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THREE VIEWS REGARDING THE (GENDER OF
BisLicaL Nouns in THE WRITINGS OF
MEeDIEVAL HEBREW GRAMMARIANS

Lusa CHARrLAP

Bar-Tlan University, Israel

In this arricle T would like to present three views regarding the pender of nouns
found among some of the grammarians of the Middle Ages. We named these
approaches: the accepted grammatcal approach, the “systemic-morphemic”
approach and the “ungrammatical” approach.

As 1t is known, in the Hebrew language, cach noun—swhether the name of g
living thing, inanimate object or abstract noun—is defined by gender, “mascu-
line™ or “feminine” (or both, in some cases).

Iris generally thoughe thar the definition of gender requires a morphaological
label.! The masculine singular has no grammadcal sign (morphological label a).
The feminine singular label is the suffix &amary, bey; faph; sepl, taph; patach, taph;
kanaty, taph [ayala (doc), bar (daughter), gelet (gazelle), shiflar {company), nachalat
(heritage)] 2 The label for the masculine plural noun is the suffix yod, mem [effin,
and the label for the feminine plural is the suffix sar, £ [eifod. This system has
been perfecily preserved in the adjectives and participles [for, fons, tuim, tavid],
but in the rest of the nouns, as it is well-known, the situation is not ar all
systematic: among singular nouns are those masculine singular nouns with the
suffix kamarz, bey [lapla], and feminine nouns with no grammatical indication
whatsoever, as in ew (mother), afon (ass, donkey), eren (stone), ererg (land). There
are masculine nouns which in the plural end wath sar, faph, such as aver (fathers),
and the opposite, feminine nouns which in the plural end with yad, mem, such as
marhizg (women), pilapchis (concuhines),

Tt is known that, a5 early as Rabbinic tdme, Rabbinic litersture devored
considerable attendon to the subject of the gender of nouns: both to darifying
the definition of Biblical nouns and to nodng differences of gender between
Biblical and Rabbinic language. These considerations arose in Talmudic disputes
as in the example of the discussion in Bavli Kidwshin 2. 2. on the gender of derech
(way, means), following the Mishnaic saying: “A woman is acquired by three
mecans” (see ibid, and see also Tongfot ibéd). Tn the Middle Ages, Hebrew
language grammarians also dealt with this subject, heeding these fearures and
artempting to clucidate a method, formulate rules and explain the exceptons.

S Gresenius, W 1910 Garerinr' Hebrew Grammar, Ed, E, Kautzsch and A, E. Cowley, London
222-224, and see the extensive servey and inter-lingusnc comparison by Cho Rabin, and the
meanings of grammarical forms in Biblical and modern language, Jerusalem, 1971, 65-71.

Crther more tare suffixes: destmtiatp-anlapols {according Aramaic), segofbe, damarg-bei [without the
o), Madat-yed (i, 224).
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We have atrempted to examine their opinions on this subject. In our rescarch,
we found the subject covered by the Andalusian school, from the inception of
Andalusian grammar undl its twelfth century consdruents: Dunash (Rabl
Adonim, Dunash vs. Sa'adia), Yonah Ibn Janach, Moshe Hakkohen lbn
Gikatilia and Abraham Thn Ezra, and also by later grammarians {some of them
“Ashkenazi™) thar we shall mendon larer on,

We will begin with the accepted grammatcal approach, examining how it is
expressed by the medieval grammarians,

The Accepred Gramma tical Approach

Grammarans of this school regard defining the gender of nouns as a grammat-
cal phenomenon. As is true of all areas of grammar, there are rules with many
exccptions that are inseparable from the rule and from the phenomenon.

This is the dominant stream among grammatians of the middle ages. Among
those that I examined, this school is represented by Rabbi Adonim (Dunash vs.
Rav Sa‘adia), Moshe Hakkohen Ibn Gikatlia and Yonah Iba Janach, while it is
implicit in the wotks of Rabbi Abraham Thn Ezra.

Dunash (Reponsa to Rar Sa'adia HaGaon, 150) commented on the forms of
femninine gender which lack the feminine suffix, as in the name Tzor (Tyre),
found in Ezekicl (26, 4) in a feminine form, and the forms found in both
masculine and feminine genders, such as ety (fand), eich (fire), pa'aw (dme), seb
{lamb), and forenames Isrue/ and Kobelr. From rthe fact that he notes the
exceptons in which there are two gender definitions, he seems to think that
each noun wsually has a specific gender defininon.?

Rabbi Yonah Ibn Janach wrote comprchensively and in utmost detail about
the subject of gender (in four chapters in Haribma® 39 (8} to 42 (41). His
starting point is the assumption that the masculine gender is the foundanon, the
basis, and the feminine gender is the addition (Harikma, 38 (37), 377). He
presented several examples of nouns withour feminine suffixes, which appear in
both masculine and feminine gender, for example, ety (earth), eish (firc), mach
{wind, breath), shemest (sun). In his opinion, these nouns arc not truly feminine
despite their feminine usage; this is the reason they appear also in masculine
form (Hartkma, 39 (38), 385).5

As for the plural form—the masculine phural suffoc is ~yod, menr, However, if
the masculing noun does not deseribe a living entity, it may also be found in the
plural in feminine form with the suffix sar, fgpb, cg. har (mountain) — bariw,
hart, ya'ar (forest) — ye'arim, ye'arst (Hartkma, 39 (38), 380).5 Furthermore, the

3 See also his remarks on grammatical gender incongruency, i, paragraph 1500

+ All the references will be boought from Sefr Hambms, Wilensky-Tene edigon. Jerusalerm 1964.

An addiional group of nouns which appear in masculine and ferminine forms are the collective
nouns, us fqew ($heep), bakar (cows).

& [espite the substantial emphasis Ibn Janach places on the idea thar nouns found i both
masculine and femining gender are names of inanimate objects, he also kists (Tbn Janach,
Harikma 41 |40), p. 357) animals that are designated both masculine and feminine: gamad (camel),
chayir (pig), armeves (hare), dug (fish), arbeb locuse), wr (terledove) and sgper (bind). Wilensky notes
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feminine plural suffix is s, faph, but there are feminine ploml forms (or plurals
seferting 1o a pair) with the suffix yod, wem Examples of this are: Yadayin
(hands), emapim (eyes), pa‘amaying (torice), raghyin (legs) or regalim (times)
{(Hariknma, 39 (38), 3800

Rabbi Moshe Thn Gikanlia devored an entire book 1o this subject: Kital
Attathkir Ulattanith 7 is organized as 2 dictionary, with the words arranged
according to the alphabet (not according 1o roots). It includes only Biblical
words, and in Allony's opimon, only those words that contain an exceptional
aspect (sec Allony, Sinai 24, 1949, 36).

The fragments available today seem o indicate that Thn Gikatilia comments
on a singular ferninine that lacks the final ferninine morpheme, as in ogen {eat),
which he defines as femininc by usage rather than form, He relatcs similarly to
the word ach (hearth — Jer 36,22 as well and o shewesh (sum), shew {tooth), feeel
{universe). There are masculine pluml words with the morpheme sae, fapd, 45 i
ov (wine-skins — Job 32, 19; Allony, 47); or shulchan {rable}, which appears in
masculine form (Fz 41,22), while the plural appears in feminine gender (Fackiel
40, 41; Allony, 55). The opposite Jlso occurs: feminine plural words with the
motpheme ynd, men, such as esen (stone), and feims (B (Allony, 62). There is
also a reconstruction of one singular form while the plural is found in two
forms (abalim [aloc-wood trecs], 10 which the reconstructed singular form of
ahatin and abalot is abals—Alony, 409,

Eysmination of 1bn Fzra's treatment of the subject indicates he is definitely
a representative of the accepred gramimagical approach. 1bn Ezra, apparently
following Tha Janach, thought that the masculine singular form is the basis {his
interpretation of Lev 11, 3: Tt is the way of the holy language to employ the
masculine for both genders, as the feminine is included in the masculine”), He
also generalizes that the masculine singulac form lacks a suffix, and that the
femninine form ends with bei ot taph “The masculing singular comes with no sym
at its end, as i (man), and peeer (man) and ewd {slave)” (Mogme o 33, 1),
whereas “the feminine sign at the end (of a wonl) is e or taph, as in isha
{woman) or eshet y fat fo'ar (a beantiful woman)” (Megma'om, 34, 1).

Nonetheless, he finds scveral groups of exceptions: (1) Biblecal nouns
without the suffixes hel or @ph, which are found in both masculine and
feminine forms. Examples are: amn {ark), eish {firc), bayit (house), yad (hand), ek
(mouth), regel (leg), mach {wind, breath), shemesh (sun), 'hom (void) (Tgecbos, 35,

(Huridima, 387, nate ¥, that Ibn Janach tefers o the speaes, whach inchudes both the mascubine
and feminine members of the species.

7 Rabbi Moshe Tbn Gikatilia, Keab Aseathkeir Tattamieh. Surviving fragments are published in an
anthology by P, Kokovzow {ed. M. Allonyh Erom Madicsal { ebrea Limpuistic Pubfications, erusalem
1970, 59-60. Thn Ezra calls it Feter Z phari Unedsvai (The Book of Males and Females)
[Magma ‘i, 17, I}, Sections of the book were translated into English by Pozranski, 5 New

Matenal on the History of Helsrew-Arabic Philology During the Tenth 1o Twelfth Centuries.”
24, 3467, As he

JiR ns 16, 237 F. They wete wanstated inzo Hebrew by Allony, M. 1949, Simai

obsetves, we have only @ tenth af this book. The matenal thae follows is taken from Allony
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232 (2) Nouns without the suffix b or faph which are feminine in gender,
Examples are: emen (stone), shegal (concubine) (Mogmaiv, 34, 21" and an
adjective: mity'ar (small) (the interpretation of Gen 19, 2051

As for the plural forms, Thn Ezra establishes that the masculine plural is
usually found with the suffix yod, memr (Mozma'om, 34, 1), and the feminine plural
with the suffix wor, faph (Mozma'rm, 34, 1), bur there are three exceptions o this
rule in his view: (1) Masculine forms which appear in the plural with the suffix
s, taph: lach (tablet), duches; (2) Feminine forms found in the plural with the
sufix yod, menr itha-nashine (woman-women), pilegesh-pilagshin {concubine(s])
(Tzachot 35, 2); (3) Forms that are found with the suffix yod, mem and with the

iy )y

suffix var, faph: wfashim, o jfashot 12 (souls) (Tgackes 35, 2); w'ed, T'rolm (arms)
(Mogra'in, 34, 1)

And whar is the normative gender usage for nouns in his dme, or In our
tmer—Ibn Erra determines “This is the rule: the nouns vary, and no man has
license 1o say anything other than that which is found” (Mogmwa e, 34, 2); that is
to say, we should adhere to the Biblical gender definition.

It appears that Thn Ezra follows in Ibn Janach’s footsteps, although there are
some differences berween the two: {2} Thn Ezra ignores Ibn Janach’s emphasis
and his stpulations that only undetermined nouns and those of unverified
feminine gender may be wsed as both masculine and feminine; (b) Thus, Thn
Janach expands the number of cxceptions and presents catcgories of exceptions
that Thn Ezra does not recognize: names of animals that are both masculine and
feminine, forcmames which are also both genders, other nouns which are
interpreted as feminine. These categories are not found in Ibn Ezra; perhaps for
lack of wrirting marcrial or perhaps because he did not agree.

The Systemic-Morphemic Approach
According to the “systemic-morphemic” approach the system of nouns in the

histogical Hebrew of the Bible was symmerrical, with four facers:

¥ See also a pardal bst in Mogmaer 33, 2
HaGaon, who intempeets the verse in the firs
as referring to st amn HaEbkin nifkachs™; lbn Ezra remarks: “There iz no need” (for the
word #gmadl. Other examples are found in his Bible commenesries—sce of (sign) (Gen 9, 12), goa
(garden) (Gen 2, 15), lechem (bread) (Gen 49, 20) and more.

In Tqachod 35, 2, Thi Ezea provides examples of forenames— Abigail, Avinoam—which de nor
have the feminine suffied, but are ferminine,

1t Jhn Ezm does not cemark on nouns with the suffix Sef or fapd which are mascoline in gender,
‘And there i2 the name of a man in the feminine gender
form, as Samlah of Maseekah (CGen 36, 3 We found such o comment abouwt the forename
Ohalibama (CGen 36,400, See also Ibn Ezra’s anguments in Tgwober 19, 2, against Thn Janach, who
interpreted the word afls Mdeed™) (Psal 66, 5) as an adjective @Y with the addition of bl Tbn
Ezra thinks this is feminine gender. Ibn Ezen remarks also on the feminine gender nouns with
double feminine suffices - af - ab “The sbpd is connected oo the g as in_pecbe ot adta” (Mogma o
34, 1)

The borm sglesh (soul) 15 found in the plucal as x fasbie and # kot both in one verse {Ezek 13,
rra negates the possibility that the foems amaris-umaret belong

and see T
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masculine singdar with no suffix |gf——rasculine plorsl with sullix o, me

ferninine singulae with suffix be fapb (etc \—femining plural with suffix vey, teps

This approach presents a complere sysiem, in which the final morpheme is the
) is reason we called this approach

gender indicator (= the gender label). I'or 1l
“sysremic-morphemic.”

I encountered this view for the first me through Ibn Ezra'’s dissent from it
in his interpretatdon of Geness, Another Mestod, 1, 14, in the discussion of the
word mr'erod

a ot — mascaline gender, witness the use of sb'we amd G-d made the bwo
; the prear ones”} [in continudnon of versc 16]. The
der, as in awot (Fathers), and mem for
i (concubines). And o infer the

great lights™) and fayg
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He cxpresses himself more sharply in Fx 1, 14, in relaton to the word sy
{and with bricks):

The names of objects will be used only as found, as the singular of ameedai 12
mo'ed (appointed dme) rather than me'sdal, Whoever thinks himsell’ clever and
infers that the plural of ek (place) is m komin and infers from s kamal the
will perhaps perceive wisely that, if from seclor he derives
e b bechoresben (*Who smote the first-botn of Egypt”)
barnt bakarcha (“and the fiesthings of thy herd”)
r would be beborsdy, and also the
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“the person who considers himself clever,” but from the preseoce of the
refuradon, we learn thar this view cxists ! 1 seerns to me that this :41:[.11'1_:};-(:1-.
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to assume additdonal prammatical usage with no basis in the Biblical rext
* approach may be found in grammancal literature (not in
For example, as Menahem expressed himsell against
st-charey (Fz 21, 20) as Ib'as, which s
ord that does not

Erchoes of this “liberal
relatdon to this subject).
Yehuda Thn Kareish, who interpreted ln
derived from batab (terror), whereby Ibn Korcish coined 2 w
exist in the literamre, Menahem writes:

Ihose who would interprer, know that the entire language is not found in the
hook of our law, and if our language were complete, all the weak words would
be found and we would be able to obiain them in all their breadth, They are
nat found because they have disappeared. Are they,
added o the holy language, expanding the short and m:
t be untl a breath from above (G-d) infuses us, (Machberet,

thercfore, an inventon
aking many of the fow.
TF 5o, this must no
12).

. although language 15 MOIC EXIENSIVE than the
is available to the linguist. Students of Menahem
ash (see Students of Menahem, Res-

Thar is to say, he thinks that
“Book,” the “Book” is all that
said similar things when they rebutted Dun
ponsa, 2528, and sec also Thn-Frra comment in this subject in Safa brura, 4,2).

Tt thus appears that the proponents of the “diachronic-liberal” mode may be
suspected of adhering to the systemic-morphemic approach. In any casc, Thn
Ezra serves as a witness to the existence of the latter approach.

The Ungrammatical Approach
The third approach, the “ungrammatical” approach, was expressed in the
Middle Ages by the words: “Anyrhing w hich has no breath of bfe, masculinize
and feminize it This formulation appeared in Its present form in the book by
Rabbi Samuel Archivold, Armgat Habosem (Chapter 7, book 22; 19, 2), {wntten
approximarcly 1600). The sentence appears in other, carlier, sources as well,
with minor changes of formulaton, such as in Profiat Duran’s Ma'aseh Eifod
{finished about 1403), in the Responsa of Rabbi David ibn Abi Zimra (Radbaz)
(written approximately 1500}, in the book Mikneh Avram by Rabbi Abraham de
Balmes (printed 1523), and in other places. The meaning of this quote is: names
be used with masculine or feminine

of inanimare, non-living objects may
cxceptions in the Bible (as

pender, as you wish. This sentence relies on the many
the exceptions cited by the Andalusian grammarians) and it is appropriate to the
realidies of medieval language, when Hebrew was not a spoken language and
gender definitions were utterly uscless.
According to this approach, rules and excep
rather, there are no rules. Gender is Ereely interchanged and its usage in the text
nincidental. For this reason, we called the approach “ungranunmical.”
Much has previously been w itten about atempts to identify the author of
Il a5 the manifestations of the approach in the

the sentence and his origin, as wel
Middle Ages. We will mention principally Y. Reifmann,!* M. Wilcnsky,* N.

tinns do not cxist in the Bible;

15 C

14 *Varous Remarks.™ (Hebr) Ber wd. 1, 1B81, 188189,

15 “Srdics in Language and Literatuse” (Hehe) Jemmalem, 1978, 116-11%.
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ABony,* and most recendy, E. Goldenberg.”” Goldenberg endowed us with a
eomprehensive and precise article which examines all her predecessors” opinions
wnd introduces now sources, showing the evolution of the method and of the
sentence in medieval lireramure, with illustrative data. Thanks to these works, we
are exempt from presenting the vanous opinions and examining them.

For the sake of the discussion, however, we will note that Goldenberg
shinks (coinciding with our ewn additional cxaminations and interpretations of
Ibn Pzra's known works, In pm';ccr Respansa and other computenzed projects),’™
thar this saying is neither Ibn Fxra’s, nor found in other earlier Hebrew sources.

Galdenberg provided an innovation when she found a paraliel version [0
shis sentence in an Arabic language grammar devoted especially to the language
of Arabic poetry, written by a grammarian by the name of Elkazaz (who lived in
Kairowan, 1029) who himself relied on earlier Ambic lingmsnc sources. It
seems, then, that this understanding came from Arabic grammar and penctrated
the Hebrew. As we said, however, we do not know who was the first Hebrew
grammarian who formulated this sentence, that appears in the work of Radbaz
and others grammarians from his ome.

As Reifman said before (but did not explain), Goldenberg cxpressed the
thought that this epigram may have a basis in the discussion by Rabbi Yonah
Ibn Janach of feminine gender nowns appeanng in masculine and feminine
forms. This epigram is connected (o the aforementoned deliberaton of 1ba
Janach, who said that some nouns ace not truly feminine, as translated: “In tha
which has no feminine essence” and also, “that which has no womb”™ (HaRskma,
39 (38), 385), and these appear in masculine gender as well. Actually, in our
opinion {as in thar of Wilensky—sce 118, note 6), Thn Janach did not intend to
support the ungrammatcal approach when he expressed these ideas, as
Goldenberg thought (i, 194). Tha Janach tried only to explun the nouns that
had double gender (as shemesh (sun), mach {wind}—see [arikma, 385-386—and
explained away the double gender of these nouns by claiming that their feminine
gender was immatcral. However, his words may have been taken out of
context, and perhaps they are the sced that gencrated the ungrammancal
approach found in later grammancal brerature.

Despite the face that Tbn Fzea is not the author of the scatence, CGoldenberg
belicves (ibid, 194-195) thar it would have been compatible with Thn Ezra, from
the standpoint of both siyle and content. In this way, she cxplains the
persistance ot the ateriburion of the sentence to him by various sources. At this
point, we would like to join Wilensky (1 17} and o disagree with Goldenberg,
We shall add evidence which supports Wilensky's opinions negatng the
possibility that 1bn Eera held this view:

1 *Angthing which has no bresth of bife, masculinize and feminize it—a Grammatcal Epigram
Adttributed ro Raba.” (Hebe) Libarens 16, 1948, 39-33.

17 T her ardcle “Soedics of Langusge and Correer Hebrew in the Middle Apes” (Hebe) Lrbomemy
34, 1990, 190210

1 ] wish o thank my fhend, Dr € Direnbaum, who performesd the search in the Hebrew
TLanguage Acaderny Resources at fmy request




24 LUBA CHARLAP

a) Ibn Ezra does not write of free interchange of gender definitions of
nouns. On the contrary, he presents rules and exceptons in his writings. In his
essays and in his interpretations of Ex 1, 4, he writes: “Tt is known that the Lz iz
the usual mark of feminine gender, and the mes is the mark of masculine.”

b) The exceptions that Thn Ezra dlustrates are not those without breath
of life. At least one example is provided by Thn Ezra of 2 feminine gender noun
with the breath of life: shepa/—which is a feminine form without the mark Jei or
tar (Mogna'inr, 33, 2),

cjIbn Ezra's considerable concern with problems of grammarical
congruency proves that he believes in gender definition of the Biblical noun.
When the definition does not coincide with the prammar of the sentence, he
intervenes and “completes™ phrases or words to define the gender properly as it
is usually ascobed. So, for example, he interprets the word sbabbaf in the verse:
olat habbat b'thabbate (Num 28, 10} bebabbato—"Lveryone that keepeth the
sabbath day from profaning it” (Isa 56, 6}—Ibn Ezra adds the word jom,
attempting to avoid ascribing a double gender definiion to the word shabbat
{which is cleatly ferninine in form)."

And furthermore, when he accepts double gender definidons in his
interpretations (Goldenberg cites the following: of (sign), shemen (oil), gaw
{garden), etc.), it does not mean he ignores the problem of incongruency. Only
someone very disturbed by the gender exceptions would be willing to devote so
much effort o “intervening” and attempting to resolve the problems of these
woublesome verses.

In short, unidl we discover which of the eatly grammarians of the Hebrew
language is the source of the authenric sentence, we will not know who of the
Hebrew grammarians declared the epigram. In any case, as my predecessors
have shown, the roots of the method that these words represent will be found
in Tbn Janach's work, although his intendon is different. And, in my humble
opinion, this method has no connection to Tbn Ezra.

Summary

We have presented three approaches to the understanding of gender definition
of Biblical nouns. Those in the mainstream, Dunash vs. Rav Sa'adia Gaon, Thn
Janach, Ibn Gikatilia and Ibn Ezra, laid the foundations for the conventonal
approach to sciendfic grammar utilized today—a grammatical system built wpon
the rule and its many exceptions. The preat contribution of Tbn Ezra was his

19 Tn this soluton (the composition-intespretive soludon) he meats righed (looe), 5 sl (question)
fwhich are dearly morphalogically feminine in gendes) and also yeer (day), e [people) {wrhich
are definicely masculine gender m-urr:-'halagczl]:,":, m the same fashion—see (.'ha.r%a]:-, L. 1995,
Imnoesation and Tradstion in Rabdi Abrabam Tbw Exgra’s Gromeear according ro by Gromesatical Writings
and to hir Bébie Esgesiz. (Hebr) Doctoral Thesis, Bar Ilan University, Ramar Gan, 2H6-287,
Regarding his rejection of the imterpretation of Rabbi Sa'adia Gaon o the verse ®Vawmw
HsE lokier mitkachd” (15am 4, 17), which suggrests “completing” the word suinet (Taobor 35,2) {See
ahove note 7 cited by Goldenberg, 195) —urue, it is difficult to understand why he rejected
Rabhbi Sa'adia Gaon's interprenation in chis case, when he himselfl unlizes 1t in his interpretarions.
Haowever, this case is not enough 1o determine thar he opposes the method of completion.
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. . . 1
THREE YIEWS REGARDING THE GENDER OF BIBLICAL NOUNS =

clarification of the principle that cach noun has a gender definition (masculine,
feminine or both genders) armibuted to it by its appearance in the Biblical text.
We have scen that Tbn Ezra rejected the second approach we discussed, the
systemic-morphemic, and he cannot belong to the “ungrammancal” school. He
does not designate noun gender on the basis of its suffix, and does not huld.dml
there is free interchange. These approaches had some standing among medieval
grammarians, and echoes of the third approach, the “ur'lgrzmmaul.;:n.l.“ are cven
found in the writings of later grammarians and in literamure relating o | cwish
law almost unal our ome. 2

M A woe found it in Chatow-Safer Repesss (the 19 cenmury), part 4, Esen Haeger, Siman mem



