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“The book of Job is by far one of the most difficult Hebrew texts in the Old Testament.”
  This remark, by the late Gerald Wilson in his recently published commentary, is representative of the impressions of all those who delve into the Masoretic text of Job.  Wilson attributes the text’s difficulty to “obscure, unknown, and unintelligible Hebrew words and phrases,” which “render precise interpretation of many passages difficult, if not impossible.”  Yair Hoffman devotes a chapter of his book on Job to its “difficult language.”
  In his analysis the difficulties are largely lexicographical: we don’t know what many of the words mean.  This may result from their being hapax legomena, or foreign, or figurative in usage.  Hoffman reminds us as well that expressions may also have an ironic intention, which is hard for us to grasp.

There is no doubt that the poetry of Job abounds in language that challenges our philological knowledge and abilities.  I am also of the belief that the book of Job has undergone physical damage in the course of its transmission and that it is a miracle of preservation that we can understand as much of it as we do.
  It should be immediately observed, however, that none of Hoffman’s categories needs in and of itself to make for difficulty.  A hapax legomenon is easily intelligible if its context is clear.
  Accordingly, in the verse השמחים אלי גיל // ישישו כי ימצאו קבר, “Who are happy to reach the tombstone, / Who rejoice when they reach the grave” (Job 3:22), the word גיל is often understood to refer to some aspect of a tomb, on account of its parallelism with קבר.
  Similarly, in the verse אם התרחצתי במו [כתיב] שלג // והזכותי בבר כפי , “Were I to wash myself with soap-plant, / And cleanse my hands with lye” (9:30), the hapax legomenon שלג can be understood as “soap-plant” in consideration of the context and the corresponding term בֹר, “lye,” in the parallel line.


Foreign words need not be a source of difficulty either.  While some may be known only to the learned elite, others may be known to the common reader.  Assuming, as I and many others do, that the book of Job was composed sometime in the Persian period, when Aramaic was the lingua franca in the Levant, the frequent use of Aramaic words and forms by the poet should have posed no difficulty at all.  Words like מלה, “word,” שהד, “witness,” and גלד, “skin,” were probably just as familiar as their Hebrew equivalents, דבר, עד, and עור.  They have certainly presented no obstacles to understanding in the course of the book of Job’s transmission and reception.

Nor need metaphors and other figurative uses of language impede comprehension.  It all depends on how conventional and straightforward a specific usage is.  When Job complains, for example, that “Shaddai’s arrows are in me, / and my life-spirit drinks up their venom” (6:4), the imagery is at least as clear as the concept of divine affliction to which it refers.  (Parenthetically, I would mention that in the second clause of this verse, what is uncertain is not the general sense but rather the syntax.
  It cannot be decided whether Job’s life-spirit ingests the poison on the arrows or whether the poison saps his life-spirit.  The syntax is ambiguous.  We shall return to the topic of ambiguity below.)

The fourth of Hoffman’s categories, as I have enumerated them, is irony.  However, irony, too, can be readily comprehended, when the context is unambiguous.  Toward the end of chapter 7 Job complains that God hounds his every move, finding fault in even the merest infraction.  He begs the deity to ignore him, wondering why an insignificant mortal should draw so much divine attention.  When, in such a context, Job addresses God as “the Watcher of Humanity” (נצר האדם; 7:20), the ironic, more specifically sarcastic, thrust of the phrase is evident.

So, if the book of Job’s difficulty does not lie particularly in the uniqueness, foreignness, non-literalness, and irony of its words, wherein does it lie?


Difficulty has been treated as a literary concept, and one that is often characteristic of poetry.
  This concept has emerged in the wake of a number of early modern and modernist poets, such as Mallarmé and e. e. cummings, whose work demands a surfeit of analysis and reflection.  George Steiner has contributed a very useful programmatic essay toward the elucidation of the concept of “difficulty” in a poem, and he proposes to understand the difficult as being potentially of four different types.
  Interestingly, only his first type is conventionally linguistic and philological.  Only his first type covers the kinds of difficulty analyzed by Hoffman for Job.

Steiner’s first category is that of “contingent difficulties.”  These comprise obstacles to ready comprehension that depend on what we know.  These are things that we don’t already know and that we need to figure out or look up.  In poetry meaning is often compressed, so that words and their combinations convey a variety of meanings simultaneously (polysemy) or a number of alternate possibilities of meaning (ambiguity).  A meaning may depend on an intertextual association or allusion or on the decoding of a neologism or another kind of unconventional linguistic usage.  Let us consider a few examples of what might be contingent difficulties in the poetry of Job.

In Job 18:4 Bildad addresses Job disparagingly as ֹרף נפשו באפוט, “the one who tears himself apart in his anger.”  This is the only place in Biblical literature in which a person tears (טרף) oneself.  The usage would appear to be an innovation.  It therefore needs to be decoded, in Riffaterre’s terminology.  Decoding is necessitated when the linguistic form one encounters is abnormal and unpredictable.
  Of course, the neologism, “to tear oneself,” entails the metaphor, “An enraged person is an animal going wild,” as the verb טרף is used fundamentally of a wild animal such as a lion.
  Compare, for example, the oracle of the Lord in Hos. 5:14: כי אנכי כשחל לאפרים, וככפיר לבית יהודה; אני אני אטרֹף ואלך, אשא ואין מציל, “For I will be like a lion toward Ephraim, and like a predator toward the House of Judah; I myself will ravage (אטרף) as I go along, carry off (my prey) with none to rescue (them).”
In Job 18:4, I would suggest, it is not the metaphor that makes the phrase “tears himself apart in anger” difficult; the metaphor is conventional and familiar.  The difficulty is rather that one must do a double-take in parsing the phrase differently from the already known expression טרף אף, “to be enraged,” in which אף, “anger,” is the subject governing the verb טרף.  Compare Amos 1:11: ויטרף לעד אפו // ועברתו שמרה נצח, “His anger rages forever, / and his wrath burns eternally.”
  Moreover, the idiom טרף אף, “to be enraged,” is intransitive, while the phrase in Job 18:4 employs טרף transitively.  The subject of טרף in Job 18:4 is not אף, “anger,” but rather the implied third masculine singular personal pronoun “he.”  Job is the implicit subject of the verb, the one who tears himself apart, according to Bildad.  The noun אף is given a different function, as the object of the preposition ב, forming an adverbial complement.
The poet has Bildad deconstruct and creatively reconstitute the idiom טרף אף as טרף נפשו באפו as a response to Job’s depiction of the deity as a wild animal, baring his teeth and steeling his eyes against him (16:9).  In the course of that description Job uses the conventional idiom אפו טרף to say that God “became enraged” before assaulting him.  Bildad’s response is in the most basic sense poetic: he seizes upon Job’s phrase, takes it apart, and invents an alternate usage in which it is not God who is going nuts but Job.  The poetic turn that Bildad manifests illustrates the well-known Russian formalist notion that literary art is a “making strange,” a “defamiliarization” of ordinary discourse in which “poetry is a kind of abnormality”
—a deviation from the linguistic norm for the purpose of expressing a different perspective.

In post-modern discourse concerning language and literary art, it is typically claimed that the notion of literariness, a notion nourished by the formalists and by their structuralist successors, is dubious if not specious.  Critics of the idea that literature is language governed by a particular poetics question the assumption that there actually are shared norms, from which the literary artist deviates, and point to the frequent difficulty of distinguishing between ordinary language and the poetic.
  The poetry of Job, with its unique multilingual language, whose poetics and functions I have endeavored to describe elsewhere,
 poses a special challenge to the post-structuralist criticism of literariness.  In the following example an interpretative difficulty is occasioned by a certain complexity that is encountered only when one thinks intertextually.  But before proceeding to that example, it will be helpful to return to the case of Job 18:4.
Bildad’s metaphorical reference to Job as a wild animal—one who is ֹרףט—evokes intertextually the use of the lion in the Psalms and more locally in Job as an image of the wicked.
  Recall, for example, Eliphaz’s metaphor of the lion (4:10-11) who may seem to thrive for a long time but comes to a miserable end when his teeth crack and he is unable to feed himself or his cubs.  Eliphaz wants to say that the wicked only seem to prosper when you observe them in their heyday.  Job should know that in the end they receive their just deserts.  Bildad’s implication (in 18:4) that Job is wicked derives, then, not only from his characterization of him as self-destructive but from his association of Job with the wild animal, an image of the wicked.
My next example also involves an effort of intertextual analysis.  In Job’s reverie over his good old days, he describes them figuratively as follows (29:6): ברחֹץ הליכַי בחֵמה [בחמאה!]
 // וצור יצוק עמדי פלגי-שמן, “When my feet were washed in cream (or curds), / and the rock poured streams of oil over me.”  As in the previous example, it is not the idyllic imagery that complicates comprehension of the couplet.  Rather the difficulty in interpreting this verse results from the effort that is entailed by the verse’s intertextuality and the ambiguity that results from it.  The use of the terms שמן, חמאה, and צור, in close proximity, on top of the image of liquid gushing forth from a rock, can hardly but evoke a well-known passage from Deuteronomy 32, שירת האזינו, a text that is often drawn upon in the poetry of Job (compare, e.g., Job 5:18 with Deut. 32:39; and the parody of Deut. 32:7 in Job 12:7-8).

In the course of relating the acts by which God took care of the Israelites in the wilderness, Moses says (vv. 13b-14a):

וינקהו דבש מסלע , / ושמן מחלמיש צור /

חמאת בקר וחלב צאן, / עם חלב כרים ואילים...

He (YHWH) suckled him (Israel) with honey from a boulder,


And with oil from a flinty rock;


With curds from cattle and milk from goats,


With milk from lambs and rams…

Moses is referring to an episode in which God provided Israel with nourishing liquid from a rock (see Exod. 17:1-7; Num. 20:7-13; cf. Ps. 78:15; 114:8).  On one level, the nourishing liquid comes from a rock, from a צור.  But on another level, the one who causes the liquid to burst forth from the rock is God.  The term צור is, of course, a widespread metaphor for God: God is a rock (צור).
  The proximate source of the nourishing liquid is the rock, but the actual source of the nourishing liquid, the subject of the verb היניק, “to suckle,” is God, who, several times within Deuteronomy 32, is called הצור or צור, “the Rock” (vv. 4, 15, 18, 31).  In the biblical context, and especially in biblical poetry, the word צור is potentially ambiguous.
Returning to Job 29:6, in view of the language of the intertext Deut. 32:13, in which Israel receives oil from a rock—צור—the reader of Job 29 can no longer interpret the word צור as no more than a common noun.
  Since the nourishing liquid comes most immediately from a צור in the sense of “rock,” the literal meaning applies.  In employing the language of Deut. 32:13-14, Job would seem to be alluding to an episode in Israel’s history in which the nourishing liquid comes to the recipient from a divine source, from the Rock, meaning God.  In the preceding verses of chapter 29, Job explicitly cites the deity (אלוה or שדי) as the source of his former blessings.  It is therefore appropriate that Job allude in his reference to the rock to the Rock that stands behind the oil that once anointed him.  This allusion arises only when the word צור is understood to be ambiguous—it has a literal meaning and a metaphorical one, and both suit the present context.  Verse 6b should accordingly be read in two different though related ways: “when the rock poured streams of oil over me”—a literal reading of “rock” in which the rock is personified—and “when the Rock (namely, God) poured streams of oil over me”—in which the term for “rock” is a metaphor.
Let me reiterate, however, that it is not the familiar metaphor “God is a rock” that makes for difficulty in interpreting Job 29:6.  It is rather the ambiguity that arises in the course of intertextual reading.  The term צור was ambiguous all along, but its ambiguity only became an impediment to easy understanding when the intertext came into consideration.
  Ambiguity, like polysemy, is among the hallmarks of poetic language, and it often makes special demands on the interpreter.
The kinds of difficulty presented by ambiguity, polysemy, arcane references, and such are, as was said, of a type that George Steiner names “contingent.”  There are three other types of difficulty in poetry that are enumerated by Steiner.  One is “modal”; this type of difficulty in comprehension occurs when the reader cannot empathize with the sensibility that underlies the poem.  One doesn’t “get” the perspective or feeling the poet is evincing. An example from Job might be his preference of death over life and darkness over light, as he expresses it primarily in chapter 3.  This type of difficulty is essentially meta-linguistic.  Another type of difficulty is “tactical”; here there is a lack of sync between the apparent intention of the poet and the performative means that are employed.  This may result from political or personal constraints imposed or self-imposed on the poet.  This type of difficulty becomes linguistic in nature when the poet takes an ordinary usage and makes it strange for the purposes of defamiliarization—shaking the reader out of one’s expectations or routine.
  As Shklovsky classically put it, “The technique of art is to make objects ‘unfamiliar’, to make forms difficult [emphasis added], to increase the difficulty and length of perception because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged.”

Here one might cite from Job the well-known oxymoron in which Job describes the realm of the dead as “a land of darkness and deep-darkness (ארץ חשך וצלמות); a land of shining like darkness (ארץ עיפתה כמו אפל);
 deep-darkness and amorphousness (צלמות ולא סדרים); it shines like darkness (ותפע כמו אפל)” (10:21b-22).
  In a similar vein, in the speech from the whirlwind YHWH refers to the night of the wicked—the time they routinely perform their criminal activity—as “their light” (אורם; Job 38:15).  The dark serves them as the daytime of normal work, so that night for them is day.

The last type of difficulty enumerated by Steiner he calls “ontological.”  In this type the poet seems to “put[…] in question the existential presuppositions that lie behind poetry as we have known it.”
  Here it would seem that the poet is seeking not to be understood.  Indeed, even though the goal of unintelligibility would appear to be a uniquely modern one, the question of whether the poet of Job was writing in a deliberately obscure fashion has been suggested by Hoffman and others.
  Hoffman proposes that the poet’s obscurantism directly reflects his own psychological difficulty in dealing with the problem of innocent suffering and of expressing his sense of the incomprehensible.  Hoffman’s reductionist solution to the problem of difficulty in Job makes the function of the discourse that of representing the conceptual problem of the book iconically.  It is this type of difficulty that is described in a well-known statement by Paul Celan, himself a notoriously difficult poet: “obscurity [is] associated with poetry for the sake of an encounter, by a perhaps self-devised distance or strangeness.”

I find it difficult to accept the idea that the author of Job intended to be generally unintelligible.  However, there is hardly a poem from the ancient world that is as difficult as Job.  I think that the overall difficulty of Job falls somewhere between Steiner’s categories of the modal and tactical.  Job overturns and undermines many widespread conceptions and conventions.  What the poet-critic Allen Grossman says of Hart Crane’s poetry is, to my way of understanding, true of Job: “
It is the strangeness, the radical unfamiliarity of the thought, the unexpectedness of the cognitive demand that makes [him] ‘difficult’.  The difficulty is not stylistic.  The difficulty is substantial, meta-logical….”

Job in his poetic discourses tries to un-do time and retroactively to eliminate the day he was born and the night he was conceived.
  He imposes a lawsuit on God.
  He seeks death instead of life and values darkness over light.  For him, it is darkness, not daylight, that shines (see above).  For the poet of Job, God appears to Job, and immediately after demeaning him and refusing to explain to him the cause of his suffering, then declares that someone who speaks harshly but honestly about God is to be favored while those who defend the divine honor must be saved by the prayers of the theological critic.  It is Job the critic who is commended and his friends the defenders of the faith who are reprimanded.  Following these lines of thought and principles of belief would be hard for anyone who thinks within the bounds of the conventional.

Grossman says, the function of poetry is to raise problems.  The poetry of Job certainly does that.  The difficulty of a poem, for Grossman, lies in its substance, and this difficulty is only perceived after the poem has been understood.
  With respect to Steiner’s categories, when dealing with a poem like Job, the resolution of contingent difficulties only means there are modal and tactical difficulties yet to resolve.
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