tives through parataxis and the ability to project determined va-
lency patterns (Ameka and Wilkins 2006, 67; Nordgren 2015). 

IP     IP     IP      

                

  I     I     I    

                

    Ø     NP     PP  

                

  (a)     (b)     (c)    

Figure 1: Structural representation of non-holophrastic 

interjections 

Second, we propose that in their sentential uses, interjections en-
tertain a syntagmatic role in the sentence structure, fully compa-
rable to that attributed to various extra-clausal constituents such 
as vocatives, left-dislocands,48 and pragmatic/discourse markers 
(see Kaltenböck, Keizer and Lohmann 2016, 1). Although una-
ble to “to enter into syntactic relations with other structures” 
(ibid.), vocatives, left-dislocands, and pragmatic/discourse 
markers form syntagmatic parts of a sentence (see for instance 
the syntagmatic role of left-dislocands in Westbury 2014; Andra-
son, Westbury and van der Merwe 2016). They are also structur-
ally represented in the sentence model, as nodes placed beyond 
the core clause or complementizer phrase (CP). Accordingly, in-
terjections could occupy a syntagmatic beyond-clause/CP posi-
tion parallel to a left-dislocand (LD), a vocative phrase (VP), or 
a topic phrase (TP). At this time, where research on the formal 
syntax of interjections is in its preliminary stage, we are unable 
to provide a more precise structural interpretation. 

The results of our research enable us to correct or nuance 
several statements and assumptions formulated previously in BH 
scholarship (see section 2.2). The claim of the phonetic extra-
systematicity of BH interjections (Waltke and O’Connor 1990, 

 
48 The term ‘left-dislocand’ refers to a phrase that is dislocated to 

the left in left-dislocation constructions. It is the element that is located 
outside the core clause (Westbury 2014; Andrason, Westbury and van 
der Merwe 2016). 
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683) is unsupported. Our study suggests the opposite. Crucially, 
no “odd” sounds (ibid.) are attested—all sounds are fully sys-
tematic. Similarly, the alleged syntactic extra-systematicity of BH 
interjections (ibid.) is much less patent. Contrary to Gesenius 
(1910, 470–71), interjections do not form “incomplete” sen-
tences. In their holophrastic uses, such sentences are complete 
and non-elliptical. Our data also invalidate the claim whereby BH 
interjections are unable to enter into constructions with other 
grammatical elements (Richter 1980, 158). The opposite is true. 
Interjections form tied constructions with prepositional phrases 
and noun phrases, with particles, and with interjections them-
selves. Furthermore, although loosely related to core clauses, BH 
interjections do entertain a syntagmatic role in sentences, com-
parable to that of vocatives, left-dislocands, and discourse mark-
ers (contra Richter 1980, 158). Lastly, while failing to be discussed 
in scholarship, the highest extent of extra-systematicity of BH 
interjections pertains to morphology. Our study also provides 
validity to certain statements that have thus far been merely as-
sumed and never supported by empirical evidence. First, as hy-
pothesized by van der Merwe and Naudé (2017, 483), BH inter-
jections “do not form part of […] a clause.” Our data demon-
strate that they are indeed extra-clausal. Second, further corrob-
orating van der Merwe and Naudé (ibid.), interjections do not 
modify and complement constituents. However, interjections 
may govern constituents—an observation that has been unno-
ticed by those two authors. 

5. CONCLUSION 

This paper demonstrates that when envisaged globally, the lexi-
cal class of interjections in Biblical Hebrew exhibits a semi-ca-
nonical and thus semi-extra-systematic profile as far as its form 
is concerned. Locally, the levels of canonicity and extra-system-
aticity of BH interjections are uneven. The highest level is at-
tested in morphology, while the levels found in phonology and 
syntax are only moderate. 

We propose furthermore that BH interjections have a 
structural representation and syntagmatic role. They govern de-
pendents within their own interjectional phrases, either a PP or 
an NP, and form part of a sentence structure to a comparable 
extent as other extra-clausal phrases such as vocative, left-dis-
locand, and topic phrases. 
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