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Introduction

Over a century ago, a respectable British scholar of his time wrote
about the symbolism the candidate trees in Jotham’s fable has and
surveyed its consequences to Christianity.1 His method was not new,
recalling Augustin’s allegorical approach to difficult texts. In his rather
conspicuously short address, Bullinger saw in Jotham’s fable the essence
of New Testament Canon history. Thus, John’s gospel was not known
to Paul, presumably, as the synoptic gospels were. Its content was
intended primarily for Jews, and not for the Church that has the com-
plete truth in the Pauline epistles. Bullinger continues by noticing that
the quoted trees appear in three different New Testament works. One
can trace a relationship between the fig tree and the synoptic gospels
on one side, the olive tree and the epistle to Romans on the other
side, and, eventually, between the vine and John’s gospel. Such con-
nections, says Bullinger, are not conjectural. On the contrary, one can
interpret this following Paul’s parable of the olive tree in Romans chap-
ter ten as illustrations of God’s temporary covenantal shift from Israel
to the Church and back again. If the original author intended such
connections requires more proofs. The meaning of these trees still puz-
zles the reader of Jotham’s fable even when read in its original context.2

© Koninklijke Brill NV, Leiden, 2006 Vetus Testamentum LVI,1
Also available online – www.brill.nl

1 E.W. Bullinger, The Fig, the Olive . . . and . . . the Vine: An Epitome of Israel’s History with
Special References to the Dispensational Position of St. John’s Gospel (London, 1900).

2 My gratitude goes to Dr. Watson G.E. Wilfred who kindly accepted to check this
article, and provided with further references, although he was buried in editorial activ-
ity both for himself and for the sake of his post-graduate students of which I am
delighted to be one.
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The historical and literary context of the fable

Abimelech was a reckless descendent of the Israelite hero known as
Gideon (alias Jerub-Baal). Wisely enough, after he led the militia into
victorious confrontation with the invading Midianite armies, Gideon
refused the highest position in the state offered to him by the elders
of the nation. If this history had ended here Gideon would have been
held in higher esteem by his biographers. The history continues instead
with a tricky request of Gideon (to collect the war booty in gold) and
a dangerous habit (to marry many wives), ending with the establish-
ment of a religious cult in his hometown. In order to make clear such
a pathological tendency, the author of Judges presents Gideon nam-
ing one of his descendents no less than Abimelech (Heb. ‘My father
is king’).3

From a literary perspective, one can easily notice the presence of
several standardized expressions that appear repeatedly. Since their
functional role to mark the introduction of the narrative acts is obvi-
ous, one can call them introductory repetitive formulae:4

( Jdg ii 11; iii 7; vi 1) hw:hy“ ynEy[eB] [r'h;Ata, laer;c]yIAynEb] Wc[}Y"w"
( Jdg iii 12; iv 1; x 6; xiii 1) hw:hy“ ynEy[eB] [r"h; t/c[}l' lael;c]yI ynEB] WpsiYO"w

Occasionally, two such formulae are connected to introduce a new
narrative act:

3 For exploring the dense situational irony and homiletic derivations of proper nouns
in the story of Abimelech, one should turn to Lilian K. Klein (The Triumph of Irony in
the Book of Judges. Bible and Literature, 14; Sheffield, 1988, pp. 68-80). Robert H.
O’Connell (The Rhetoric of the Book of Judges, Suppl.VT, 63; Leiden, 1996, pp. 268-304)
offers detailed rhetorical connections between the judges and kings from the Israelite
monarchy. Of particular interest are the ones highlighting Abimelech and Saul (O’Connell,
The Rhetoric, pp. 292-3), quoting from M. Garsiel, The First Book of Samuel: A Literary
Study of Comparative Structures, Analogies and Parallels (Ramat-Gan, 1985). If the allusion is
indeed correct, then the curse of the king and his subjects from Jotham’s fable is con-
nected to the curse of the king and his subjects in Samuel’s speeches at Ramah and
Gilgal (I Sam viii 4-22; xii 1-25). It is rather interesting how Samuel is referring back
to the pre-monarchic period, mentioning four charismatic leaders of the era, namely
Gideon, Barak, Jephta, and Samuel (some Mss ‘Samson’). Who can tell that the lim-
itation of judges quoted in Samuel’s speech is simply conjectural? Another dramatic
rendering of profound sentiments is expressed in the repeated iteration of the pursued
David, who compares himself with a dog and a flea (I Sam xxiv 14; xxvi 20), and
anticipates the tragic denouement of Saul’s life. By that, David plays the role of the
type of whose prototype is successfully played by Jotham.

4 Silviu Tatu, Exegeza nara†iunilor biblice: analiza literarâ a Judecâtorilor (Oradea, 2004),
p. 30.
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ˆ/[d“GI tme rv,a} îK' yhiy“w"
( Jdg viii 33)

µyli[;B]h' yrej}a' Wnz“YIw" laer;c]yI ynEB] WbWvY:w"

O’Connell details the rhetorical quality of such introductory for-
mulae in relation to the deuteronomical theology, indicating the the-
ological and phraseological closeness of the two literary products. The
cycle-motif in its alienation phase in particular proves to be similar
indeed.5 If the role of such introduction is assessed from a Sitz im Text

perspective, the narrative act of Abimelech (viii 33-x 5) continues the
narrative act of Gideon (vi 1-viii 32) with two more narrative units.6

In each of them Abimelech tries unsuccessfully to eliminate people that
stay in the way of his ascent, namely Gideon’s sons (viii 33-ix 21) and
the insurgents from Shechem (ix 22-x 5). The aforementioned narra-
tive acts are part of the second narrative cycle of  the book that might
be called ‘The Judges of Israel’ (ii 11-xvi 31) as opposed to the first
narrative cycle ‘The Nation without Leadership’ (i 1-ii 10).7

When he came of age, Abimelech seized the authority his father
refused for himself, by exploiting the nationalistic ancient rivalry between
the Canaanite clan of his mother’s side in Shechem and the Ephraimite
clan of Joash of his father’s side.8 Once he received the right funding
for his operations, he executed all Gideon’s male descendents at once

5 O’Connell, op. cit., pp. 19-57.
6 Some commentators prefer to see the Abimelech narrative as part of Gideon’s

story. The possibility that the two stories were separate might be provided by the inter-
nal literary indicators in relation to the usage of Gideon names in Jdg vi 25-32; vii
1; viii 29-31 (O’Connell, op. cit., p. 155, note 195).

7 Cf. Tatu, op. cit., pp. 242-3. Barry G. Webb promotes a similar division into units
and subunits, even though their association into larger narrative blocks differ in detail
(The Book of Judges: An Integrated Reading, JSOT Suppl., 46; Sheffield, 1987, pp. 124-5).

8 O’Connell (op. cit., p. 153) sees this debate as a religious confrontation between
the Canaanite Baalists from Mannaseh (Ophrah, Shechem, and Thebez) led by Abimelech
and the Israelite Yahwists represented by Jotham. Such a religious conflict is rather
artificial, since it is never expressed in the text. One should doubt even the quality of
Yahwism professed by Jotham, or Gideon’s family, the founder of a pagan cult in his
home-town. See for example the religious value of Jotham’s words, crediting gods to
enjoy human food, and assuming the victory against the invaders for his father.
Obviously, the quality of Yahwism in the book of Judges is doubtful by and large, if
several practices are considered to express national religious deviances: Jephta’s human
sacrifice, Samson’s dealings with the foreign women, the Levite as priest of the pagan
cult, Danites professing a sincretic cult, etc.
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and had the procedures for enthronement started. This is the time
when Jotham, the only surviving descendent, gets the courage to con-
front the ungrateful crowds of Shechem and the daring Abimelech for
their deeds. 

Jotham’s speech consists of an imaginative story about plants, end-
ing with a predictive curse. Although in modern literary criticism this
genre is known as a fable, in Old Israelite literature there was only
one name for all illustration types of literature and that was lvm, a
term that encompasses a wide range of literary forms (parable, wis-
dom saying, riddle, mocking song, proverb). For the sake of specificity,
one prefers the term ‘fable’ for a literary text in which the characters
are non-humans equipped with human abilities, feelings, habits, and
the moral before the finish spells out the meaning of the plot. In the
cast of our fable, trees play the role of the humans: they talk, argue,
walk, and look for a king. Obviously, as is required in such a case,
they choose the best representatives of their realm: the olive tree, the
fig tree, the vine and the "à†àd. After the first three plants refused the
invitation, the trees search is left unconcluded, because the reader is
not informed whether the trees accepted the conditions of the "à†àd
or not. The moral suggests that the agreement was settled, though.

It might be intriguing that trees did not call upon the most majes-
tic tree of the Levant, the cedar. Given the circumstance of an ad hoc
local election meeting, one should not expect the trees from the local
habitat of Samaria to call upon a foreign tree to rule over them: it
was a domestic problem after all. Nevertheless, the cedar appears as
one of the characters, but in a fable where the characters (only two)
are part of the Lebanese flora. In II Kgs xiv 9, for example, the this-
tle of Lebanon representing Amaziah, the king of Judah, gets in touch
with the cedar representing Jehoash, king of Israel, in order to settle
a marriage on their siblings’ behalf. The consummation of this very
short fable illustrates the incompatibility of the military strength of the
two neighbouring kingdoms. A question remains, though: why were
other local high trees as the oak ( Jdg vi 19) or the terebinth ( Jdg ix
6) not invited? The quality that all the tree-candidates share in com-
mon is their usefulness for humans. By this technique, the author
accomplishes a more facile teleportation of the reader to the tree realm.
This observation might have implications for the interpretation of the
"à†àd.

Fables with trees as characters are also present in ANE literature.
Lambert noted that in ANE literature the fable developed as a different
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literary type from the Greek fable.9 What makes the ANE fables orig-
inal is the fact that the personified characters are contesting verbally
one against the other. Therefore, it is better to call this type of liter-
ature with Lambert ‘contest literature’.10 The Sumerians established
this literary tradition with its standardized pattern. Such a piece of lit-
erature would regularly start with an introduction, including a mytho-
logical-etiological introduction, a description of the opponents, and the
circumstance that prompted the debate. It followed the core of the
genre, i.e. the debate. At the end came the judgement scene, imag-
ined before a god who settles the issue. In some cases, the fable did
not conclude until the parties are not reconciled.11 Technically, the
Sumerians called this genre adaman.du

11
.ga, which probably meant

‘duelling’.12

Among the Sumerian fables, which built up the ‘contest literature’
tradition, van Dijk quoted the following: The Cattle and The Wheat,
The Axe and The Plough, The Wood and The Reed, The Chicken
and The Singing-Bird, The Summer and The Winter, The Precious
Stone and The Copper, The Farmer and The Shepherd.13 As one can
see, the characters are set in contrasted pairs to exacerbate the oppo-
sition between parties that facilitates the verbal debates. Although very
short, the biblical fable of ‘The Lebanese Thistle and The Cedar’ fits
in this category.

A fairly well preserved fable from Babylonian wisdom literature is
the one known as ‘The Tamarisk and the Palm’. In it the two trees,
planted in the king’s courtyard, are debating their supremacy in terms
of usefulness for the royal court.14 ‘The Fable of the Fox’ follows in

9 One should notice, along with J.G. Frazer (Folklore in the Old Testament: Studies in
Comparative Religion Legend and Law; London, 1918, p. 473) the Aesopian tradition of the
duelling plants fable: the fir tree vs. the bramble, and the pommegranate vs. the apple-
tree. A fable from a similar literary tradition comes from the Alexandrian poet
Callimachus, in which the laurel debates its supremacy over plants against the olive-
tree (Frazer, op. cit., p. 474). Similar fables are traced in Armenian and Malay folk-
lore too. Whereas in the former the trees accept the kingship of the date-palm, in the
latter the case is taken before King Solomon himself (idem, pp. 476-7).

10 W.G. Lambert, Babylonian Wisdom Literature (Winona Lake, Ind. [originally pub-
lished by Oxford University Press, 1963]), p. 150.

11 J.J. van Dijk, La sagesse suméro-accadienne: recherches sur les genres littéraires des textes sapi-
entieux avec choix des textes (Commentationes orientales, 1; Leiden, 1953), pp. 39-40.

12 van Dijk, op. cit., p. 32.
13 Idem, p. 41.
14 Lambert, op. cit., pp. 151-63.
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the same vein but the characters are multiple. The fox is defending
itself against the accusations brought in front of the gods (particularly
Enlil and Shamash) by its carnivorous relatives, the Wolf, the Dog and
the Lion. The Dog has, by far, a privileged position for its contribu-
tion to the human civilization. Therefore, its bark is the most self-
sufficient and proud. The Fox tries all sorts of stratagems, from accu-
sations, to pleadings and denials, ending up with the worshipping of
the gods, as if words were not enough to convince the deities of its
righteousness.15 Therefore, one can notice two main characteristics of
contest literature that might be exploited during the interpretation of
Jotham’s fable, namely (a) the competing characters show off, and (b)
their abilities or accomplishments are anthropocentric, i.e. valuable
from the human viewpoint.

Who is who in Jotham’s fable?

Identifying the first three candidate trees does not seem to be a
problem for the reader. The name of each of them is transparent and
converges with the quality associated, that makes their reputation among
humans, namely oil, sweet fruits, and wine, respectively. The key for
the interpretation of this particular fable rests on the identification of
the fourth one, though, the "à†àd symbolizing Abimelech. One should
note that "à†àd ’s answer to the invitation the trees presented him to
stand for the office it is in sharp contrast with the rest, for three rea-
sons: it is much amplified, it is affirmative and conditional, being
accompanied by a curse for those who would later on refuse its sov-
ereignty. Since the key of the fable’s interpretation rests with the fourth
candidate, its identification is enormously important for the interpre-
tation.

If the candidates were truly selected for obvious qualities, evident
in their reply to the tree’s invitation, then the "à†àd has to be cred-
ited with the quality of ‘shadow’. One can count even combustion as
another quality, since fire does not spring out of blue from any tree.
Moreover, the unanimity of the trees’ option is highlighted in the case
of the "à†àd by use of the noun lk. Therefore, the decision to call
upon the "à†àd cannot be interpreted as the final resort the trees had.16

15 Lambert, op. cit., pp. 186-209.
16 As the text stands, it seems that the order of the trees is not aleatory, but rather
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As one can notice easily, most modern translations and commen-
taries of the Bible render "à†àd with ‘bramble’ of ‘thorn bush’. By doing
that, the traditional interpretation of Jotham’s words assumes a highly
ironical, even sarcastic, tone. Because the ‘bramble’ (read Abimelech)
has no quality whatsoever, choosing him as king represents an unde-
sired failure of this political project. Therefore, the intention of Shechem’s
citizens to elect a king immediately and despite all reasons, contra-
dicting even common sense, pushed them to the unexpected position
of enthroning the most unwelcome and unworthy candidate. This tra-
ditional thinking is rather rigid. In most cases, the authorities quoted
tried to make a distinction between the thorny plants quoted in Jdg
viii and those referred to in chapter nine, proving that the authors
were at least aware of the difference.

Authority Jdg viii 7, 16 Jdg ix 14, 15

Hebrew Bible >µyn
ù
Iq’r“B'h'

ù 
Ata,w“ rB;Èd“Mih' yx°e/q df;a;h;

Keil & Delitzsch desert thorns and thistles briar (p. 363) 
186517 (p. 352)
Moore 189818 thornbushes (p. 220) box-thorn (p. 250)19

Nowack 190220 Dornen der Wüste und Dornstrauch (p. 88)21

die Disteln (p. 79)
Lagrange 190322 épines du désert et des buisson (p. 168)23

chardons (p. 144, n. 7; 
147, n. 16)

Burney 191824 desert thorns and thistles buckthorn (p. 275)
(pp. 229, 233)

imposed by the chiastic gender pattern: olive-tree (masc.), fig-tree (fem.), vine (fem.),
"à†àd (masc.) (Wilfred G.E. Watson, Classical Hebrew Poetry: A Guide to Its Techniques ( JSOT
Suppl., 26; Sheffield: Academic [corrected edition 1995]), pp. 51-2.

17 C.F. Keil and F. Delitzsch, Joshua, Judges, Ruth (Biblical Commentary on the Old
Testament, 4; trans. from German by James Martin; Grand Rapids, Mich., 1865).

18 G.F. Moore, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Judges (2nd edition, The
International Critical Commentary; Edinburgh, 1898).

19 Although the boxthorn is nowadays identified with Buxus sempervirens, the author
had in mind Lycium europaeum.

20 W. Nowack, Richter, Ruth u. Bücher Samuelis (Handkommentar zum Alten Testament,
Göttingen, 1902).

21 Lycium europaeum is again admitted as the candidate for "à†àd.
22 Marie-Joseph Lagrange, Le livre des Juges (Études Bibliques, Paris, 1903).
23 Lagrange prefers the Palestinian buckthorn (Rhamnus palaestina) over against Christ’s

thorn (Zizyphus spina Christi) due to the larger domain of habitation.
24 C.F. Burney, The Book of Judges with Introduction and Notes (London, 1918).
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Cundall 196825 thorns (p. 116) bramble (p. 129)
Boling 197526 desert thorns and thistles bramble (pp. 166, 174)

(p. 155)
Gray 198627 desert thorns and briars bramble (p. 304)28

(pp. 295-6)
Soggin 198729 thorns of the wilderness bramble (pp. 171-2)30

and briars (p. 148)
Wolf 199231 desert thorns and briars thornbush (p. 439)

(p. 430)
Smelik 199532 desert thorns and briars bramble (p. 526)

(p. 510)

The modern Bible translations proclaim with one voice the kingship
of the spiny bush.

‘bramble’ ‘thorn bush’ ‘thorn shrub’

Jewish Publication Louis Segond (1910) French Darby Version
Society Revidierte Luther Bibel (1885)
Old Testament (1917) (1912) Einheitsübersetzung
New Revised Standard Schlachter version (1951) (1980)
Version (1989) Nouvelle Édition Genève Revidierte Elberfelder
La Nuova Diodati (1979) (1993)
(1991)

25 Arthur E. Cundall, Judges: An Introduction and Commentary (Tyndale Old Testament
Commentaries, Leicester, 1968).

26 Robert G. Boling, Judges: Introduction, Translation and Commentary (The Anchor Bible,
6A, Garden City, NY, 1975).

27 John Gray, Joshua, Judges, Ruth (New Century Bible Commentary, Grand Rapids,
Mich., 1986).

28 Identified specifically with Lycium europaeum ‘a quick-burning fuel, understood by
Sa'adya as Arabic 'awsàj (“buckthorn”), the low thorn-scrub, which, though it may rise
to the height of a tree, affords a meagre shade and is fruitless.’

29 Alberto J. Soggin, Judges: A Commentary (Old Testament Library, trans. from Italian
by John Bowden, 2nd ed., London, 1987).

30 Identified with Lycium europaeum. ‘Beautiful for its flowers in spring, it was in ancient
times regarded as a nuisance to flocks. We now know that it is very useful in pre-
venting mountain slopes from eroding’ (p. 172).

31 Herbert Wolf, ‘Judges’, pp. 375-506 in vol. 3 of The Expositor’s Bible Commentary
(Grand Rapids, Mich., 1992).

32 W.F. Smelik, The Targum of Judges (Oudtestamentische Studiën, 36; Leiden, 1995).

Authority Jdg viii 7, 16 Jdg ix 14, 15

cont.
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San Paolo Edizione New International
(1995) Version US (1984) 
New American New Jerusalem Bible
Standard Bible (1995) (1984)

New Living Translation
(1990)
Tanakh (1985) 
Traduction Oecuménique 
de la Bible (1988)
La Sacra Biblia Nuova 
Riveduta (1994)

Moffatt simply avoids the issue by preferring a more general term
for the name of the plant occurring in Jdg ix 14, 15, namely ‘the
thorn’. The same term occurring in Gen l 10, Moffatt translated
‘bramble’ as if a proper noun.33

Although we have against us a venerable history of interpretation
that followed a singular vein, one dares to expand here a more recent
minority theory: Jotham’s words represent actually a warning given to
the citizens of Shechem for the bad choice they had, one with a great
potential but an unexpected destructive potential too. If Jotham does
not condemn them for the complacency they proved when raising
somebody to occupy the king’s office, then the irony cannot be so
obvious.

Hebrew expresses a ‘thorn bush’ by means of many words. Irene
and Walter Jacob identified ten different types of noxious spiny plants
in the Bible. Nevertheless, none of them is equated with "à†àd (Gen l
10, 11; Jdg ix 14, 15; Ps lviii 9), which is considered to be the bram-
ble (Rubus species).34 The New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology

and Exegesis expands the semantic domain of the ‘thorn bush, nettle,
sting, thistle, thorn’ over a group of not less than 19 different words.
K. Lawson Younger Jr. associates two of these nouns to the plant
whose scientific name is Ziziphus spina-Christi, namely dfa and rymv.35

33 James Moffatt, The Moffatt Bible: Containing the Old and New Testaments (London,
1935).

34 Irene Jacob and Walter Jacob, ‘Plants in the Bible’, The Anchor Bible Dictionary (ed.
by David Noel Freedman, New York, NY, 1992), vol. 2, pp. 815b-816a.

35 Willem VanGemeren (ed.), New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and

‘bramble’ ‘thorn bush’ ‘thorn shrub’

cont.
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Whereas the mentioned author is quite confident about the identification
of the latter, when it comes to the former he expresses doubts. There
is enough reason to be doubtful once the term appears in only three
Biblical passages, apparently none sufficiently clear to sharpen the
image.

In Gen. l 7-11, "à†àd is used in relation to properties that seem to
be tagged by it and caravans that stopped nearby. What could have
possibly been so exciting about a thorn bush in the middle of nowhere?
We cannot override completely the possibility that "à†àd could have
been the family name of a Canaanite, reflecting the tradition of nam-
ing people for plants, rocks, professions, etc., that continued for cen-
turies. Nevertheless, if the "à†àd in our story is an impressive tree, then
the grand seven-day ceremonial mourning organized at that very loca-
tion by Joseph suddenly makes sense. If not, the stupidity of a long
ceremony that took place in the hot sun of semi-arid area is on the
verge of becoming proverbial. It seems that the reaction of the Canaanites
to this display of grandeur and sadness recalls anything but stupidity
(Gen l 11). Moreover, if such a tree provided shadow to an agricul-
tural installation, such as a threshing-floor, then we can see the util-
ity of the shadow such a tree can offer.

The other literary context where the term is used comes from Psalm
lviii, rendered by some translations as uncertain. In the previous verses
one can notice images of similar effect: waters flowing away, wither-
ing grass (v. 8[7]), a stillborn child (v. 9[8]). Thus, the poet incorpo-
rated these images as part of an imprecation addressed to the wicked,
referring to the fading character of the evil ones.

Ps lviii 10 [9]

d=f;a; µík,yteroyS
ù
i Wnyíbiy: µr,íf,B] A Before your thorns know the "à†àd, 

:WN
ù
r,[;c]yI ˆ/rj; A/mK] yj*'A/mK] B alive or in anger, let them be acquainted 

with him.

It is possible that the first line of the distich refers to the natural growth
process of the plant acquiring thorns. Probably, part of the problem
is due to the poetic conciseness that forced the bard to express his
thoughts in a limited number of words as required by the metre of
the poem. Part of the solution is the semantic parallelism between the
two verbs used in the adjoined lines: ˆyb and r[c.

Exegesis (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, Zondervan Reference Software—32-bit edi-
tion, version 2.8, 1997), H353 and H9031.
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Ziziphus as king

Younger proposes the cognate Akkadian term e†idu to be related to
"à†àd.36 Because the writing with † is not attested, the reading ed-de-tu
is preferred for the cuneiform of gi“.ú.gir.37 These logograms stand for
«wood» + «plant» + «pricking point». It seems that its characteristics
are plain: it is a pricking combustible plant. As a noun, the word is
derived from the verb edèdu(m), meaning ‘to be(come) pointed, spiky’
and is related to iddum (‘sharp end, point’), mèdedu (‘thorn’), and udittu
(‘growth of rushes’).38 The term is quoted many times in the Akkadian
documents, mostly in the pharmaceutical series of Uruanna and the
historical renderings of the military campaigns. Although its relation
to the Heb. "à†àd is uncertain, the Semitic origin of the Sum. attu is
noted.39 When it comes to the identification of the plant, the argu-
ment of The Assyrian Dictionary seems to be circular, because each of
the related plants (ammurdinu, eddetu, “ima¢u) is identified in relation to
the other on the basic assumption that eddetu must be the boxthorn
(Lycium barbarum). The characteristics that led the author to this iden-
tification are its wide distribution in mountain regions and its fruits
(abulîlu) rendered as ‘berries’. Obviously, such qualities are general
enough to accommodate many plants. Moreover, the term abulîlu

appears too many times with the determinative for wood  (gi“ ), which
means that the fruit was inflammable, therefore used for combustion.
Consequently, the author is forced to admit that in this instance the
term must have referred to the wood of the bush. Less dogmatic seems
to be Thompson who is ready to admit that, on the basis of the term’s
usage, it ‘appears to have a general meaning “thorn”, as its Sumerian
would suggest’ and another particular meaning with reference to Lycium

europaeum or Alhagi maurorum.40

36 VanGemeren, op. cit., H353.
37 Ignace J. Gelb et al. (eds.), The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University

of Chicago (21 vols., Chicago, Ill., 1958).
38 Jeremy Black, Andrew George and Nicholas Postgate (eds.), A Concise Dictionary of

Akkadian (SANTAG 5, Wiesbaden, 2000).
39 The history of the term continues with similar words in relate languages. HALAT

(Walter Baumgartner (ed.), Hebräisches und Aramäisches Lexikon zum Alten Testament; 5 vols.,
Leiden, 1967) quotes four traditions where it could be traced (I, 36). Thus in Rabbinic
Hebrew and Aramaic there is arfa, in Syriac ha†e†à is found, in Arabic "à†àd, and in
Mandaic afafa.

40 R.C. Thompson, A Dictionary of Assyrian Botany (London 1949), p. 182.
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One other quotation of the plant appears in the Legend of Gilgamesh.
Striving to find a remedy for his dead friend, Gilgamesh found
Utnapishtim, the flood hero. The latter identified a solution embod-
ied in a plant, but it had two main disadvantages: it grew on the bot-
tom of the sea, and it was prickly: “am-ma “u-ú ki-ma ed-de-et-t[i “i-kin-

“ú? “]á-kin // si-¢i-il-“u ki-ma (gim) a-mur-din-nim-ma ú-sa[¢-¢al qàtimin -k]a

(Gilg. XI, 283-4), i.e. ‘it is a plant, its [appearance] is like box-thorn,
// its thorn is like the dog-rose’s, it will [prick your hands]’.41 Compared
to the biblical tradition of the tree of life, the Mesopotamian tradition
is original. Although in both cases it granted life-without-death to the
consumer, the Mesopotamian version renders it as an underwater
prickly plant. Although he seems to agree that amurdinu could be the
wild rose and does not suggest any solution for the eddettu, George
underlines the fact that the only fact that counts in this context is the
thorniness of the plant.42 The image counts a lot here. It is very prob-
able that its juicy fruit and quality shade, offered in areas most unlikely
to be found, namely in arid or semi-arid, say near-death, zones, must
have inspired the original author to think of the tree-of-life in terms
of the ed-de-tu tree.

In 1952, H.N. Moldenke, curator and administrator of the Herbarium
as New York Botanical Garden, accepted as possible the suggestion
made by other previous authorities43 that the ‘bramble’ in Judges ix
14-15 can be identified with Zizyphus officinarum. The aforementioned
authorities based their option on the combustibility that describes the
wood of this tree. If this would be the case, the description offered by
the author for the plant is as follows:

This is a spiny middle-sized tree with edible berry-like fruit with a two-
seeded nut in its center. The fleshy exterior of the fruit is saffron-col-
ored when ripe and has the form and size of an olive. The tree bears
a great abundance of these fruits, which are said to be much relished
by the natives. According to POST it is cultivated in the region, but as
an introduction from China or India, only ‘doubtfully native’ in Palestine
and Syria.44

41 A.R. George, The Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic: Introduction, Critical Edition and Cuneiform
Texts (2 vols., Oxford, 2003), vol. I, pp. 720-1.

42 Idem, op. cit., vol. II, p. 895.
43 A. Pratt, Plants and trees of the Scripture (1851), G. Dalman, Arbeit und Sitte in Palästina

(1928).
44 Harold N. Moldenke and Alma L. Moldenke, Plants of the Bible (Plant Science

Books—New Series, 28; Waltham, Mass., 1952), p. 206.
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Nevertheless, Moldenke’s own option for the plant in Jotham’s fable
converges with the commonly accepted interpretation among the con-
temporaries, that which identifies "à†àd with Lycium europaeum. Contrary
to one’s expectations, this thorn bush does not possess the qualities
that make Jotham’s "à†àd useful for illustrating its case, namely shade
and combustion. Its branches are curved towards the inside. Even
when it reaches 3 m high, its shadow is projected towards the inte-
rior of the bush. In appearance might look dry, but even when dry
it can hardly be lit.45

Michael Zohary, professor of botany at the Hebrew University,
identified the plant in Judges ix with Christ Thorn (lat. Ziziphus
spina-Christi), ‘a stately evergreen up to 10 m tall, which develops a
large, oval, intricately-branching crown’.46 Its scientific name comes
from the perception commonly accepted among scholars that its thorns
make the tree the most plausible candidate for the plant of which
Jesus’ crown was made. In order to grow, the tree does not need the
deep soil of the plain, because its roots are rather superficial. The
plant is quite common in Samaria, southern Israel, and upper Jordan
Valley. Its leaves are ovate, nerved and dentate, 3-5 cm long and
about 2 cm wide, with two spiny stipules, one straight and another
hooked. It flowers all around the year, but mostly during the summer,
some yellowish-green flowers. Its fruits, once mature, are eaten and
marketed, even though they are quite small (like cherries) and leave
behind a sour taste. 

At about the same time sprang the similar opinion of E. Hareuveni,
an Israeli botanist who developed his own botanical garden at Neot
Kedumim, where plants mentioned in the Bible are growing in their
natural habitat. He asserted that the "à†àd is a subtropical tree, which
can reach a most venerable age of several hundred years. For this rea-
son, it can easily be used to mark properties and sheltering pilgrims
at its shade. An Arab proverb even says about this tree: ‘Eat its fruit
and pack its shadow!’ Its thorns might provide the most deadly defence
for the tree’s protégée; the problem is that it has none. Due to some
very poisonous toxins that come out of its overextended roots, there

45 Nogah Hareuveni, Tree and Shrub in Our Biblical Heritage (Kiryat Ono, Israel, 1984),
pp. 59-65.

46 Michael Zohary, Plants of the Bible: A Complete Handbook to All the Plants with 200
Full-Color Plates Taken in the Natural Habitat (Cambridge, 1982), p. 155.
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is no plant to survive under its corona including its own offspring.
Therefore, any wise farmer that intends to make use of the land where
once used to be an "à†àd, first has to remove every single root.47

Ziziphus—a tree to remember

The tree that stands at the core of our inquiry displays quite a long
literary history. At times, the descriptions of the ancient authors do
not fit one with another. Moreover, the dogmatism of their descrip-
tion contradicts the diversity of species demonstrated by the Ziziphus
genus. Herodotus highlighted the tree called ‘Acantha’ of whose wood
the Egyptians made their merchandise vessels. The Greek historian
identifies it by a specific quality: it exudes gum.48

According to Rawlinson’s notes this plant has to be the one identified
by Pliny49 as ‘Spina Ægypta’ and by Athenaeus as ‘Acantha’,50 corre-
sponding to the modern Mimosa Nilotica, of which Arabic gum is pro-
duced. It is obvious that Herodotus thought that this lotus tree was
different from the lotus preferred as food by the ‘lotophagi’, a tribe
on Libyan coast of the Mediterranean Sea, due to its sweetness com-
parable to that of the dates, from which a wine was produced.51 This
is his account:

Lotophagi, who live entirely on the fruit of the lotus-tree. The lotus fruit
is about the size of the lentisk berry, and in sweetness resembles the date.
The Lotophagi even succeed in obtaining from it a sort of wine.52

47 This opinion is apparent mostly in Messianic Christian circles. For example, Jim
Davies in Randall Price’s electronic magazine World of the Bible (Window on the Word:
Abimelech the Bramble? World of the Bible: News and Views. IV, 3 [September-October,
2002], www.worldofthebible.com) gives credit to Hareuveni’s insight. He asserts that "à†àd
is better identified with Z. spina-Christi on grounds of shade and combustion that char-
acterizes this tree as opposed to the yikshat (Heb. ‘thorn bush’) that has none of these
qualities. 

48 In Haiim B. Rosén  (ed.), Herodoti Historiae (2 vols. Bibliotheca Scriptorum Graecorum
et Romanorum; Leipzig, 1987), vol. II, p. 195. For a translation, check George Rawlinson,
History of Herodotus: A New English Version (4 vols, London, 1862), vol. II, pp. 131-2.

49 Rawlinson, op. cit., p. xiii 17, 19.
50 Idem, p. xv.
51 William J. Darby, Paul Ghalioungui and Louis Grivetti, Food: The Gift of Osiris (2

vols. London, 1977), vol. I, p. 643.
52 Rosén, op. cit., vol. I, p. 444. (Historiae) For a translation, see Rawlinson, op. cit.,

p. iii 125-6.
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According to Rawlinson’s extended notes, this plant is the ancient
equivalent of what the Arabs call Sidr (its fruit is called Nebk). It appears
that this represents the fruit which Ulysses himself could not prevent
his sailors from eating once discovered (Hom. Od. ix 84-96). This is
more likely to be identified with Rhamnus Ziziphus.53

Pliny the Elder offers us more details about this particular tree with
its varieties in India and Egypt. Note shadow as the main quality of
this tree.54

The Indian fig-tree bears exceptionally fine fruit, and it is self-propagat-
ing, as it spreads its branches to an enormous width and the bottom
ones bend down to the earth so heavily that in a year’s time they take
root, and produce for themselves a fresh offspring planted in a circle
round the parent tree like the work of an ornamental gardener. Inside
this bower the shepherds dwell in summer, as it is at once shaded and
protected by the fence of the tree—a very attractive sight when looked
at from below or from a distance, with its vaulted dome. Its higher
branches, however, shoot upward to a great height from the main bulk
of the mother tree, forming an extensive grove, so as in many cases to
enclose a circle sixty yards across, while they cover with their shade a
space of a quarter of a mile. (XII, xi)

Also thorn-wood is equally esteemed in the same country, that is, the
wood of a black thorn, as it lasts without decaying even in water, and
is consequently extremely serviceable for the ribs of ships; timbers made
of a white thorn rot easily. It has sharp thorns even on the leaves, and
seed in pods that is used instead of oak-galls in dressing leather. The
blossom has a pleasing effect in garlands and also makes a valuable med-
icine; also the tree distils gum. (XIII, xix)

It is agreed that the Egyptian thorn supplies the best kind of gum; it
is of a streaked appearance, grey in colour, clean and free from bark,
and it sticks to the teeth; its price is 3 denarii per pound. (XIII, xx)

The region of the Cyrenaica ranks the lotus below its own Christ’s
thorn (loton suae postponit paliuro). This is more in the nature of a shrub,
and its fruit is redder, and contains a kernel that is eaten by itself, as it
is agreeable alone; it is improved by being dipped in wine, and more-
over its juice improves wine. (XIII, xxxiii)

Although confusing in identifying the species of lotus tree, Pliny the
Elder is able to differentiate between wines brewed from varieties of

53 Darby, Ghalioungui and Grivetti, op. cit., vol. I, p. 643.
54 All quotations from Pliny the Elder follow the translation of H. Rackham, Pliny

Natural History (10 vols., London and Cambridge, Mass., 1968).
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lotus: a tree, a shrub, an herb, and a marsh lotus (XIV, xix, 101; cf.
XIII, xxxii, 107).

When describing the food resources of ancient Egypt, Darby,
Ghalioungui and Grivetti include the lotus tree among the aquatic
marsh plants,55 although they warn against the confusion encountered
by the reader when Herodotus and other ancient texts are read. Their
conclusion concerning the most debated lotus-tree is that 

the lotus tree is not a single genus or species, but a term applied to a
variety of indigenous woody trees found in the desert, i.e. coastal region
of Egypt, and westward into Libya and Tunisia; trees which provided
food for desert travellers throughout much of ancient and modern his-
tory . . .56

Seeds of Christ’s thorn were discovered for the first time in an
Egyptian tomb from the first dynasty,57 and later on in many other
similar sites. The Egyptians named the tree that produced them—nbs

(Coptic: kinari, Arabic: nabq).58

Ziziphus today

Its scientific summary description can be found in an aforemen-
tioned extensive textbook of Zohary, Flora Palestina, the botanical dic-
tionary of the plants in modern Israel.59 According to Zohary, Spina-
Christi is an evergreen that grows quite tall with a globular or ovoid
crown. Its peculiarity comes from its spines, one straight another
recurved, and its small (1-1.5 cm) yellowish fruit with a stony seed. Its
habitat covers all modern Israel, and can also be met in Sudanian,
with extentions into the warmer part of Mediterranean, Saharo-Arabian,
W. Irano-Turanian territories.

The tree described above belongs to the genus Zizyphus, family
Rhamnaceae, Order Rhamnales. The plants of this Order share a com-
mon positioning of its stamens opposite to the petals, which ‘stamens
are in one whorl in a bisexual, actinomorphic flower, which often has

55 Darby, Ghalioungui and Grivetti, op. cit., vol. I, pp. 619-20.
56 Idem, p. 643.
57 M.E. Kislev, “Vegetal food of Bar Kochba rebels at Abi’or Cave near Jericho”,

Review of Paleobotany and Palynology 73 (1992), pp. 153-60.
58 Darby, Ghalioungui and Grivetti, op. cit., vol. I, pp. 702-3.
59 M. Zohary, Flora Palestina (Four Parts, Jerusalem, 1972), part II, p. 307.
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the tendency to unisexuality and perigny or epigny.’60 As a family,
Rhamnaceae include spiny trees, shrubs or climbers and very rarely
herbs sometimes with a climbing habit. Among other general charac-
teristics one can note that their ‘fruits, often drupes, have seeds with
copious endosperm and a large straight embryo.’61

In 1971, there were classified 45 genera and 500 species. Ziziphus
is a generic name of one of the most widespread Rhamnaceae gen-
era that comes from ‘zizouf ’, the Arabic name of Z. lotus. There are
around 170 species of Ziziphus accounted for. Its habitat extends on
a 20° latitudinal strip on both hemispheres, extending from California,
Mediterranean Europe, Northern and Central Africa, Near East, the
independent states of former Soviet Union, India and China. The main
species cultivated today are known as ber (Z. mauritiana)—the Indian
species, and the Chinese jujube (Z. jujube)—the Far East species. Fruits,
leaves and wood are all very useful and very much appreciated world-
wide. The locals use them in preventive and curative traditional med-
icine, as fodder for animals, for fences, as fuel wood and for extract-
ing a good quality gum.62

Z. spina-Christi in particular is a tree reaching 10 m in height, armed
with spinous stipules.63 It prefers low altitude terrains (< 1000 m), dry
lands (100 mm rainfall), with a minimum temperature of -5 to 2°C.
There is no preferred soil. It extends from 0° to 20° N latitude.64 It
is reported that its green leaf fodder is very appreciated by the locals
for the domesticated herbivores. In the En Gedi Natural Reserve of
Israel this green leaf is actually the main food plant of the Nubian
ibex.65 One of its varieties (Z. microphylla) is a shrub forming impen-
etrable thickets in the riverbeds (possibly µylax in Job xl 21).

Z. spina-Christi’s fruits represented not only a food resource for desert
travellers, but also an alternative food resource to the fruits of the
more domesticated trees of Levant (sycamore, date, fig tree, pome-
granate, olive, almond, etc.), especially in times of need (famine, inva-
sion, draught, etc.). As evidence for this assumption stands the dis-
covery of ten different types of seeds in a cave near Jericho dated back

60 O.P. Pareek, Ber (Southampton, 2001) p. 15.
61 Pareek, op. cit., p. 15.
62 Idem, pp. 52-8.
63 Id., p. 16.
64 Id., p. 105.
65 Id., p. 57.
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to the Bar Kochba revolt (132-135 AD). Two of the seed hordes belong
to the Ziziphus genus namely Balanites Aegyptiaca and Ziziphus spina-

Christi. Both grow as wild trees in the Near East, and particularly in
the area near Jericho. Whilst the former is rather a short tree, the lat-
ter is a tall one. Their fruits differ also because the former produces
bitter-sweet oily berries, but the latter grows very sweet cherries. The
Bedouins near Jericho used to grind into flour the dried mesocarp of
the fruit and cook bread and sweet cakes. Mixed with butter, it made
a valuable gravy, marketed packed in skin jars, and eaten with bread.66

A Ziziphus tree removes from the soil large quantities of Sodium,
Nitrogen, Potassium, Calcium, Magnesium, and Phosphor, which can
reduce shoot length, leaf number and size, axillary branch number,
flowering and fruit set. Therefore, manuring and fertilization in the
light soil of the arid and semi-arid subtropics are critical.67 There are
many reasons for the heavy fruit drop that occurs 1-2 months after
fruit set (over 50%). At least in part, by such a technique, the tree
provides for itself the necessary organic resources. For a seed to ger-
minate and become a viable plant a good soil is prerequisite. A mix-
ture of equal parts of sand, clay and manure seems to be the best
recipe.68 Add to this situation the hard shell of the seeds, that can
crack only after two years of fermentation in good soil, and the self
replication of the tree under its own shade becomes impossible. On
the opposite side stands the olive tree, which can nurture dozens of
new shoots (cf. Psa cxxviii 3).

Z. spina-Christi is still present in modern Israel, as part of the coun-
try’s floristic wealth alongside tamarisk and acacia trees in the Negev
and the Arabah Valley.69 Its habitat is actually larger than that men-
tioned above. Zohary mentions two more species of Ziziphus as part
of Israel’s contemporary habitat: Z. nummularia and Z. lotus. Although
both are shrubs, the former is rather rare, present only in Southern
Arabah Valley, the latter grows on stony slopes  and alluvial plains,
mainly on basalt ground, but not above 500 m sea level. Less spread
than Z. spina-Christi, Z. lotus has less tasty fruits too.70

66 Kislev, op. cit. 
67 Pareek, op. cit., p. 140.
68 Idem, p. 119.
69 J. Weitz, ‘Fisheries and Afforestation’ (Encyclopedia Judaica, Jerusalem, 1972), vol.

IX, p. 788.
70 Zohary, Flora Palestina, part II, p. 308.
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Conclusions

According to the literary tradition of Mesopotamian ‘contest litera-
ture’ a fable would set the non-human characters (in most cases an
opposite pair) to duel verbally over their abilities. This tradition is
closely followed in the fable of The Lebanese Thistle and the Cedar.
Therefore, qualities such as shade and combustion to which direct ref-
erence is expressed in Jotham’s fable should be considered as real for
the fourth plant candidate.

Although the majority of authorities interpret the biblical term "à†àd
as ‘thorn bush’, it makes more sense both in Gen l 11-12 and in Jdg
ix 14-15 to perceive it as thorny tree, most likely impressive in stature.
The context of Psalm lviii 9[10] does not make much sense to the
contemporary reader especially due to the polysemantism of its key
words.

The term "à†àd and its cognate terms in related languages appear
quite frequent in the ancient literature but not unambiguously enough
to cut all misinterpretations. It seems very likely that the word stand
for several varieties of thorn-trees (Ziziphus) with specific characteris-
tics from one region to another. Nevertheless, as its presence in the
Holy Land covers millennia, Ziziphus makes a very plausible candi-
date for the local kingship over plants.

Ancient historians described varieties of the thorn-tree both in Greek
and in Latin. According to their records, its habitat extended from
India to Cyrenaica, including the Levant and Mesopotamia. According
to these documents, shade is a recurrent quality. Roots, bark, leaves
and fruits are all exploited as a natural resource of such trees, espe-
cially in the arid climate where it grows.

Ziziphus is the generic name of one of the most widespread
Rhamnaceae genera with around 170 species of Ziziphus distribution
worldwide. Caravanners enjoy the qualities displayed by the wild vari-
eties as much as the settled communities enjoy the crops of the hybrid
domesticated varieties. There are three varieties attested in modern
Israel, of which Z. spina-Christi fits best the description of the biblical
"à†àd.

The interpretation of the term "à†àd in Jotham’s fable as a Ziziphus

tree provides for a better understanding of the quoting texts. One can
render the possibility that such a tree accepts the challenge to reign
over trees with one condition: that any servant should come under its
shade or else a fire should spring from it and quickly extend to Lebanon
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consuming everything in its path. This is a good example of what it
is called the irony of dilemma. The irony falls on the citizens of
Shechem who were actually in a situation without exit. Death is all
they can get out of their unfortunate covenant with Abimelech. While
being in office they will end up intoxicated by his leadership, while
out of office they will be consumed by his falling circumstances.

Abstract

The article surveys the linguistic and historical data available in order to assess the
identity of the plant called upon in Jotham’s fable as the last of the candidates to king-
ship, the "à†àd. Mesopotamian linguistics and literary tradition indicate that the inter-
pretation of the term ed-de-tu allows one to interpret it as a thorn-tree. Although not
always coherent, the historical renderings regarding this plant admit the possibility of
multiple varieties of plants sharing several qualities of which the most important are
extreme habitat, valuable shade, healthy fruits and green foliage, and combustible wood.
Modern botanists do not exclude totally "à†àd ’s interpretation as Ziziphus spina-Christi,
but it is contemporary Israeli botanists who holds it as the only legitimate interpreta-
tion. Its presence in the Levant and particularly in Israel throughout the centuries is
just one more reason to support such a possibility. Only such a literal rendering prompts
the prophetic value of Jotham’s imprecation on the irony of dilemma in which the cit-
izens of Shechem found themselves.
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