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WORDPLAY AND DIALECT IN AMOS 8:1-2
Al Wolters*

It is well known that the fourth vision in the book of Amos (8:1-2) turns on
a pun: The gayis (“summer fruit”’) shown to Amos is interpreted by the Lord
as the geés (“end”) now imminent over the northern kingdom. A number of
versions attempt to reproduce the pun by using the word “ripe”: “a basket of
ripe summer fruit” and “the time is ripe for my people Israel.”! This is
ingenious and effective, but it obscures the fact that the Hebrew words being
punned on are not homonyms. To be sure, some recent commentaries have
suggested that the two words may have been pronounced alike in the Hebrew
spoken by Amos,? but this goes against the linguistic and textual evidence.
The fact is that one of the characteristic features of the Judahite dialect
spoken by Amos, by which it was distinguished from both the Israelite dialect
of the northern kingdom and from other varieties of Canaanite, was the
distinctive pronunciation of words like gayis (or gays®) compared to words
like ges.

Although this point of difference between the Judahite and Israelite dia-
lects of Hebrew is widely recognized,* commentators have generally failed to
note its significance for the qayis/gés pun in Amos. To my knowledge only
E. Y. Kutscher and M. Dahood (each in a passing remark and apparently inde-
pendently of each other) have connected the wordplay in Amos with this
dialectal difference. Kutscher suggested tentatively in 1961 that Amos, proph-
esying in the northern kingdom, “attempts to speak with the accent of the
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people whom he is addressing” and that therefore gayis in Amos 8:2 should
perhaps be revocalized as gés.> Dahood made the same point some years later.
In a review of the first volume of John C. L. Gibson’s Textbook of Syrian
Semitic Inscriptions he notes that in Gibson’s notes on the Gezer calendar
“gs = ges is correctly contrasted with Judean gays” and then adds:

Here it may be pointed out that the pun in Am 8,2 on gayis, “summer fruit,” and
ges, “end,” was perfect in the Northern dialect of Hebrew where both were
pronounced gés. Hence MT gayis should be repointed gés since Amos was proph-
esying in Samaria.®

This proposal by Kutscher and Dahood, however, does not seem to be very
plausible either. It is quite possible that Amos received the vision of summer
fruit while prophesying in the northern kingdom, but we must bear in mind
that in the vision he is not addressing the northerners but the Lord. It is
hardly likely that the visionary interchange between Amos and God took
place in the Israelite dialect.” After all, an American envoy to London does
not speak with a British accent—least of all on the telephone with the presi-
dent of the United States.

It is our proposal that it is precisely the difference between Judahite and
Israelite pronunciation (as preserved in MT) that makes the wordplay work.
The point is that the Lord mimics the Israelite pronunciation of gayis and in
so doing brings into play the entirely different meaning “end.” The word ges
thus has two levels—parody and double entendre—with the first making
possible the second.

To appreciate the rhetorical effectiveness of the pun it is necessary to recall
that the reduction or contraction of the diphthong ay to & in the northern dia-
lect (as in yen for yayin in the Samaria ostraca, roughly contemporaneous
with Amos?) follows a pattern already well established in other varieties of
Canaanite, such as the earlier Amarna glosses and Ugaritic® as well as con-
temporary Phoenician,!® and that this development had led to the homonymy
in the Hebrew of the northern kingdom (at least in the absolute singular)

SE. Y. Kutscher, Words and Their History (Jerusalem: Kiryath Sepher, 1961) 34 (Hebrew). I am
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approximate as in the Masoretic tradition.”
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“end” and “summer fruit” is allegedly found; see B. D. Rahtjen, “A Critical Note on Amos 8:1-2,” JBL
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of a number of etymologically distinct nouns that had previously been pro-
nounced differently, including gayis and ges.!!

As it happens, we are particularly well-informed about the history of the
Canaanite word for “summer” or “summer fruit.” It occurs in the Amarna
glosses as gésu,'? in Ugaritic as gz, and in the northern Hebrew of the Gezer
calendar (tenth century) as gs.13 In all these cases the diphthong is already
contracted. Moreover the word had become a homonym of gés, “end,” in the
northern kingdom. This is evidenced not only by the fourth vision under
discussion but also by the Samaritan tradition (perhaps preserving features of
the northern pronunciation of Hebrew), in which both words are pronounced
ges.t

To return to Amos, we must bear in mind that he was a Judahite farmer
(7:14) who visited the northern kingdom. Not only did he prophesy there (the
incident described immediately prior to the fourth vision, for example, took
place at Bethel), but he had probably gone every year to the markets in Israel
to sell his agricultural products there.!> These would include not only his
flocks but also the ripened sycamore-figs (gayis),'® which he grew and which
he would presumably transport in closed wickerwork baskets.!” Bethel was
situated on the main road to the north, some 22 miles (31 kilometers) from his
home town of Tekoa.!®* We can imagine Amos at the Bethel markets listening
to an Israelite colleague selling ripe figs (gayis) who in hawking his wares
sounded to the Judahite’s ears like a prophet proclaiming the end (ges).
Whatever the concrete occasion, we can safely assume that Amos was ac-
quainted with this striking homonymy in the northern dialect.

In the fourth vision, Amos is shown the familiar sight of a basket of
summer fruit. Asked what he sees, he responds by giving the fruit its Judahite
name (qayis). Then the Lord replies by repeating the word in the northern
pronunciation (gés) and in so doing simultaneously evoking the meaning

110ther homonyms would be ayil/él, hayil/hel, hayis/hes, ‘ayit/ et, Sayin/3én, Sayit/set. Perhaps
the “beds of ivory (§én)” in Amos 6:4 contains a mocking allusion to the Israelite pronunciation of
$ayin, “urine.”

12KB3 s.v. qayis; AHW 918b.

13K AL 1. 34; Gibson, Textbook 2, 4.

1See KB3.

158ee G. A. Smith, The Book of the Twelve Prophets (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1908), 1. 79; E.
Hammershaimb, The Book of Amos: A Commentary (Oxford, Blackwell, 1970) 12.

16Whatever the precise meaning of béles Sigmim (7:14), it is clear that it has to do with the growing of
sycamore-figs (note that balas means “fig” in Arabic and Ethiopic; Hammershaimb, Amos 117-118).
Apparently the expression gayis, “summer fruit,” refers primarily to figs (KB3).

1"The word for “basket” (kélib) in the vision normally means “bird cage” (Jer 5:27; Sir 11:28).
Accordingly it presumably does not designate an open-ended basket (sal, tene’) but a covered one,
such as was necessary for transport.

18Smith, Prophets, 1. 29.
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“end.” The basketful of freshly picked figs, symbol of plenty and prosperity,
when given its name in the northern dialect sounds like its opposite: death
and disaster.!® In the mouths of the northerners, ficus sonat finem.

In order to appreciate fully the effect produced by the wordplay in Amos it
may be instructive to cast about for a modern parallel closer to our own
experience. For the speaker of English, the disparity between American and
British pronunciation is probably the most widely familiar example of dia-
lectal differences. One feature that has distinguished British English, since
the early nineteenth century, from its North American sister is the dropping
of the phoneme r in final and preconsonantal position.20 This has led to quite
a number of homonyms in British English that do not exist (globally speak-
ing) on the other side of the Atlantic: farther/father, arms/alms, fort/fought,
source/sauce, larva/lava, and so on. In standard American speech these
words continue to be pronounced differently, while in British usage (at least in
the so-called “received pronunciation,” popularly associated with “Oxford
English”) they are now pronounced alike.?!

If for the purposes of our illustration we may be permitted to make Amos
an American and to conflate the fourth vision with the first, then we can
exploit the last pair of British homonyms listed above as follows:

Thus the Lord God showed me: Behold, the larva of a locust. And he said,
“Amos, what do you see?”’ And I said, “The larva of a locust.” Then the Lord
said to me, “Like ‘lahva’ over my city Oxford will I pour out my wrath; I will
never again pass by them.”

This adaptation of the prophetic vision (with apologies to my British
friends and colleagues) can serve to illustrate the structure of the semantic
and dialectal wordplay in the fourth vision. It also highlights another feature
that we should note: the element of parody and satire that the mimicking of
another’s dialect usually carries with it. Like the sarcasm and irony, the
hyperbole and rhetorical questions that characterize God’s speech elsewhere
in Amos, so his mimicry of the northern dialect here (in poignant contrast to
the continued use of “my people”) highlights his passionate involvement with
the northern kingdom.

We may conclude by observing that the light shed by the epigraphic finds
of the last century, which have put the Hebrew of the Bible squarely within its
Canaanite context, now allows us to appreciate not only the significant simi-
larity in sound between gayis and gés but also the significant difference.

19The paradoxical effect of the similarity of sound and the antithesis of meaning is correctly pointed
out by A. Weiser, Die Prophetie des Amos (Giessen: Tépelmann, 1929) 25-26. The paradox is even more
pointed if we realize that an identity of sound is involved.

20See E. Ekwall, American and British Pronunciation (Uppsala: Lundequistska, 1949) 25-29; A History
of Modern English Sounds and Morphology (Oxford: Blackwell, 1975) 65-66.

21Gee J. W. Lewis, A Concise Pronouncing Dictionary of British and American English (London:
Oxford University, 1972) xi.



