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6. RELATIONSHIP OF THE READING

TRADITIONS 

The scope of the present book has by no means allowed for a full 

treatment of the history of the Biblical Hebrew reading traditions 

and their relationships to one another. A full treatment would 

continue to trace the relationship between the various branches 

of the Sephardi and Ashkenazi traditions, on one hand, and the 

various branches of the Yemenite traditions, on the other.129 This 

is to say nothing of the scores of traditions attested around the 

world of which we have made little or no mention at all.  

Nevertheless, we have outlined what may be regarded as a 

working framework for understanding the overall relationship 

between the main substantial pronunciation traditions attested 

throughout history. Central to this framework has been both the 

grouping together of various traditions based on shared innova-

tions and the identification of features that likely arose due to the 

influence of vernacular Hebrew and/or Aramaic. Overall, it is the 

‘popular’ branch of the Jewish reading traditions and the Samar-

itan tradition of Biblical Hebrew that exhibit the highest propor-

tion of vernacular features. In fact, this may be regarded as one 

of their most important distinctives. This, in turn, raises the ques-

tion about whether features resulting from language contact may 

also rightly be considered shared innovations. After all, such fea-

tures can be adopted from the vernacular or the vernacular can 

129 For a fuller treatment of some of the features of these various 

branches of modern traditions, see Morag (2007). 
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merely reinforce (or bring to prominence) features that already 

existed in the tradition. Moreover, the fact that more ‘prestigious’ 

traditions were, in a way, more ‘isolated’ from influence of the 

vernacular may be at least somewhat relevant for subgrouping. 

This may be a special methodological feature of classifying read-

ing traditions of a sacred text that develop alongside vernacular 

languages. Such questions require more detailed treatments in 

the future. What we have outlined here, however, may be sum-

marised as follows: 

1. PROTO-BIBLICAL HEBREW RECITATION: In early Second 

Temple times, various Jewish communities began to publicly 

recite the biblical text, which resulted in the gradual 

development of recitation traditions with certain features. 

2. JEWISH‒SAMARITAN SPLIT: Also during Second Temple 

times, between the fourth and second centuries BCE, the 

Samaritan community broke off from the Jewish community. 

From this moment on, the Samaritans would transmit their 

own distinct linguistic and recitation tradition.130 It would be 

influenced strongly by vernacular Hebrew and Aramaic in 

antiquity and by Arabic during the Middle Ages and later. 

There were no further significant splits in the Samaritan 

tradition, at least none that have been preserved until modern 

times. 

3. POPULAR-MASORETIC SPLIT: The Jewish traditions, 

however, would undergo several more significant splits. 

Already in Hellenistic-Roman times, there appears to have 
 

130 But see the nuanced discussion in chapter 4, §1.4. 
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been a division between more ‘popular’ traditions and 

‘(Proto-)Masoretic’ traditions: 

a. POPULAR: The ‘popular’ branch exhibits greatest 

convergence with vernacular Hebrew and Aramaic. In 

antiquity, it is reflected in the traditions of the Secunda 

and Jerome, which are closely related. In the Middle 

Ages, the Palestinian tradition appears to develop from 

this same general branch, though convergence with the 

Tiberian tradition makes discerning authentic Palestinian 

difficult. 

i. SEPHARDI-ASHKENAZI: From the strands of the 

Palestinian branch would develop the Sephardi and 

Ashkenazi traditions.131 

1. SEPHARDI: The Sephardi branch is made up of 

communities from the Middle East and North 

Africa, who traditionally had Arabic, Aramaic, 

Persian, and Georgian as their vernaculars. This 

branch also includes some European 

communities who have Ladino, Italian, and 

Dutch as vernaculars. 

2. ASHKENAZI: The Ashkenazi branch is made up 

primarily of communities from central and 

eastern Europe. German, Yiddish, and other 

European languages are their traditional 

vernaculars. In later (modern) periods, however, 

one should note that Ashkenazi takes on quite a 
 

131 For the various modern Sephardi and Ashkenazi traditions, see 

Morag (2007). 
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different flavour from medieval Palestinian, 

perhaps due to influence of the Tiberian vowel 

points on the reading tradition. 

3. MODERN ISRAELI: It should be noted that 

Modern Hebrew, which falls within the stream of 

‘popular’ traditions, reflects a hybrid of Sephardi 

and Ashkenazi traditions. In large part, it draws 

its vowels and syllable structure from the 

Sephardi branch but its consonants from the 

Ashkenazi branch. 

b. MASORETIC: The more formal ‘(Proto-)Masoretic’ 

branch of Jewish traditions, which may have been 

connected with Temple circles,132 would eventually split 

into two branches, Tiberian in Palestine and Babylonian 

in the eastern Diaspora. Tiberian would eventually die out 

by around 1200 CE. 

i. YEMENITE: The Babylonian branch, on the other 

hand, continues into modern times in the Yemenite 

tradition. 

The historical and genetic relationships between the di-

verse set of Biblical Hebrew reading traditions attested through-

out history is displayed in the chart below. Note that arrows mark 

historical attestations, lines mark hypothesised traditions, clouds 

mark contact languages, and dotted arrows mark influence of 

various traditions or contact languages: 
 

132 For this argument, see Khan (2020b, 104–05, 507). 
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Figure 3: Chart displaying relationships between Biblical Hebrew read-
ing traditions 


