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The Vowels and Their Duration in Tiberian Hebrew

Human communication is a linear sequence of hierarchically organized 
segments. Segments at the basic level (phonemes) are grouped into an 
immediately next-higher level (syllables) and further into progressively 
higher units and levels (sense groups, sentences, etc.). One of the physical 
factors used in speech is duration, and we use our ability to control duration 
at all levels of speech; as a result, there is great variability in the duration 
of each sound. This paper treats only the basic phonological duration 
level of the Tiberian Hebrew vowel system, and accordingly only vowels 
that occur in similar contexts, not duration caused at higher levels, such 
as by stress.

The survival of a large number of writings by both Tiberian Masoretes 
and ancient grammarians enables us to deduce the pronunciation of the 
Tiberian vowel system. It is evident that the Tiberian system had seven 
regular different phonemic vowel qualities, “the seven kings”, and, in 
addition, seven parallel short vowels: the mobile shewas and the ḥatafs.

The fact that one can find minimal pairs of words where a short vowel 
(like shewa or ḥataf) contrasts with a regular one (like qames ̣or pataḥ) 
leads to the conclusion that duration in Tiberian Hebrew was phonemic.

As ḥatafs are usually associated with gutturals, the distribution of minimal 
pairs of short versus regular vowels is limited in comparison to that of 
minimal pairs of regular vowels. Nevertheless, according to the well-
known rule “once a phoneme, always a phoneme”, one can conclude that 
in Tiberian Hebrew the seven regular vowels represent seven phonemes, 
and in a smaller distribution there is a phonemic distinction among the 
short vowels themselves, and between short and regular vowels.
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Hsin-Chih Perng

Deliberate Linguistic Variation 
in Late Jewish Literary Aramaic

The Aramaic targums of the Hagiographa and other Aramaic compositions 
from the geonic period are written in a language that exhibits linguistic 
forms from different periods, often displaying various dialectal forms side 
by side. Many scholars attribute this linguistic mixture to scribal activity, 
claiming that the copyists changed Palestinian linguistic forms to the 
more familiar language of Targum Onqelos and the Babylonian Talmud. 
This paper cites numerous examples drawn from early manuscripts of a 
variety of works and shows unequivocally that the mixed language was a 
distinct style created by the authors, who sought to diversify the language 
for literary or artistic purposes. In some cases, one finds sophisticated 
linguistic usage in accord with the literary context. The findings of this 
paper have implications for Aramaic philology, textual criticism, and the 
dating of the targums.

Ali Watad

On the Nature of Abraham al-ʿAyya’s 
Similar Words and the Question of Its Authorship

In the first volume of his The Literary and Oral Tradition of Hebrew and 
Aramaic amongst the Samaritans (5 volumes, 1957–1977), Ze’ev Ben-
Ḥayyim (1907–2013) published a lexical work entitled Words Similar in 
Pronunciation and Different in Meaning, and Words Similar in Spelling 
and Different in Pronunciation and Meaning by Abraham al-ʿAyya. Ben-
Ḥayyim made the following two observations concerning this work: 
(1) the author wrote or intended to write a complete treatise, but only a 
small part of it is extant, or perhaps the author died before completing it; 
and (2) the book is a dictionary whose purpose is to instruct the reader 
how to pronounce certain words.

The present paper addresses the following two questions: (1) is the 
book in our possession a complete work; and (2) is it an original treatise 
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by Abraham al-ʿAyya, or did he take the entries from another dictionary 
and merely expound on their pronunciation in accordance with the latter?

The following conclusions were reached. First, the extant book is not 
complete; second, this is not an original dictionary, but rather a list of words 
which the author copied from haMelits, attributed to Pinḥas HaKohen 
(14th century), to whose pronunciation and meanings he added his own 
comments.

Miri Bar-Ziv Levy

Regularization in the Crystallization of Modern Hebrew: 
The Case of Negative Counterfactual Conditionals

A fundamental question concerning the crystallization of Modern Hebrew 
is to what extent its grammar continues the grammar of previous strata 
of Hebrew and to what extent it features novel characteristics. This paper 
traces the crystallization of a grammatical construction that underwent 
regularization: a process of linguistic reduction through the elimination 
of variants. Regularization processes occur naturally in the course of 
language acquisition and learning. In social situations whereby the learners 
comprise a large portion of the language community, regularization can 
lead to linguistic change. This was the case during the development of 
Modern Hebrew.

The paper focuses on the conditional markers lule, ʾilule and ʾilmale, 
analyzing the regularization of their usage during the revival period. During 
this period, these markers were characterized by a multiplicity of forms, 
meanings, and spellings, and all aspects of their usage were inherited from 
the preceding stages of Hebrew. The regularization process, which took 
place largely during the British Mandate period when Hebrew began serving 
as the main language for everyday life in the Yishuv, eliminated some of 
the variants, such as the positive meaning of ʾilmale and the use of the 
qatal (regular past-tense) form in the main clause (the consequent). The 
variants that survived the regularization process underwent differentiation, 
becoming associated with distinct registers or meanings. The evolution of 
the negative counterfactual markers is a blatant process of regularization, 
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as it involved no creation of new linguistic phenomena but only a culling 
of the large inventory of variants that coexisted during the revival period.

Uri Mor

Studies in Biblical Hebrew (Studies in Language, 25), ed. Michael Ryzhik, 
Jerusalem: Academy of the Hebrew Language, 2019, 298 + ט pp.

This recently published volume on Biblical Hebrew contains nineteen 
papers originally presented at an international conference sponsored by 
the Academy of the Hebrew Language in January 2018. The papers reflect a 
variety of topics and methodologies, including biblical criticism, exegesis, 
masorah studies, philology, and linguistics, and together they demonstrate 
the robust nature of the current study of Biblical Hebrew.
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