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Abstract
Sketches of the Tabernacle based on Ex 26 depend on the understanding of the obscure Hebrew 
term qršym and the even more obscure v. 24 that describes two qršym of special use. Being 
a determinative element of a relatively complex construction, the exposition of qršym inevitably 
involves some discussion of the other components. Therefore, close attention is paid to the 
arrangements of the tent curtains as prescribed in vv. 9, 12, and 13, proposing an alternative read-
ing of v. 9 and determining the length of the Tabernacle. Consequently, a novel interpretation of 
Ex 26:24 that contributes to the Tabernacle’s symmetry and plausibility is suggested.
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This article focuses on the components that formed the Tabernacle’s frame-
work and thereby determined its size and shape—the so called qršym. The dis-
cussion includes various interpretations of this enigmatic term and proposes 
a new reading of Ex 26:24, according to S. R. Driver ‘a most obscure verse, the 
crux of all interpreters.’1 As demonstrated throughout, the proposed interpre-
tation not only satisfies the reading of this and related verses, but also contrib-
utes to the Tabernacle’s symmetry and, as a byproduct, to its plausibility. The 
plausibility factor is important whether one believes the Tabernacle was a his-
torical reality or ‘an ideal construction.’2 Even if fictitious, its description must 
be realistic enough to be plausible in order to accomplish its intended effect, 

*) I am grateful to Professor H. G. M. Williamson (Oxford University, UK) and Professor  
M. Throntveit (Luther Seminary, St. Paul, MN) for their comments on an earlier draft of the man-
uscript. Special thanks to the anonymous reader (reviewer for VT) for his/her very valuable sug-
gestions made for its improvement.
1)   Driver, p. 288.
2) For this expression, see, e.g., Driver, p. 430.
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such as the one suggested by J. Wellhausen—proving the great antiquity of the 
sixth century priestly legislation by relegating it to an historical sphere.3

Besides being prime building components of the Tabernacle, D. E. Fleming 
gives another good reason to focus on qršym. Discussing what appear to be its 
cognates in the Mari texts and in the Ugaritic Baal myth, he regards this techni-
cal term to be the strongest link between the biblical tradition of the priestly 
Tabernacle and the native Syria-Palestinian tents, which possibly were also 
large and portable sanctuaries.4 

As far as its use in the OT texts is concerned, with the exception of Ezek 
27:6,5 the term qrš refers exclusively to certain components that formed the 
framework of the Tabernacle. The text describes these components as made of 
acacia wood (the usual rendering of ʿṣy šṭym), 10 cubits long and 1.5 cubits wide 
(cf. Ex 26:15-16). The absence of other important details, especially their thick-
ness and exact shape, has suggested various interpretations of qrš, such as 
“board” (KJV, ASV, NAB, NAS), “plank” (TNK), or “frame” (NIV, TEV, NRSV). 
LXX obviously struggles with this term as well, rendering both qrš and an 
apparently different component called ʿmwd as στυ̑λος (“pillar,” “column,” or 
“post”) (compare vv. 15-16 with vv. 32 or 37 in LXX).

The quest for the size and shape of qršym starts with the most frequent 
assumption regarding the measurements of the Tabernacle, namely that the 
Holy of Holies was a symmetrical, 10 × 10 × 10 cubit cube. The given length of 
the qršym, mounted vertically (cf. v. 15),6 establishes the height of the Taber-
nacle at 10 cubits. However, placement of the dividing veil according to the 
prescriptions of v. 33 (‘under the clasps’ that join the two parts of the first tent 
curtain) maintains a perfect cube only under the following conditions: either 
the thickness of the qršym does not significantly add to the overall measure-
ments, or the back wall abuts the sides of the construction and only the inside 
measurements are considered. The most problematic aspect is the width of the 
back wall, ranging in various proposals from 9 to 12 cubits. This range is deter-
mined by the six qršym for the back wall mentioned in v. 22, plus the size and 
placement of the two qršym for the corners of the Tabernacle described in the 
ambiguous v. 24.

3) See Wellhausen, p. 39.  
4) See Fleming, pp. 484-498.
5) For the interpretation of qrš in this text that is closest to the understanding presented in this 
article, see Fleming, pp. 491-2.
6) Jacob, p. 791, believes that the expression ʿmdym in this verse indicates that the qršym should 
be broad enough to be self-standing. However, as argued by Cassuto, p. 354, it is more likely that 
the qršym are to be ‘in an erect and not in a lying position.’
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Identical terminology designating all the components suggests that all the 
qršym were equally 1.5-cubits wide and equally positioned. If this were the 
case, the only way to preserve a symmetrical 10-cubit cube with a back wall 
formed by eight qršym mounted vertically next to each other would be to con-
sider the inside measurements and allow for a one cubit thickness of the indi-
vidual qršym.7 The most serious problem with this theory is its conflict with 
the reading of the text. One cubit thick qršym would increase the footprint of 
the Tabernacle to 31 × 12 cubits, thus contradicting the arrangement of the tent 
curtains as prescribed in vv. 9, 12, and 13. As the following paragraph argues, the 
most natural reading of these verses presupposes the Tabernacle’s length 
somewhere between 30 and 30.25, not 31 cubits.

According to Ex 26:7-13, the combination of eleven 30 × 4 cubits curtains 
results in one 44 × 30 cubits tent curtain. When this large curtain covers a 30 × 
10 × 10 cubits cuboid, 4 cubits of its length, that is one of the eleven curtains, are 
in excess. Concerning this superfluous curtain, v. 9 specifies that it should be 
“doubled over” and placed ʾl mwl pny hʾhl. Most of the exegetes translate this 
expression as “at the front of the tent,” supposing that the text prescribes this 
doubled-over two-cubit part of the tent curtain to be in front of the Tabernacle, 
hanging down to form a valance at the entrance.8 Such an interpretation, how-
ever, contradicts v. 12, which speaks about the remaining half curtain (two-
cubit length of the tent curtain) hanging over or overlapping the back of the 
Tabernacle.9 This problem can be solved by reading ʾl mwl not as a designation 
of location, but of direction. This reading is attested elsewhere in the OT,10 and 
even somewhat encouraged by the author of the text, for if the location were in 
view, he could have expressed this idea in a simpler and clearer way, such as  
ʿl pny hʾhl, analogically with v. 12. It seems, therefore, that the final clause of  
v. 9 specifies that the doubled-over part of the curtain should be placed toward 
the front of the Tabernacle, not hanging over, but in alignment with its 
entrance. Arranged this way, the tent curtain would overlap the back of the 
Tabernacle by two cubits, just as v. 12 describes. This arrangement presupposes 

   7) For the contemporary proponents of this dimension, see Jacob, pp. 791-3, or Houtman,  
pp. 428-9.
   8) The most influential proponent of this reading is Driver, see p. 284.
   9) Driver, p. 284, deals with this contradiction by considering the phrase ḥṣy hyryʿh hʿdpt in v. 12 
‘to be a mistaken gloss, arising out of a hasty reading of v. 9b.’ Houtman’s suggestion to divide the 
remaining length of the tent curtain equally between the front and the back of the Tabernacle 
(see Houtman, pp. 424–425) is an expression of exegetical frustration rather than a compromis-
ing solution.
10) For BH parallels, see, e.g., 1 Sam 17:30 or Num 8:2 (here also in connection with pny).
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30 cubit length of the Tabernacle. To be more precise, one should allow some 
extra length for the ‘loops’ and the ‘clasps’ that hold the two parts of the tent 
curtain together (cf. vv. 5 and 6), therefore the suggested total length of the 
Tabernacle is somewhere between 30 and 30.25 cubits.

Now, this length can be formed by mounting twenty 1.5-cubits-wide qršym 
next to each other (cf. vv. 18 and 20) only if the back wall is placed between the 
inside walls, or, if it is abutted to the edges, its thickness is close to negligible. 
As already pointed out, the length of the back wall depends on the size and 
placement of the two corner qršym. If these do not add to the length of the 
back wall, serving only as corner supports from outside or inside the structure, 
the overall 10-cubit-width of the Tabernacle could be formed by 0.5-cubit-thick 
qršym (the six 1.5-cubits-wide qršym of the back wall placed between the inside 
walls, plus two times the 0.5-cubit thickness of the side walls). A framework of 
these proportions would allow for the arrangement of the curtains according 
to the most likely reading of vv. 9, 12, and 13, and result in the Holy of Holies 
with perfect external dimensions of 10 × 10 × 10 cubits. However, the interior 
symmetry of the room is disrupted (9.5 × 9 × 10 cubits), and placing the corner 
qršym outside or inside the structure finds no support in the text.

The suggestion by V. Hurowitz is certainly worth mentioning here, because 
it improves the overall aesthetics of the Tabernacle. He proposes attaching the 
corner qršym to the back wall perpendicularly, contributing to its length only 
by their thickness.11 If this thickness was 0.25 cubit for each qrš, the total length 
of the back wall would be exactly 10 cubits (six frames of 1.5 cubits plus two 
0.25-cubit-thick corner frames plus two 0.25-cubit-thick side wall frames), and 
the interior symmetry of the Holy of Holies would improve (9.75 × 9.5 × 10 
cubits).12 Again, the major problem with Hurowitz’s proposal is its highly spec-
ulative placement of the corner frames, for which there is no textual support. 
Also, the reason for such placement is curious, for, whether isosceles or right 
trapezoids, their contribution to the stability of the framework would be 
 minimal.

Nevertheless, this basic approach seems to be winning the day, mainly 
thanks to one of its first and most influential proponents, U. Cassuto. Concern-
ing the shape, he believes that all qršym were 0.25-cubit-thick boards. In order 
to keep the perfect symmetry of a cube, Cassuto argues that each corner qrš 

11) As for their shape, Hurowitz believes that ‘they were trapezoidal with the two sides of the 
frame converging to the width of a frame at the top,’ (Hurowitz, p. 132).
12) See Hurowitz, p. 140. Hurowitz does not consider the horizontal bars to contribute to the 
length of the back wall.
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should be only 0.5-cubit wide to allow the back wall to reach 10 cubits. These 
boards were, according to his reading of v. 24, permanently attached to the side 
boards of the framework.13 This solution, however, does not reconcile the 
description of the qršym in vv. 16-17 with the one in v. 24. The most obvious 
problem is the different width of the corner boards, adjusted somewhat artifi-
cially to the idea of the overall symmetry. In his defense, Cassuto argues that 
this anomaly is precisely why the corner boards are mentioned separately, 
‘since it is impossible that there should have been any difference in the height.’14 
This argument is unconvincing, because the width of the corner boards is not 
addressed in his understanding of v. 24 at all; according to him, it does not 
describe the shape of the corner boards, but how to connect them to the side 
boards. By way of comparison, H. W. Propp, who also reads v. 24 this way and 
considers the thickness of the qršym to be negligible, thinks the absence of the 
dimensions means that the dimensions of the corner qršym do not differ from 
the rest. Although methodologically sounder, this conclusion results in a 12 
cubit long back wall. As Propp himself recognizes, the symmetry is therefore 
disturbed and the tent curtain would be too short to reach the ground as 
required by v. 13.15

A compromise has recently been proposed by M. M. Homan. He, like 
 Cassuto, understands the qršym to be boards of negligible thickness, and, like 
Propp, presupposes that the dimensions of the corner ones were not 
 different—at least not initially. Then, according to Homan, these corner boards 
‘were vertically divided in half joined together at a right angle.’ Homan’s main 
reason for this rather speculative solution is even more curious—since each 
qrš is to be supported by two bases, he splits the corner ones in half ‘to main-
tain the ratio of qrš to base.’16 Some of the details of Homan’s proposal are 
discussed below. For now, it is enough to point out that, while he does more 
justice to the text of v. 24 (see also below), all the problems of Cassuto’s model 
remain, the increase in length and width disturbs the overall symmetry, and he 
does not allow for the arrangement of the tent curtains as described in vv. 9 
and 12-13.

13) See Cassuto, p. 356.
14) Cassuto, p. 356.
15) See Propp, pp. 502-6.
16) Homan, pp. 178-179. It is difficult to imagine an L-shaped corner supported with two bases.
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A New Solution for the Old Crux in Ex 26:24

The first major issue is the determination of the shape of qršym. Usually, 
Hebrew uses lwḥ for what might be called solid boards.17 Even though, as 
Homan argues, ‘we cannot exclude the possibility that qrš and lwḥ are 
synonyms,’18 the fact that the author of the text uses lwḥ a few verses later to 
describe obviously different objects (the boards for the outer altar, cf. 27:8) 
makes this possibility unlikely.19 A second problem is the presence of “two 
hands” (šty ydwt) as a part of (or somehow related to) every qrš (cf. vv. 17 and 
19). Most translators render this expression as two “pegs” or “tenons,” suppos-
ing that they are an additional item to qršym that serves to fix each qrš into the 
two silver bases beneath (cf. v. 19).20 There are three main objections to this 
interpretation:

1.  Because of its gender, the metaphoric expression “a woman to her sister” 
(ʾšh ʾl ʾḥth) in v. 17 most likely refers not to qršym but to ydwt.21 In the MT, 
this phrase always refers to plural feminine objects: “curtains” ( yryʿt, Ex 
26:3,6), “loops” (llʾwt, Ex 26:5), “wings” (knpwt, Ezek 1:9,23; 3:13), and, in 
our case, “hands” ( ydwt). As M. Throntveit pointed out, if the reference 
was to qršym, the author would more likely use the masculine version of 
this expression—ʾyš ʾl ʾḥyw, just like in Ex 25:20 and parallel 37:9.22

2.  If a normal joining of two equal pieces was intended, the author of the 
text would likely used ḥbr (as, e.g., in the case of the curtains in vv. 3, 6, 
and 9), rather than an obscure term mšlbt.23

17)   See, e.g., Haran, p. 192, n. 2.
18)   Homan, p. 147.
19)   Homan’s second argument, that ‘P’s use of the term qrš seems to be deliberate, evoking the 
root used at Mari for a tent shrine and in Canaanite mythology for El’s tent’ (p. 147, see also p. 138), 
is doubtful. If anything, this resemblance would actually speak against its use, as P seems to avoid 
deliberately potential associations with pagan cults. 
20) Contrary to v. 19, some scholars believe that the purpose of these “two hands” is also to fit the 
qršym together. Homan tries to reconcile his interpretation of qršym as boards and ydwt as con-
necting tenons by arguing that ‘each Tabernacle qrš had two tenons on the bottom to adhere to 
the bases, and two tenons on each side to fit each arm with “its sister.” In other words, the ydwt of 
Exod 26:19 are not those of verse 17,’ (Homan, pp. 145-146). His suggestion is without textual sup-
port, and contradicts the statement that one qrš has two (not four or six) ydwt (cf. v. 17). Also, 
Homan’s drawing does not correspond to his description and further demonstrates the 
 problem—ydwt cannot be “pegs” and “openings for the pegs” at the same time.
21)   In parallel 36:22, the expression ʾšh ʾl ʾḥth is replaced by ʾḥt ʾl ʾḥt—“one with another.“
22)   In personal discussion.
23) On this term, see below.
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3.  As observed already by A. R. S. Kennedy, if šty ydwt introduced a new 
item on the list of what needs to be done, v. 17 would most likely start 
with the usual wʿśyt (“And you shall make”).

Kennedy, therefore, reads v. 17 as a continuation of the previous verse, mean-
ing that šty ydwt are not additional elements to the qrš, but ‘constitute its main 
component parts.’24 These two parts make for the “woman and her sister” pair, 
relating to each other via mšlbt. BDB and HALOT regard this hapax to be a 
denominative verb from šlb, deriving its meaning from šlybh, which in Rab-
binic Hebrew means “ladder rung”. Propp adds Akkadian and Punic etymo-
logical parallels, both supporting Kennedy’s idea that mšlbt means “joined with 
cross bars.”25 As for the number of rungs per qrš, the minimum is two—one at 
the top, one at the bottom.26 Considering the ten cubit length, however, three 
is more likely—adding one in the middle,27 and, considering the layout of the 
bars along the walls as described in vv. 26-28, five seems even more suitable.28 
With two 10-cubit-long parallel members connected by five 1.5-cubit-long 
rungs, an individual qrš would resemble a ladder. Its top rung was very likely 
leveled off with the ends of the members to prevent damage to the covers, and 
the bottom part of the members fitted into the two silver bases described in  
v. 19. Such qršym, affixed to their bases, lined up side by side, and covered with 
curtains served as a screen, a portable wall (Turkish paravan).

The second issue is the vexing description of the corner qršym in v. 24a. The 
obscurity of this critical point of construction led Propp to speculate that it is 
intentional, ‘that we are not meant to understand, lest we make a Tabernacle 
ourselves.’29 However, scholars (including Propp) refuse to turn the despair of 
interpretation into a theological virtue, and keep producing new hypotheses 
about the form and function of these two elements. Shortage of space permits 
only a very brief look at what remains the most influential and satisfactory 
proposal—that of Kennedy. He starts by stating that v. 24 ‘has been despair for 

24) Kennedy, p. 660.
25) Propp, p. 412. For one probable meaning of Punic šlb as a rib, see Levine, p. 119.
26) Thus, e.g., Hurowitz, p. 149.
27) Thus, e.g., Kennedy, p. 661.
28) Thus, e.g., Propp, p. 415. 
29) Propp, p. 497. Contra Propp, such an intention would render the author of the text schizo-
phrenic—on one hand meticulously describing every detail, on the other concealing something 
important. If the goal was to prevent construction by unauthorized persons, he could have made 
the plans much sketchier, or simply forbidden the reproduction of the Tabernacle, as in the case 
of incense (cf. Ex 30:37-38).
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many generations of students, and is almost certainly corrupt.’30 Then he 
accepts the frequent conjecture of reading both tōʾamîm and tammîm in the 
first two clauses as tōʾmîm (“twins”), meaning that these corner frames ‘consist 
of two ordinary frames braced together for the sake of strength.’ Finally, based 
on the occurrence of tō(ʾa)mîm and because the text mentions “the topmost 
ring” (hṭbʿt hʾḥt), Kennedy suggests that they will have a triangular shape. 
According to him, ‘each is intended to form a buttress sloping upward and ter-
minating short of the top of the framework.’31 Kennedy believes that these cor-
ner frames were placed behind the back wall to support the framework at its 
corners. Three objections to this ingenious solution immediately present 
themselves:

1.  Even if the conjecture is granted,32 the two occurrences of tō(ʾa)mîm can 
hardly be used to argue for two different features—the doubling of the 
frames and their triangular shape (being separated at the bottom).

2.  Although the preposition l, introducing the last clause of v. 24, could be 
the l of assistance (“they will be [a support] for the two corners”), it is 
more likely the l of product (“they shall form the two corners”) as in, e.g., 
NRSV, NAU, NJB or TNK.33 If the reason for the corner frames was to sup-
port the walls or to strengthen the corners, the author would very likely 
have specified it, probably using the piel of ḥzq (cf., e.g., Isa 54:2 or 2Ch 
26:9), and, as is his custom, in the form of participle: mḥzqym ʾ t šny hmqṣʿt 
yhyw.

3.  Also the author’s choice of terminology makes the hypothesis about an 
outside corner-buttress unlikely. It seems that the instructions regarding 
the corner frames are described not from an outside but from an inside 
perspective. In the MT, when the term yrkh (cf. v. 23) concerns a defined 
area (in our case hmškn), it always designates its remotest inside part  
(cf., e.g., 1 Sam 24:4; Amos 6:10; or Jon 1:5). Furthermore, the use of the 
verb qṣʿ in v. 23 and the noun form of this root mqṣʿ in v. 24 seems to con-
firm this inside perspective. Because of its rare occurrence in the MT, the 
meaning of qṣʿ II is difficult to define with precision. However, the noun 
form of this root apparently refers to an inner corner or the place within 
a corner-structure. As illustrated by its use in Ezek 46:22, the same can be 

30) Kennedy, p. 661.
31)   Kennedy, p. 661.
32) Those who support it point to the fact that the LXX and SamPent read tʾmym in both clauses.
33) For the l of assistance and of result, see, e.g., Williams, §§ 282 and 279 respectively.
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said of qṣʿ II.34 This may explain the author’s choice of this rare term over 
the more familiar pnh (cf. Ex 27:2).35

Based on the above observations, the proposed solution to the crux is as fol-
lows: The text of vv. 23-24 describes two qršym that, along with the other six 
described in v. 22, make up the back wall (notice the use of yrkh in vv. 22 and 
23, and the opening clause whyw šmnh qršym in v. 25). As the final clauses of  
vv. 23 and 24 specify, these two constitute the corners of the Tabernacle frame-
work. The rest of v. 24 describes their unique shape. They are still called qršym 
because the main component parts, namely the “two hands” (šty ydwt), remain 
the same. However, while the “hands” of the regular qršym are closely related, 
yet with some distance, like a “woman to her sister” (ʾšh ʾl ʾḥth, v. 17), the rela-
tionship of these “hands” is even closer—they are “twinned” together (no sepa-
rating distance), thus forming a special kind of qršym referred to as tʾmym or 
twʾmm in parallel 36:29. Although the meaning of this relatively rare term can-
not be established with certainty, the occurrences of its various forms in the 
MT as well as its possible cognates support its rendering as “twins”.36 In non-
anthropomorphic language, the component parts of these ladders were so 
close that there was no space between them. The idea of twinning in the sense 
of spatial imminence can be found also in Song 4:2 = 6:6, where the verb tʾm 
metaphorically describes perfect teeth.37 These special qršym may also have 
had rungs, functioning more like tenons: they held the components together, 
but did not distance them from each other. To ensure the proper understand-
ing of this metaphor or designation, the author specifies in the rest of v. 24a 
that this twinning goes from the bottom (mlmṭh) in perfect togetherness 
(wyḥdw yhyw tmym) all the way to the top (ʿl rʾšw) of the qrš, that is, to the top 
ring (ʾl hṭbʿt hʾḥt).38 In short, the “hands” of these qršym should twin cap-a-pie 
(from head to foot).

34) Unfortunately, in English the term “corner” does not distinguish between outside and inside 
perspective. 
35) Although the LXX often renders mqṣ(w)ʿ and pnh with the same expression (γωνία, cf., e.g., 
26:24 and 27:2), the discussion above shows and the text in Neh 3:24 implies that the two should 
not be regarded as synonyms. 
36) See HALOT 10065.
37) This is the only occurrence of the verb tʾm in MT.
38) According to this understanding of the text, the last expression of v. 24a ʾl hṭbʿt hʾḥt functions 
epexegetically. The parallel 36:29a strengthens such reading by having the same preposition ʾl in 
the previous expression (instead of ʿl in 26:24).
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Combining this understanding of Ex 26:24 with the aspiration for the overall 
symmetry of the Tabernacle determines the width of the main component 
parts of the qrš—its members. Since, as discussed above, the most suitable and 
satisfactory length of the back wall is 10 cubits, and since the corner qršym 
were to be equal (cf. v. 24), each of them should be 0.5 cubit wide. Because 
there should not be any distance between its members, the width of each 
member, and thereby all members of all qršym should be 0.25 cubit. As for their 
thickness, V. Hurowitz’s proposal of 0.25 cubit fits very well with the arrange-
ments of the Tabernacle curtains and its overall symmetry.39

These dimensions and shape of qršym have an intriguing side effect—they 
augment the plausibility of the Tabernacle’s construction and transportation. 
The total weight of a qrš of suggested shape and proportions would be approx-
imately 75 kg.40 Such a component could be manufactured of acacia wood, 
held in a vertical position by two bases of almost the same weight, handled by 
two men,41 with even 48 of them pulled by four pair of oxen (cf. Nm 7:8) with-
out much difficulty. It also seems very likely that a structure made of hard 
wood beams slightly bigger than the so-called “four-by-four” lumbers would 
provide a sufficient support for the Tabernacle proper—its coverings. How-
ever, to determine this with reasonable certainty would require an architec-
tural experiment.
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