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Introductory Matters

1.1. Overview
In this lesson we will place Biblical Hebrew, which is the focus of this grammar, 
in summary fashion within its linguistic, historical, and written (scribal) settings. 
Much has been written on each of these subjects, for which see the suggestions for 
further reading.

1.2. Linguistic setting
Biblical Hebrew (BH) is a member of the Canaanite branch of the Semitic lan-
guage family, along with Phoenician, Moabite, Ammonite, and Edomite. It is also 
closely related to Aramaic, Ugaritic, and even Arabic. The literature of the Hebrew 
Bible extends from ca. 1100 b.c.e. to ca. 150 b.c.e. 
In the Bible itself, the word ‘Hebrew’ is not used 
by Israelites or Judahites to describe their own lan-
guage. Instead, we have ‘the language of Canaan’ (Isa 
19:18) and ‘Judahite’ (e.g., 2 Kgs 18:26 = Isa 36:11). 
The prologue to the Wisdom of Ben Sira (writ-
ten in Greek) contains our first extant attestation 
of ‘Hebrew’ being used of the language: Ben Sira’s 
grandson claims to have translated his grandfather’s 
words from the original Hebrew.

1.3. Historical development
Biblical Hebrew is usually divided into three large chronological periods: early 
poetry, Standard Biblical Hebrew (SBH), and Late Biblical Hebrew (LBH). Not all 
scholars agree on what should be included in the “early poetry,” but many would 

B.C.E. and C.E. stand for 
“Before the Common Era” 
and “Common Era.” B.C.E. 
and C.E. are modern schol-
arly conventions for B.C. 
and A.D., respectively, an 
attempt to represent time 
in something other than a 
purely Christian way.
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accept that the poems in Exod 15 and Judg 5 are earlier than the tenth century 
b.c.e., because linguistic and stylistic features in those poems can be compared to 
those of the thirteenth-century Ugaritic epics from Ras Shamra and to the Canaan-
ite language known from the fourteenth-century Amarna letters found in Egypt. 
Other passages that are often considered tenth century or earlier are Deut 33 and 
Gen 49, and some would add one or more of the following: parts of the oracles of 
Balaam in Num 23 and 24; and the poems in Deut 32; 1 Sam 2; 2 Sam 22 = Ps 18; 
Pss 29; 68; 72; 78; 2 Sam 1; 23; and Hab 3.

SBH is generally used to refer to the narrative prose of the Deuteronomistic His-
tory and of the Pentateuch. LBH includes grammar and vocabulary that is different 
from SBH and can be found, in part or completely, in Chronicles (those portions 
that are not parallel to material elsewhere in the Bible); Ezra; Nehemiah; Esther; 
Ecclesiastes; Daniel; and Ben Sira. The Hebrew of the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS) is the 
latest LBH. The Hebrew of the rabbinic writings (the Mishnah and the Talmuds), 
called Mishnaic Hebrew (MH), is a different dialect of Hebrew from any BH. MH 
was still spoken in the second century c.e., but after the failure of the Bar Kokhba 
revolt, Hebrew became a literary language and lingua franca for Jews all over the 
world, until its revival in modern times.

1.4. Written (scribal) development
The earliest Hebrew script was an offshoot of the Phoenician script, as was 
Aramaic, and the Phoenician script was itself a continuation of an earlier Old 
Canaanite tradition that goes as far back as the eighteenth century b.c.e. The 
earliest Hebrew inscriptions copied the Phoenician custom of writing only the 
consonants. In ninth-century Aramaic inscriptions, we begin to see the use of 
matres lectionis (“mothers of reading”; pronounced máh-tres lek-tee-óh-nis), that 
is, consonants used to indicate a (long) vowel sound. This Aramaic innovation 
seems to have influenced Hebrew writing so that Hebrew inscriptions have final 
matres lectionis beginning in the eighth century and regularly use internal matres 
lectionis by the end of the seventh. The earliest Hebrew system of final matres lec-
tionis used w (Hebrew ו) to mark a final long u, y (Hebrew י) for final long i, and h 
(Hebrew ה) for all other final long vowels. The earliest Hebrew system of internal 
matres lectionis copied the system of final matres lectionis and used w to mark 
long u and y to mark long i. Eventually, the system was expanded so that both 
final and internal w could represent long o as well as long u, and final and internal 
y could mark long e as well as long i. An h was used for all other final long vowels 
and was never used as an internal mater lectionis (máh-ter lek-tee-óh-nis), often 
referred to as simply a mater.
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The received text of the Hebrew Bible 
is called the Masoretic Text (mt) because 
medieval scholars known as Masoretes 
added vocalization and accentuation to 
the consonantal text. (They were called 
Masoretes because they handed down the 
tradition, the Masorah, of their pronuncia-
tion of the Hebrew text.) It is possible to 
narrow the dates for the addition of vowel 
signs and accents to ca. 600–750 c.e., on 
the basis of citations in external sources.

The history of the Hebrew Bible that 
we use today is even more complicated. 
The Masoretic tradition most commonly 
available today is the Tiberian Masoretic 
tradition, but it is only one of three (or 
more) used in antiquity: Tiberian, Bab-
ylonian, and Palestinian. The Tiberian system was passed down by at least two 
schools, named after the family names of their most famous adherents: the Ben 
Asher school and the Ben Naphtali school. BHS is based on the Leningrad Codex, 
a manuscript from ca. 1000 c.e., which is a Ben Asher Tiberian Masoretic text, as 
is the Aleppo Codex, an even earlier (tenth century) but incomplete manuscript, 
which is the basis for the Hebrew University Bible. So the “Biblical Hebrew” we 
will learn in this book is actually the vocalized Hebrew of the mt of the Ben Asher 
Tiberian tradition, as represented by the Leningrad Codex.

As we have seen, there is a span of almost one thousand years of literature 
included in the Hebrew Bible, and over that long time period, the Hebrew lan-
guage must have changed considerably. The Masoretic tradition, however, used 
the same vocalization system for the entire text, leveling any differences in pro-
nunciation or accentuation or even possibly grammar that might have existed at 
an earlier time. (Note the Shibboleth story in Judg 12, which turns on precisely 
the existence of dialectal differences in pronunciation.) Furthermore, the Maso-
retic tradition of the biblical text was not the only ancient Hebrew biblical tradi-
tion. The Hebrew text from which the earliest Greek translation was made (called 
the Septuagint and abbreviated lxx) was not identical to the mt, nor are many 
of the Dead Sea Scrolls found at Qumran. The differences are mostly small but 
sometimes significant. So the Masoretes not only added a system of vowel and 
accent signs but also preserved a tradition of the consonants themselves that was 

Because the Masoretes were con-
cerned that the biblical text be copied 
and transmitted correctly from one 
copyist to the next, they wrote thou-
sands of marginal notes (also called 
Masorah), pointing out when a word 
or combination of words only occurs 
once in the Bible or only two or three 
times, for instance. A selection of the 
Masorah to the MT is included in many 
modern Bibles, and the Biblia Hebraica 
Stuttgartensia (BHS) includes notes in 
the margins (the Masorah parva [Mp]) 
and in an apparatus at the bottom of 
each page (pointing to discussions in 
the Masorah magna [Mm], available in 
several collections).



4 1. introductory matters

only one among several extant around 
the turn of the eras.

The Tiberian Masoretic vowel 
system is usually interpreted accord-
ing to Joseph Qimkhi’s (twelfth century 
c.e.) system of corresponding short and 
long vowels. Because by their time the 
consonantal text was considered sacred, 
the Masoretes had to insert vowel marks 
without changing the line of the conso-
nantal text; consequently, vowels in BH 
are small lines and combinations of dots 
inserted above, below, and within the consonantal text.

Be sure to read and refer back to the section “How to Use This Book,” beginning 
on page xix, for information on decisions about various features of the book, such 
as the ordering of paradigms.

1.5. Exercise for lesson 1
In lesson 2 we will begin to learn how to recognize, draw, and pronounce the con-
sonants and vowels of BH. It is important to learn the alphabet in its proper order, 
of course, in order to use a dictionary, so we will also memorize and recite the 
alphabet. At the end of each of the first four lessons, we will memorize the names 
of the letters of the alphabet that are to be taken up in the following lesson. These 
names are not written out here in any transliteration system, but rather, they are 
written in a fashion that will make them easily pronounceable by English speakers. 
We will learn their proper transliterated spellings as we learn to draw them. So, 
before going on to lesson 2, memorize the following set of “words”: 

áhlef, bait, gímmel, dóllet, hay. (The g in gímmel is a hard g as in “get.”)

Repeat this list until you can say it when called upon.

When we speak of “the Hebrew alphabet,” we mean only the twenty-two consonantal 
letters. That is, reciting the alphabet is simply reciting the consonants.

Unlike the Qimkhi system, the Masoretic 
vocalization (or vowel “pointing”) itself 
suggests seven basic vowels, differenti-
ated by vowel quality ([a] versus [o], for 
instance) rather than quantity (long or 
short), and medieval grammarians cor-
roborate this interpretation of the system. 
Despite these problems, most modern 
students and scholars of Hebrew still use 
the Qimkhi short and long vowel pronun-
ciation system, so that is the system we 
will learn in this grammar.




