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A Note  on  the  El l ips is  o f  the  Prepos i t ion  Bet   

before  the  Nouns תיב   and חתפ  

Steven E. Fassberg 

Already in the Middle Ages Jewish grammarians noted that sometimes 
the biblical text was missing a preposition before a noun1. In particular, it was 
pointed out that bet was absent before תיב  “house”. See, e.g., Ibn Janaḥ in the 
11th century, who cited the passages ְהרָדָנָ הּשָׁיאִ תיבֵּ־םאִו  “and if she vowed (in) 
her husband’s house” (Num 30:11); ִּהָיבִאָ תיבֵּ תוֹנזְלִ לאֵרָשְׂיִבְּ הלָבָנְ התָשְׂעָ־יכ  
“because she has done disgracefully in Israel by whoring (in) her father’s house” 
(Deut 22:21); ַאU בהָזָ ילִכְּ־לכָּ תוֹרצְֹצחֲ תוֹקרָזְמִ תוֹרמְּזַמְ ףסֶכֶּ תוֹפּסִ הוָהיְ תיבֵּ השֶׂעָיֵ אֹל 

ףסֶכָ־ילִכְוּ  “but there were not made (in) the house of the Lord silver basins, 
snuffers, bowls, trumpets, any vessels of gold and vessels of silver” (2 Kgs 
12:14). Ibn Janaḥ declared: תיבב םלוכ םהב רמול הצור  “i.e., all of them are תיבב ”2. 

Modern grammarians agree with their medieval predecessors  that 
prepositions were to be expected but are not attested in certain biblical passages. 
The standard reference grammars of Gesenius – Kautzsch – Cowley and Joüon 
– Muraoka discuss the absence of bet before nouns under the rubric of 
subordination of nouns to verbs, and they note the lack of bet, especially before 
תיב  “house” and חתפ  “opening, entrance, gate”3. Samuel R. Driver commented 

that the preposition is almost always absent before תיב  and חתפ  when they occur 
in construct, e.g., ֲיבִאָ־תיבֵּ שׁיֵהU ָןילִלָ וּנלָ םוֹקמ  “Is there space in your father’s house 
for us to lodge in?” (Gen 24:23), ְלהֶאֹהָ־חתַפֶּ בשֵֹׁי אוּהו  “while he was sitting at the 

                                                   
1 See, e.g., David Kimḥi’s remarks on ellipsis and elision in CHOMSKY, Hebrew 

Grammar, § 89b. 
2 IBN JANĀḤ, Sefer Ha-Riqmah, 1:285. 
3 GESENIUS – KAUTZSCH – COWLEY, Grammar, § 118g mentions it under “The Looser 

Subordination of the Accusative to the Verb” and calls it “accus. loci”; JOÜON – MURAOKA, 
Grammar, § 126h lists it in the chapter under “The Indirect Accusative” and describe it as an 
“accusative of local determination”. 
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entrance to the tent” (18:1)4. Gesenius – Kautzsch – Cowley concurs with 
Driver’s description, but Joüon – Muraoka refines it ever-so-slightly. According 
to the latter grammar, ֶּחתַפ  “usually” occurs when in construct to a following 
noun (as opposed to ְּחתַפֶב ), whereas ֵּתיב  is “common” (as opposed to ְּתיבֵב ). 
Driver added that the preposition is regularly attested when the two nouns are not 
part of a construct chain and the noun is determined either by a definite article or 
by a pronominal suffix, e.g., ֶחתַפֶּבַ האָבָּ הָילֶגְרַ לוֹק־תא  “the sound of her feet as 
she was coming in the entrance” (1 Kgs 14:6); ְתיִבָּבַּ רשֶׁאֲ־לכָּ תאֵו  “and everything 
that was in the house” (Gen 34:29); ַוֹתיבֵבְּ וֹתאֹ דיקִפְהִ זאָמֵ יהִיְו  “and it was since 
(the time) he appointed him over his house” (39:5). 

The purpose of the present note is twofold. The first is to modify 
somewhat the description by Gesenius – Kautzsch – Cowley and Joüon – Muraoka 
concerning the frequency of the missing preposition bet before תיב  and חתפ . 
There is actually an inverse proportion in the occurrences of bet before חתפ  and 
תיב  when in construct: as a rule the preposition is absent before חתפ , but it is 

attested twice as often as not before תיב . The statistics are:  

a. חתפב  + nomen rectum 4 × ְּתיבֵב  + nomen rectum 108 × (+ 24 × as 
compound proper noun, e.g., םחל תיבב ) 

b. חתפ  + nomen rectum 51 × ֵּתיב  + nomen rectum 62 × 

The second objective of this note is to propose another explanation for 
the absence of the preposition bet before תיב  and חתפ . Gesenius – Kautzsch – 
Cowley suggests that euphonic reasons were responsible for the absence of bet 
since both nouns begin with a labial consonant; Joüon – Muraoka speaks of 
a possible haplology5. I wonder if a different phenomenon is not responsible –
grammaticalization, a general linguistic process by which lexical items such as 
nouns and verbs lose their literal meanings and turn into grammatical markers. 
For example, in English the verbal form “going” develops into a marker of 

                                                   
4 DRIVER, Samuel, 29, n. 3 (on 1 Sam 2:29); cf. ַוּניבִאָ תיבֵבְּ הלָחֲנַוְ קלֶחֵ וּנלָ דוֹעה  “Do we still 

have a portion and an inheritance in our father’s house?” (Gen 34:31); ַםיִנַיעֵ חתַפֶבְּ בשֶׁתֵּו  “and 
she sat at the entrance to Enayim” (38:14). 

5 So too BROCKELMANN, Syntax, § 81a. WALTKE – O’CONNOR, Introduction, mentions 
haplology and the syntactic conditioning of Driver (before a nomen regens), but stops short 
of adopting either explanation. 
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imminent future action (“I am going to sit here all day”) and the cardinal numeral 
“one” becomes an indefinite article “a(n)”6.  

In the light of internal Hebrew as well as comparative evidence from 
other Semitic languages, I wonder if an incipient process of grammaticalization 
was not responsible for the absence of the bet before תיב  and חתפ . In addition to 
retaining its basic meaning of “house”, it is clear that speakers of Hebrew also 
grammaticalized תיב  into (1) an adverb תיבמ  “within”, e.g., ְתיִבַּמִ הּתָאֹ תָּרְפַכָו 

רפֶֹכּבַּ ץוּחמִוּ  “and you shall pitch it within and without with pitch” (Gen 6:14); 
and (2) a preposition ל תיבמ-  “within”, e.g., ְתכֶֹרפָּלַ תיבֵּמִ המָּשָׁ תָאבֵהֵו  “and you 
shall bring in there within the veil” (Exod 26:33)7. I suggest that as the next part 
of the process, תיב  began also to be understood as a preposition “in, at” without 
תיב Thus the use of bet before the noun .מ-8  became superfluous since תיב , in 
addition to meaning “house”, could also mean “in + the house”. This is not 
surprising in the light of the frequency of the תיב  – it is the second most frequent 
noun of place in Biblical Hebrew after ץרא  “land”9. 

Akkadian and Syriac provide supporting evidence. In Middle and Neo-
Assyrian, bet, in addition to its basic meaning of “house”, develops into 
a subordinating locative (and temporal) conjunction10. See, e.g., in Neo-
Assyrian11: 

bēt šunu rēssunu iši “summon them wherever they are”; 
šupru bēt šūtūni liṣ[b]utu “send (word) that he should be arrested 

wherever he is”. 
In Syriac !"#  also shows semantic bleaching and sometimes has acquired 

the meaning of “place” as in ܝܗ +"*( #"! ܿ'&%ܕ  “because all of it is a place of 
well-watering” ( הקֶשְׁמַ הּלָּכֻּ  Gen 13:10) or !"# 06ܖ 4ܪ123 +"0ܪ+  “place of pasture 
for flocks of sheep” ( םירִדָעֲ העֵרְמִ   Isa 32:14)12. Note, however, possible confusion 
with the homonym !"#  “between, among”; the latter is derived by many from 
                                                   

6 On grammaticalization in the Semitic languages, see RUBIN, Grammaticalization. For 
the two examples cited from English, see RUBIN, Grammaticalization, 4-5. 

7 BROWN – DRIVER – BRIGGS, Lexicon, 110 (§ 8a-b). 
8 For examples of nouns grammaticalizing into prepositions in Semitic languages, see 

RUBIN, Grammaticalization, 46-48. 
9 See WATTS, Lists of Words, 16-18. 
10 CAD, vol. 2:B, 272. 
11 HAÄMEEN-ANTTILA, Neo-Assyrian, §§ 3.6; 4.5.9. 
12 Might one even go so far as to interpret this use of !"#  as approaching a locative 

conjunction “place where” > “where”? 
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a contraction of the preposition 13 !"6# . As in Biblical Hebrew, rarely does one 
find the preposition beth before !"#  when the latter funtions as nomen regens14. 

In the Gəˀəz Bible, bayt occurs without the preposition b in those 
passages where the Hebrew Bible lacks the bet, e.g., Gen 24:23; 38:11; Num 
30:1115. The same is true for these passages in Targums Onqelos and Jonathan, 
and the Peshitta. 

A similar process of grammaticalization would seem to be responsible 
for the absence of the preposition bet before חתפ . Unlike byt, which is 
grammaticalized elsewhere in Semitic, there are, however, no parallels with the 
noun חתפ . Other Semitic languages express the concept “opening, entrance” with 
different nouns, e.g., Akkadian bābu, nērebu, Arabic bāb, Aramaic ערת , Gəˀəz 
xoxta, which did not develop into prepositions. 

In sum, the preposition bet is almost always missing before  when in  חתפ
construct, whereas bet is more than twice as frequent as not before  תיב when in 
construct. I suggest that the absence of the bet is not the result of a phonetic 
process, but rather stems from the grammaticalization of the nouns תיב  and חתפ . 
The former is grammaticalized elsewhere in Semitic; the latter, however, is not. 
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Summary 

In Biblical Hebrew the preposition bet is often absent before the nouns תיב  “house” and חתפ  
“opening, entrance, gate”. Scholars have noted that both the preposition and the initial 
consonant of the nouns are labials and the lack of the bet has been explained as possible 
haplology. The article presents the frequency of the forms with and without bet and, in the 
light of internal and comparative evidence, it is suggested that the two nouns have become 
partially grammaticalized. 

Keywords: Biblical Hebrew, grammaticalization, prepositions. 
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Zhrnutie 

V biblickej hebrejčine predložka bet často absentuje pred podstatným menom תיב  „dom“ 
a חתפ  „otvor, vstup, brána“. Vedci poznamenávajú, že predložka a aj začiatočná spoluhláska 
uvedených podstatných mien sú labiály, a chýbajúce bet vysvetľujú ako možnú haplológiu. 
Príspevok predstavuje výskyty tvarov s predložkou bet i bez nej a, na základe vnútorných 
a porovnávacích dôkazov, tvrdí, že obidve podstatné mená boli čiastočne gramatikalizované. 

Kľúčové slová: hebrejská Biblia, gramatikalizácia, predložky. 
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