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In the fi rst few centuries of Islam, Middle Eastern Chris� ans, Muslims, and Jews alike all 
faced the challenges of preserving their holy texts in the midst of a changing religious 
landscape. This situa� on led Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew scholars to develop new fi elds 
of linguis� c science in order to be� er analyse the languages of the Bible and the Qurʾān.

Part of this work dealt with the issue of vocalisa� on in Semi� c scripts, which lacked the 
le� ers required to precisely record all the vowels in their languages. Semi� c scribes thus 
developed systems of wri� en vocalisa� on points to be� er record vowel sounds, fi rst 
in Syriac, then soon a� er in Arabic and Hebrew. These new points opened a new fi eld 
of linguis� c analysis, enabling medieval grammarians to more easily examine vowel 
phonology and explore the rela� onships between phone� cs and orthography.

Many aspects of this new fi eld of vocalisa� on crossed the boundaries between religious 
communi� es, fi rst with the spread of ‘rela� ve’ vocalisa� on systems prior to the eighth 
century, and later with the terminology created to name the discrete vowels of ‘absolute’ 
vocalisa� on systems.

This book inves� gates the theories behind Semi� c vocalisa� on and vowel phonology in 
the early medieval Middle East, tracing their evolu� on to iden� fy points of intellectual 
contact between Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew linguists before the twel� h century.

This is the author-approved edi� on of this Open Access � tle. As with all Open Book 
publica� ons, this en� re book is available to read for free on the publisher’s website. 
Printed and digital edi� ons, together with supplementary digital material, can also be 
found at h� p://www.openbookpublishers.com

Cover image: MS Cambridge University Library, Taylor-Schechter Arabic 53.1 (anonymous Masoreti c treati se on 
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