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Hebrew Verbs
In introducing the Hebrew verb system, we discuss here the prefix and suffix conjugations, the

seven patterns of the Hebrew verb, the imperative and infinitive, and the grouping of verbs

according to their root consonants.

Prefix and Suffix Conjugations
The Hebrew verb system has two major conjugations: The prefix conjugation, representing the

imperfective, and the suffix conjugation, representing the perfective. The term “prefix
conjugation” is used in reference to a set of prefixes, and “suffix conjugation” in reference to a
set of suffixes, figuring in the conjugation as identifiers of person, number, and gender.

Examples of the full prefix and suffix conjugations of the verb “wear” (root: ¥.2.9) are listed

below.
Prefix Conjugation | Suffix Conjugation | Person
\’):_le ’3‘1\’):_1? 1% person singular (1)
\’):_lbﬂ 3:]\’):_1? 2" person masculine singular (you)
’\v:lbﬂ J']\’):_l? 2" person feminine singular (you)
\’)E_l?? \’):_1? 3" person masculine singular (he)
\’):_lbﬂ ﬂ\:):l? 3" person feminine singular (she)
\’)2_1?3 ﬂ)\f):_l? 1% person plural (we)
W)Z}?J';l D]‘W):_lb 2" person masculine plural (you)
ﬂ;\’):_l')ﬂ ]J'W):_lb 2" person feminine plural (you)
1\’)3‘7’ ﬂ\v:}? 3" person masculine plural (they)
(feminine as well in suffix conjugation)
ﬂ;\’):_l‘)ﬂ ﬂ\v:}? 3" person feminine plural (they)
(masculine as well in suffix conjugation)
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The 3™ person masculine singular (he) perfective form is considered the basic form of the verb,
in that it involves neither prefixes nor suffixes. In modern Hebrew dictionaries, this is the form

that is typically listed for a verb.

Some forms in the prefix conjugation have typical suffixes as well as prefixes. The 2" masculine

singular (you) and the 3™ feminine singular (she) are identical.

The imperfective has a number of moods (variations indicating a perspective on the action),

among them the imperative (command). The imperative forms for “wear” are listed below:

\’):_l'? 2" masculine singular

’\{):}'_7 2" feminine singular

ﬂ\’):}'? 2" masculine plural

ﬂ;\’):_l'J 2" feminine plural

The Hebrew Verb Patterns

Hebrew verbs are conjugated in one or more of seven patterns, and relics of other patterns are

evident in the Biblical text.

A pattern is a set of vowels and affixes that interact with a root in a particular manner. To
illustrate the idea of a pattern with English words, we could offer the following examples: if we
plug consonants into the pattern CCiCe, with “C” standing for any consonant, we will get words

like spike, smite, and pride; if our pattern is CCCiCe, we will get words like strike and splice.

A Hebrew verb pattern may have one or more intrinsic meanings. The Pa’al or Qal pattern, for
example, usually conveys the basic or simple meaning of the root, and the Hif’il pattern carries
a causative meaning, that is, indicates that the agent is causing an action or a situation to take

place. While in English “wear” and “dress up (someone else)” are two different verbs, in
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Hebrew the root ¥.2.9, conjugated in the two patterns Pa’al and Hif'il, respectively, is used to

convey both meanings:

N2 TP F290-1°2 1¥N2 THYN TIPN INON YaYm1 2WHwD 012 0N
(Esther 5:1) .123D NN NI NDPHN N222 IMIN NPI-DY AV 120D ; 7290 N2
On the third day, Esther put on royal garments and stood in the inner court, facing the king’s house.

Now the king was sitting on his throne at the palace, facing the door.

APY-NN V27N ;1232 MHN YR NTHND TTI0 M2 WY OTHII-NN NP2 NEM

(Genesis 27:15) .\VPD M)A

Rebecca took the festive clothes of Esau, her older son, which she had kept in the house, and dressed up
Jacob, her younger son.
The verbs in both examples are in the prefix conjugation, and in both situations the agent is a woman
(grammatically, 3" person feminine singular). The root ¥.2.9 is evident in both forms, as is the prefix
N, typical of 3" person feminine singular in the prefix conjugation. The difference between the two

forms is in their vowels, as each verb pattern has a particular set of vowels.

A parallel difference can be observed in the suffix conjugation:

-IYN DIPTII-NN WY DYN-HN MIND YNNI NNPND IIND-IX DINYI
WTR-N) DINN B33 9371 ¥TP NP0 DNIN MM O3 DNIYR 12D
(Ezekiel 44:19).07)>73212 DYN-NN

When they go out into the outer court, to the people, they will take off their garments, in which they

minister, and place them in the holy chambers. They will put on different garments so that they do not
consecrate the people with their garments.

TN YIND-NN 297 DIRNID TN XYN YOIN-T-9Y DIDD) ¥Ia9D 1))
YRY NYY2 122 P95 IR DY 31N DIB-5Y NP0 5 1IR3 NN 72D
(Esther 6:9) .I272 NON 72NN YN

The garments and the horse should be given to one of the king's noble princes, who will dress up the man

whom the king wishes to honor. They will lead him on the horse, through the city streets, and proclaim
before him: 'This is what is done for the man whom the king wishes to honor!" "

In both examples, the agent is a group of men (3™ masculine plural). The root ¥.2.9 and the suffix 3 ,

typical of 3™ person plural in the suffix conjugation, are evident in both forms. Because they are
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conjugated in two different patterns, the forms differ not only in their vowels but also in the prefix 1

which is typical of the Hif'il pattern in the prefix conjugation.

3" masculine singular forms in the suffix and prefix conjugations in all seven verb patterns are given
below for the root b.D.P, which is traditionally used to represent the Hebrew verb. Other than the
root consonants, and the prefix ¥ in the prefix conjugation, all other consonants (highlighted in red) are
typical of the respective patterns in which the verb is conjugated. These additional consonants are

evident in the pattern names.

Pattern | Syffix Conjugation Prefix Conjugation
Pa’al b\_?i? bbi??
Nifal 5073 VR
Piel S0P VP
Pual b\_DP 7\_9]7’
Hif’il 9PN 20D
Huf al 50PN 2o
Hitpa'el SpPNN VR

Note that the pattern names are identical to the 3™ masculine forms in the respective patterns and in

the root 9.¥.9 which carries the meaning “do, act”.

The root D.Y.9 is also used for the purpose of grouping those roots that have one or more weak
consonants (those that tend to drop or change into vowels), and, as a result, produce forms that are
different in a very typical way from those produced by roots in which all consonants are “strong”. With
pe standing for the first consonant, ayin for the second, and lamed for the third, roots like 9.)3.N say
and D.9.N eat are from the pe-alef group (that is, the group of roots in which the first root consonant is
an alef); roots like .NX.9 see and >.1N.V drink are from the lamed-yod group (that is, the group of roots
in which the last root consonant is a yod), etc. Verbs from the lamd-yod group, for example, will often

owin
|

have the vowel “i” before the suffix in the suffix conjugation, a behavior not observed in the strong verb
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(e.g., the forms ﬂJ‘]E_l’[/’T;\\{):_l‘; from strong roots vs. 1)29)/Y1PNVY from lamed-yod roots, in the pa’al

and pi’el patterns, respectively).

In the participle, we typically find four forms: masculine singular and plural, and feminine
singular and plural. The feminine singular form ends either with —ah or with —et. Some

examples are:

Pa’al Nifal Hif’il Hitpa’el
Masculine singular akp) ony) vaon 229110
Feminine singular Ny nPNII Ny aon n229mn0
Masculine plural DOYI» DN DOV YN D9991N
Feminine plural MY NN MYraoN Mo>vann

Infinitives are verbal forms that convey the abstract idea of the verb without reference to the agent.
They have a number of functions, among them indicating purpose or intent, like the infinitives in English
(as in the creation of the great lights to separate between the day and the night). Accordingly, the

infinitives are often augmented with the preposition “to”.

Some examples are:

N2 P DPD P DTN DHYD PR3 NIRR M DTN M)
(Genesis 1:14) [...]

God said: Let there be lights in the vault of the heavens, to separate between the day and the night...
(Genesis 1:15) .)2-212) ; NIND-DY VNN DIIYD YR712 NINNY P
They should serve as lights in the vault of the heavens, to shine light upon the earth. And it was so.

N2 >2 ;R DY NTWD 2YY-221 NN M2 D0 NTYD MY 05)
(Genesis 2:5) .7 TIND-NN TIYD PN OTN) \IND-DY OO7ON MN? PVNN

Now, no brush of the field was yet on the eart,h and the greenery of the field did not yet sprout, for the
Lord God had not caused it to rain on the earth, and there was no man to till the soil.
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The infinitives in the first two examples are from the verb pattern Hif'il, and the third is from the pattern
Pa’al.

Exercise: Prefix and Suffix Conjugations
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