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HAMÔR LEHEM (1 SAMUEL XVI 20) 
1 

A literal translation of 1 Sam. xvi 20 reads: "And Jesse took an 
ass of bread lehem), a skin of wine, and a kid of she-goats, 
and sent them by the hand of his son David to Saul." The expres- 
sion "an ass of bread" has apparently caused problems from 

ancient times. 

Translations that follow the MT translate it with the equivalent 
of "an ass laden with bread" (Authorized Version, Revised Standard 

Version, Jewish Publication Society, New National Version) though 
the meaning of the Hebrew has been noted as uncertain. Following 
the "Lucianic" LXX and the Old Latin version, P.K. McCarter 
reconstructs the "original" reading as zvysm ?lyzv 'mr thm, and 
translate it as "an ass, ladened it with an omer of bread". He 
thinks that the MT has suffered a haplography.l The New English 
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Bible emends limwr to hmr "with Scpt. " and translates "a homer 

of bread". Also the emendation to the numerals "five" 

or "ten" has been suggested by other scholars, since "as 

elsewhere lhm is regularly numbered (by loaves)" .4 Thus everyone 
seems to agree that the MT is textually deficient or at the least 

obscure. However, I wish to show that the Hebrew text makes 

perfectly good sense as it is. 

It is unlikely that Jesse sent Saul one omer of bread. An omer is 

about 2.3 litres, and an omer of bread is about the size of one 

modern loaf, a trivial amount to send to a king. A homer, one hun- 

dred times as much, is more likely, but if one can avoid emenda- 

tion, one should. 

I suggest that "ass" in this passage does not refer to an actual 

animal, but is a unit of measure called an "ass". This would pres- 
ent no problems grammatically or textually. There is good reason 

to recognize the existence of this measure. 

The measure called in Akkadian the imeru, "the ass-measure" 

"is widely attested in northern Mesopotamia from the early 2d 

mill. on as the most common large capacity measure" . The size 

of this measure is however naturally difficult to determine. The 

ratio 1 imeru = 10 sutu was standard but a sutu varied from 8 to 10 

qic. The various types of sutu vary between 8 and 16 litres.6 From 

this, imeru was probably somewhere between 80 and 160 litres. It 

is not unlikely that the unit imeru was used in Canaan at the end 

of the second millennium and called an "ass-measure" (Ugaritic 
hmr = Hebrew by loan translation or calque of the Akka- 

dian imeru, which is always written with the Sumerogram 
8 

It is unnecessary therefore to take the term bamôr in 1 Sam. xvi 20 

as a corruption of homer. 
It is possible that this system developed or merged into the 

homer-ephah-omer system of the Bible, but at this point that is 

speculation. It suffices to say that the homer, a dry measure,9 may 

"originally" have had the "meaning `ass-load' ".9 9 

Tokyo David Toshio Tsumura 
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