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2. CONCEPTUALISING VOWELS

The discussion on the ‘kings’; but if you want to say the discus-

sion on the ‘melodies’ or the discussion on the ‘inflections’, then

that has the same meaning. (Abii al-Faraj Hartin [d. c. 1050],

The Guide for the Reader [Khan 2020, II:117])
Even from our earliest sources, Semitic linguists had long grap-
pled with the differences between vowels and consonants, both
phonetically and in terms of their traditional orthography. The
primary distinction for many was that vowels could be pro-
nounced on their own, whereas consonants required a vowel to
facilitate their articulation. They were ultimately familiar with
this concept due to contact with the Greek grammatical tradition,
and they adopted the ideas of ‘sounding’ letters and phonetic
‘movement’ to explain it. Conversely, many linguists also recog-
nised that Semitic writing systems did not clearly delineate vow-
els and consonants, leading to diverse interpretations as to the
nature and function of the matres lectionis letters. These three con-
cepts—sounding letters, movement, and matres lectionis—were
fundamental for talking about vocalisation, and their principles
crosscut the Arabic, Syriac, and Hebrew philological traditions.
This section addresses each of them in turn.

1.0. Sounding it Out: Construction of a Vowel
Category

One of the most common ways that medieval Semitic linguists
described vowels was with the concept of ‘sounding’ letters.

Quite simply, vowels were called ‘sounding’ because they had

© 2021 Nick Posegay, CC BY 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/0BP.0271.02



26 Points of Contact

some inherent sonorous quality, whereas consonants were
‘soundless’ unless accompanied by a vowel. This idea can be
traced back to the Greek linguistic tradition, but entered Semitic
linguistics through the Syriac grammarian Jacob of Edessa (d.
708). Jacob first adapted the Greek concept of sounding letters
in order to solve a particularly thorny issue in his career: it was
impossible to write a satisfactory grammar with only the rudi-
mentary Syriac diacritic system. As a result, he calqued a Greek
concept of vowel letters from Dionysius Thrax’s Techné Grammat-
ike—phonéenta ‘sounded ones’—into Syriac as gqolonoyots. Jacob’s
eighth-century successor, Dawid bar Pawlos (fl. ¢. 770-800), clar-
ified the meaning of this term (Gottheil 1893), and by the tenth
century, Hebrew scholars had adopted the concept as well. The
word—now calqued into Arabic as musawwitat—appears in pho-
nological contexts in Judaeo-Arabic linguistic texts from this
time, including the work of Saadia Gaon (d. 942) and several
Masoretic treatises. The division of ‘sounding’ and ‘soundless’ let-
ters is also attested in Ibn Sina’s writing (d. 1037), even as his
Syriac contemporary, Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049), modified Jacob
of Edessa’s original golonoysto model to fit a different Syriac pho-
nological understanding.

These terms—phonéenta, galonayoto, musawwitat—are often
translated as ‘voiced’, reflecting modern linguistic terminology
(e.g., Talmon 2000b, 250). This is also the etymology of the Eng-
lish word ‘vowel’, ultimately descended from Latin vocalis ‘sound-
ing, vocal’, itself a calque of Greek phonéen. However, none of the
authors discussed below use these terms to refer to the modern

concept of linguistic voicing. Instead, they indicate a distinct
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phonological category which includes the vowels (indeed, all of
them ‘voiced’), but (generally) not consonants, voiced or other-
wise. I translate them as ‘sounding’ to avoid conflating these con-

cepts.

1.1. The First Sounding Letters

The earliest evidence of Syriac sounding letters comes from Jacob
of Edessa (d. 708), a seventh-century bishop and grammarian
whose work reflects a combination of Greek concepts and Syrian
terminology. Even in the seventh century, Jacob was already part
of a Syriac tradition that had dealt with vowel notation for hun-
dreds of years, and had developed a written system of diacritic
dots to indicate non-consonantal phonetic information. These
dots were placed based on the relative quality of vowels in a
given word when compared to a homograph, and were thus a
form of relative vowel notation (Segal 1953, 3-6, 9-12, 28; Kiraz
2012, I:12, 20, 64; 2015, 36-37, 94-98). The diacritic system
evolved throughout the sixth and seventh centuries, eventually
allowing scribes to use multiple dots to mark more than one
vowel in a single word, but it did not reach a level of one-to-one
correspondence between vowels and signs until the eighth cen-
tury (Segal 1953, 9, 29-30; Kiraz 2012, I:12, 21, 70-71; 2015,
101-2). Thus, at the end of the seventh century, Jacob of Edessa
lacked graphemes for the absolute marking of Syriac vowels. To
some extent, it seems that he was content with this writing sys-
tem, as he composed a short grammatical tractate, On Persons and
Tenses, which laid out some rules for Syriac morphology as they

related to the placement of the dots. He also wrote his Letter on
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Orthography to one George of Sarug, pointedly detailing instruc-
tions for how scribes should use the diacritic dot (Phillips 1869;
see also, Farina 2018). However, this relative dot system was in-
sufficient for writing a proper grammar of Syriac, so later in his
career Jacob took more drastic measures (Segal 1953, 40; Talmon
2008, 167).

In the introduction to his landmark grammar Turros Mamllo
Nahrays (The Correct Form of Mesopotamian Speech), Jacob ex-
plains the process by which the Greeks increased the number of
letters in their alphabet from an original seventeen to its full
twenty-four (Wright 1871, «~; Farina 2018, 176-77). He then ad-
dresses an unknown correspondent—their name is lost from the
manuscript—who has requested that Jacob create additional let-
ters to complete the Syriac alphabet (see Merx 1889, 51; Segal
1953, 41-43). Whether or not this correspondent was real, the
idea of adding new letters to Syriac seems to have weighed on
Jacob for some time, and he acquiesces, saying:

~“havah > Yo . o sl & Jihes als (oo o i

B MAr GoLBRDI - M Kiaw & hees olo hals Khokics

«omon lsno Komara Kaioha . micuss L omba L omduars caansal

! ofal o] @oius 0 WAlKe & 1 hoine eouhih 0 ma .

noho om L= 181 . harshed Ko . >0 o wadl s am

~alvar oo ,m nal @ héen Qwdhh= raals ~cuss \oan
alia <coho walsar N\ <o o @ e husr ol ~aeama

~1amy

Thus, I say that there should be established accurate [mor-
phological] rules for this speech, without the addition of
these ‘sounding letters’ which this script lacks, [letters]
through which one can demonstrate the application of the
rules and the proper forms of the nouns and verbs that are
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established by them. But I have been compelled by two

things: by your request, and by the danger of the loss of

[previous] books, which is what motivated those who

came before me. This I have considered: that only for the

sake of the meaning [of words] and the construction of

rules are the letters added—insofar as they may show the

change and pronunciation of the sounds—and not for the

sake of perfecting and re-arranging the script. (Wright

1871, ~, Bodl. 159 fol. 1a, col. 1)
Diverging from On Persons and Tenses, Jacob admits that the Syr-
iac writing system is insufficient for writing a comprehensive
grammar and that the diacritical dots cannot compensate for that
deficit.! Consequently, he introduces seven letters of a new
type—’atwato golonoysts ‘sounding letters’—solely for grammati-
cal explanations, and he uses them throughout the text to tran-
scribe examples of Syriac morphology. Six of these letters are
novel symbols, likely modified forms of the Greek vowel letters,
and this addition is an imitation of the process that Jacob claims
occurred in the Greek script (Segal 1953, 42).2 However, he does

retain the ’alaph to represent a low backed a-vowel. He does away

! Judith Olszowy-Schlanger (2011, 366) and Nabia Abbott (1972, 6-7)
suggest that complete vocalisation systems were prerequisites for the
production of true ‘grammars’ of Hebrew and Arabic, respectively. Ja-
cob seems to have reached the same conclusion for Syriac.

% Note that despite their similarity to the Greek vowels, Jacob’s vowel
letters are not the source of the West Syriac vocalisation system that
uses Greek letter-form signs. J. F. Coakley (2011) has shown that these
signs are not attested until approximately the tenth century; see also,
Kiraz (2012, 1:79-80); Loopstra (2009, 279).
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with the other Syriac matres lectionis, with waw and yod both be-
coming regular consonants in the classification of sounding let-
ters. Moreover, unlike the Greeks, Jacob only intended for his
letters to be pedagogical tools, not permanent additions to the
Syriac alphabet, and accordingly, they are only used in Turros
Mamllb Nahroys and in Bar Hebraeus’ discussions of Jacob (Segal
1953, 44; Kiraz 2012, 1.73-74).

Strange orthography notwithstanding, the term ‘’atwoto
qolonoyato (sing. *ata golongyto) reveals Jacob’s conception of vow-
els as a phonological category. He uses it twice in the extant in-
troduction (Wright 1871, ~, Bodl. 159 fol. 1a, and -, Bodl. 159
fol. 2a, col. 1), setting it against the ’atwoto dlo qolo ‘letters with-
out sound’ (Wright 1871, 5, Bodl. 159 fol. 2a, col. 1), that is, the
consonants. As Rafael Talmon points out, these two categories
are calques of Greek terms for vowels and consonants: phonéenta
‘sounded’ and aphona ‘soundless’ (Talmon 2008, 177; 2000b,
250).

Jacob’s source for these words is likely the Techné Gram-
matiké (The Art of Grammar) of Dionysius Thrax, a Greek gram-
marian who lived in the second century BCE (Fiano 2011; see
Merx 1889, 9-28, 50-72; Talmon 2000a, 337-38). In it, he clas-
sifies the Greek alphabet according to the amount of airflow
through the mouth during the articulation of each letter, saying:
“Of these letters, seven are vowels (phonéenta), c, €, , 1, 0, v, and

w. They are called phonéenta because they form a complete



Conceptualising Vowels 31

sound (phoné) by themselves” (Davidson 1874, 5).2 The other sev-
enteen letters are consonants, which “are called consonants be-
cause by themselves they have no sound, but produce a sound
only when they are combined with vowels.” The defining feature
of a vowel in the Techneé is thus that it can be pronounced alone,
whereas consonants need a vowel to accompany them. The con-
sonants are then further divided into ‘half-sounding’ (hémiphona):
CEV A pwvp o; which “are called hémiphona because, being less
easily sounded than the vowels, when attempted to be pro-
nounced alone, they result in hisses and mumblings” (Davidson
1874, 5-6). That is, these eight consonants are continuants* (/z/,
/ks/, /ps/, /1/, /m/, /n/, /t/, /s/) which allow the partial passage
of air, but cannot be fully articulated without a vowel. Finally,
nine consonants are ‘soundless’ or ‘mute’ (aphona): B yoxmtb ¢
x (Davidson 1874, 6). These nine are stop-plosives (/b/, /g/, /d/,
/K/, /p/, /t/, /t/, /p"/, /k%/), which do not allow continuous
airflow without an adjacent vowel.

This division of letters into ‘sounding’, ‘half-sounding’, and
‘soundless’ is traceable to Aristotle’s Poetics (Davidson 1874, 5, n.
8), where Aristotle refers to the vowels as phonéen, the continuant
liquid consonants (/tr/, /1/, /m/, /n/) plus /s/ as hemiphonon, and
the rest of the consonants as aphonon (Morag 1979, 87; see also,
Merx 1889, 191). This arrangement differs slightly from that of
Dionysius Thrax, but the division is still based on how long a

particular phoneme can be held in continuous pronunciation,

3 Greek text published in Bekker (1816, 11:629-43). Quotations in this
paragraph are from Davidson’s (1874, 630-32) translation of §7.
* Including the double consonants, i.e., /ks/, /ps/.
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similar to the Techneé’s division according to relative amounts of
obstructed airflow. It is more likely that Jacob adapted his terms
from the Techné than from Aristotle. While Jacob was quite adept
at Greek in general, it is clear that Syriac grammarians engaged
with the Greek grammatical tradition specifically via the Techne,
as evidenced by Joseph Huzaya’s translation of the text into Syr-
iac in the first half of the sixth century (Talmon 2000a, 337-38;
Van Rompay 2011b; King 2012, 191; Farina 2018, 168). Notably,
though, Joseph did not translate the phonetic portions of that
work, which included the section on sounding letters (Merx
1889, 28-29; King 2012, 191). Additionally, Jacob does not
adopt Dionysius Thrax’s ‘half-sounding’ category at all. Instead,
he dispenses with the hémiphona subdivision and separates the
Syriac letters into just two groups: either ‘sounding’ (i.e., vowels)
or ‘soundless’ (i.e., consonants), according to whether or not a
letter can be pronounced on its own.> As such, Jacob’s implemen-
tation of Syriac sounding letters is likely his own interpretation
of the Techné, and not derived from Joseph Huzaya.

This distinction between ‘sounding’ and ‘soundless’ letters
persisted within the Syriac grammatical tradition, and a fuller
explanation of them appears in the work of Dawid bar Pawlos (fl.
c. 770-800). A Miaphysite monk and grammarian from the sec-
ond half of the eighth century (Brock 2011), Dawid is the author

of a fragmentary grammatical text, which reads:

5 Later in his Turros Mamllo, Jacob does adapt a separate Greek tripartite
division of consonants, likely also borrowed from the Techné (Talmon
2008, 167-69).
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D> - elodn o3 huloa . s lala huilal | Khade o1 Qlake
almars cohins) @iuw o lwes o onlo eoum wom
alaw e dlo cum @ o i A L embay iy Chian
He-to. L s is T.m.\.a . e &\ Q@ Bil emaseina . AR
~hiieasn T.m!..n IhEa human - RERES emo Kismiama
~\a cladml o i - aimo A LAS oo - Keisiia Kisnedsn

+ hido voer? s Ris aulsesl Gostasls wden il L <l

Letters are divided into ‘sounding’ and ‘soundless’. The
sounding are so called because they are a complete sound,
in and of themselves, and do not need partners for the com-
pletion of the beats of their sounds. Instead, one of them
is, in and of itself, its own complete syllable, and by com-
bining them with those which are soundless, all units of
sounds are manifested. The poetic metres are measured by
them, and the quantity of the beats of the metres of homi-
lies and hymns are known and revealed by them. Then
those which are called ‘soundless’ are thus because they
are unable to make complete units of sounds alone, as the
sounding do. (Gottheil 1893, cxvii, lines 5-12)

He maintains the two-way division of sounds into vowels and
consonants, using the same ‘sounding’ terminology as his Greek
and Syriac predecessors. For Dawid, just as for Jacob, the distin-
guishing feature of the ’atwoto golonoyoto is that they can be pro-
nounced alone, each forming a complete syllable without the ad-
dition of consonants (the dlb golo). This feature of vowels was
central to Syriac poetry and prosody, which measured verses ac-
cording to their number of syllables (Brock 2016, 9-10). As

Dawid points out, each syllable—or ‘beat’®—necessarily contains

® In fact, the word ‘beat’ (nqashto) is sometimes used in Syriac grammar
as a general term for ‘vowel’; see Segal (1953, 7, 54, 171); Kiraz (2012,
I:59).
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a single vowel, and consequently sounding letters are his most
basic unit for quantifying metre. However, while this concept of
vowel phonology became important in the Syriac linguistic tra-
dition from as early as the seventh century, it appears that early
Arabic grammarians adopted a different interpretation of the
Greek ‘sounding’ terminology.

This alternative Arabic conception of phonetic ‘sounding-
ness’ was related to the Greek divisions of letters, but it did not
apply to vowels, and the pathway by which it entered the Arabic
tradition is less clear. Talmon argues that due to the dual function
of the matres lectionis in Arabic, eighth-century grammarians did
not perceive vowel letters as a ‘sounding’ category distinct from
the consonants. As such, while they were, to some extent, aware
of the three-way Greek division of phonéenta (vowels), hémiphona
(liquids or continuants), and aphona (all other consonants or
stop-plosives), they dispensed with the ‘vowel’ category and
adapted the Greek concepts only to describe groups of consonants
(Talmon 1997a, 217-21; 1997b, 285). The clearest of these ad-
aptations is from the teachings of the Kufan grammarian al-Farra’
(d. 822), who—at least according to the commentary on Kitab
Sibawayh by Abii Sa‘id al-Sirafi (d. 979)—described the conso-
nants sad and dad as musawwit ‘sounding’. He further describes
the consonants ba’ and ta’ as ’akhras ‘mute’. In addition to sad
and dad, al-Sirafi suggests that al-Farra”’s musawwit letters also
included tha’, dhal, za’, and zday. He further equates the ’akhras
category with Sibawayh'’s shadid ‘strong’ letters (i.e., ba’, dal, ta’,
ta’, jim, kaf, qaf, and hamza) (Talmon 1997a, 211-12).
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The connection here is that al-Farrd”s ‘°akhras and
Sibawayh’s shadid letters both describe plosive consonants in
Classical Arabic (Semaan 1968, 56, 60-61; Sibawayh 1986,
IV:434).” These consonants allow no passage of air at the moment
of their articulation, and so they are ‘mute’. They contrast with
the continuous airflow of what Sibawayh calls the letters of
rikhwa ‘softness’, namely the fricatives (al-Nassir 1993, 38-39;
Brierley et al. 2016, 164), which roughly correspond with al-
Sirafi’s interpretation of musawwit. Talmon thus suggests that
musawwit ‘sounding’ and ’akhras ‘mute’ were al-Farra’’s adapta-
tion of the Greek phonéenta and aphona, reapplied to suit an Ara-
bic phonological tradition that did not have a distinct subset of
vowel letters (1997a, 212-13). In this understanding, ‘sounding’
consonants were those that allowed some continuous airflow dur-
ing articulation, whereas the ‘soundless’ consonants were those
that required the addition of a vowel in order to produce a stream
of air.

Talmon also suggests that there is a second interpretation
of these terms which is attributed to al-Khalil ibn Ahmad al-
Farahidi (d. 786/91), preserved partly in the lexicon Kitab al-‘Ayn
and partly by the later lexicographer al-Azhari (d. 980) (Ma-
khzumi 1985; Arzandeh and Umar 2011). In this system, the con-
sonants are divided into two groups. The first is called mudhliq
‘smooth’, which includes the liquids and labials (niin, mim, lam,

ra’, ba’, fa’). This group may correspond to Aristotle’s hémi-

7 Sibawayh also includes jim, which was probably an affricate (Brierley
et al. 2016, 160, 172; see also, Ibn Jinni 1993, 61).
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phonon, which likewise included the liquid consonants. The sec-
ond group is then called either sutm ‘solid’ or musmit ‘silent’,
which includes the rest of the consonants, and parallels Aristo-
tle’s aphonon group (Talmon 1997a, 215-17; 1997b, 261-62).
Consequently, these three pairs of early phonetic terms—musaw-
wit—"akhras, shadid-rikhwa, and mudhlig—musmit/sutm—may all
be variations of the same Greek linguistic concept of ‘sounding’
letters (Talmon 1997a, 221; 1997b, 285; 2000b, 250). However,
that concept seems to have permeated the Arabic grammatical
tradition at several different points, and was not systematically
calqued or applied to vowels during the eighth century.® This sit-
uation would change during the ninth century, as the Greek-Syr-
iac-Arabic translation movements facilitated a more systematic

transfer of Greek technical language into Arabic.

1.2. Sounds in Translation

From the late ninth century on, the Arabic word musawwita took
on a meaning much closer to the original ‘vowel’ meaning of
phonéenta, although it remained uncommon for Arabic grammar-
ians to use it to describe their vowel phonology. Likely the earli-
est extant examples of this new usage are in the book known as
al-Muqtadab (The Digest) by the Basran grammarian al-Mubarrad
(d. 898). He uses the term twice, first writing: “Among the letters
of interchange are the letters of lengthening and softness, and the

sounding [ones], which are ’alif, waw, and y@ ( JoJl Oy~ eb

8 On early contact between Arabic and Greek grammatical teaching, see
Versteegh (1977). See also, Talmon (1997a, 209, n. 3); Mavroudi
(2014).
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Wl ol N 29 Byaally Wl Al 3y ). Later on, he says: “If
you make a diminutive from a quintiliteral noun and its fourth
[radical] is one of the sounding letters—which are ya’, waw, and
’alif—then no part of its plural or diminutive is apocopated ( |3
0 iVl Sl L) o Byl Syl o)ty g s o L) i
¢ ot Logss Sydous 1 o005y anas)” (al-Mubarrad 1965, 1:61, 119;
T:almon 1997a, 210-11). In both instances, the word ‘sounding’
(musawwita) indicates some quality of the three Arabic matres lec-
tionis, especially when they act as ‘letters of lengthening and soft-
ness’ (hurtf al-madd wa-al-lin). That is, when they represent long
vowels (see below, present chapter, §3.0). Talmon also notes that
each time, al-Mubarrad lists the letters which fall into this ‘sound-
ing’ category, possibly because he is aware of a foreign origin of
the term musawwita and does not expect his audience to know
exactly what it refers to.

Likely the earliest extant example of musawwita outside of
grammar is in the translation of Aristotle’s Poetics by the Chris-
tian philosopher Abii Bishr Matta (d. 940), which he produced
from a Syriac version in the late ninth or early tenth century.
Interpreting through the Syriac technical terms of his source text,
Abii Bishr ultimately calques phonéen, hemiphonon, and aphdonon,
respectively, as musawwit ‘sounding’, nisf al-musawwit ‘half of the
sounding’, and la musawwit ‘not sounding’ (al-Badawi 1953, 126;
Morag 1979, 87). Al-Farabi (d. 950/951), perhaps the foremost
Islamic scholar of Aristotle, also commented on the Poetics, al-
though he does not include Aristotle’s classification of sounds.
Nevertheless, he does use musawwita to describe “a letter repre-

senting a long vowel” in other works (Morag 1979, 88).
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Musawwita in these contexts is a calque of the Syriac
qolbnoyts as used by Jacob and Dawid bar Pawlos, and by exten-
sion, it is an indirect calque of the Greek phonéenta. Each of these
terms is derived from the basic word for ‘voice’ and ‘sound’ in its
respective language—sawt, qolo, and phone—and classifies vowels
as a specific phonological group according to their ‘sounding’
quality. This quality is the fact that they can be pronounced on
their own with a continuous and unobstructed airstream. Morag
has noted that the Greek phonéenta was “conveyed to Arabic via
Syriac (the middle link being missing)” (Morag 1979, 89), but
the ‘missing link’ is the use of golonoyoto among ninth-century
Syriac translators.

This transmission of calques occurred amidst the Greek-
Syriac-Arabic translation movements of the Abbasid Caliphate,
during which time Syriac translators, most famously the Chris-
tian physician Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 873), used Syriac as a tool
for converting Greek technical terms into Arabic. Sebastian Brock
describes Hunayn’s translation process as follows: “having col-
lected together the best and oldest Greek manuscripts he could
find, he translated from Greek into Syriac and only then from
Syriac into Arabic” (Brock 2016, 11-12; see also, Versteegh 1977,
3; Butts 2011). Syrian translators thus assigned Greek terms
which already had Syriac calques—for example, phonéenta and
gobnoysto—a direct Arabic technical equivalent; in this case,
musawwitat. The tenth-century lexicographer Hasan bar Bahlul
(fl. 942-968) confirms this connection in his Syriac-Arabic lexi-
con. He gives only one Arabic word to define golonoyato, and that
word is musawwitat (Duval 1901, 1794, 1931). Bar Bahlul claims
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to have compiled much of his lexicon from the lexica of Hunayn
and another ninth-century scholar, Henanisho bar Serosheway
(d. c. 900) (Van Rompay 2011a).° He even names Bar Serosheway
as his source for the term musawwitat, suggesting that it was
known by Syriac-Arabic translators well before Bar Bahlul’s life-
time.

At the same time that musawwitat began to appear occa-
sionally in Arabic grammatical texts and translations of Greek
works (e.g., al-Mubarrad and Abi Bishr), it also saw some use
referring to vowels in Masoretic texts that analysed Hebrew pho-
netics (Talmon 1997a, 209-10). These texts constitute a subgenre
of Masoretic treatises written mainly in Arabic around the tenth
century to discuss the functions of the Hebrew vowels and ac-
cents. They often classify vowels with the term musawwitat, and
I refer to treatises of this type as ‘musawwitat texts’.*

One of the most significant of these texts is known as Kitab
al-Musawwitat (The Book of the Sounding Ones), first published by
Allony based on a partial manuscript from the Cairo Genizah (Al-
lony 1964; 1965).!* Allony adopts the title Kitab al-Musawwitat
for this work and attributes it to Moshe ben Asher, the father of

° Unfortunately, these other lexica are not extant.

1% Following the usage of Ilan Eldar, Nehemia Allony, and Israel Yeivin;
see below, and also Allony (1965); Allony and Yeivin (1985); Eldar
(1986).

' Allony published a description of the manuscript fragments (Cam-
bridge, UL: T-S Ar.32.31 and Paris, AIU: IX.A.24) and their contents in
1964, before publishing the full Arabic text, with Hebrew translation,
in 1965. He later discovered another fragment (Cambridge, UL: T-S
Ar.33.6), which he argues is also part of this text (Allony 1983).
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the famous Tiberian Masorete Aharon ben Asher (d. c. 960) (Al-
lony 1965, 136). He justifies this attribution simply by the ap-
pearance of the word musawwitat in it along with other medieval
references to a lost work by Moshe ben Asher with that same title
(Allony 1964, 9-10; Eldar 1986, 52). However, while the extant
fragments do include the word musawwitat several times, they do
not actually contain a title, nor do they indicate that this partic-
ular treatise should be associated with Moshe ben Asher.'?> Noting
this inconsistency, Eldar undertook a study to ascertain a sturdier
provenance for Allony’s text. He argues that the use of word
musawwitat to refer to vowels is more common than Allony ini-
tially thought, and thus cannot be used to infer the title of the
text. He further suggests that the phrase kitab al-musawwitat may
refer to this genre of Arabic-language Masoretic texts that dealt
with vowels and accents, rather than to a specific treatise with
that title. Consequently, he concludes that it is doubtful Moshe
ben Asher wrote this particular musawwitat text, and that it is
impossible to determine the true author or title without further
evidence (Eldar 1986, 53-55).

The first fragment of this text begins with a passage that is

reminiscent of Jacob of Edessa’s alphabetical struggles:

2 The closest extant text to this title is probably Kitab al-Musawwitat al-
Watariyya (The Book of Stringed Instruments) by the ninth-century poly-
math Abi Yasuf Ya‘qiib al-Kindi (d. 873). It discusses the musical prop-
erties of instruments with various numbers of strings and includes an
accurate citation of Psalm 33 according to the Septuagint numeration
(al-Kindi 1962, 67-92, esp. 90). On early Arabic Bible translations, see
Griffith (2013, 106-8).
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onaan Sa[ynon nHr] 1HR onproIn [5]nynoe Par[(ap]oR R rar
ROR [Hap]non "w Tar KD M58 qInR] 582 W 1OKR By TN 0Ha
[a9m] 2o

...I specify that for the Hebrews,'? their speech utilises the

seven, which [in turn] utilise their letter[s]. You cannot

increase the seven, just like the letters, for which nothing

is used except twenty-two letters. (Allony 1965, 136, lines

1-3)
‘The seven’ in this passage refers to the seven vowels of the Tibe-
rian Hebrew recitation tradition (see Khan 2020, 1:244), and the
author insists that one cannot add to that number.'* Similarly,
there are twenty-two letters in the Hebrew alphabet, and that
number is fixed, such that there are two groups—the seven and
the twenty-two—that do not overlap. From this point on, the au-
thor refers to the seven as al-musawwitat ‘the sounding ones’ (Al-
lony 1965, 138, line 9; 140, lines 24 and 28; 144, line 53), main-
taining the same two-category phonological distinction as Jacob
of Edessa. The author also refers to the letter yod as al-siira al-
musawwita—literally ‘the sounding form’—when it functions as a
mater lectionis representing the vowel /i/ (Allony 1983, 119-20,
lines 106-9).

'3 Allony notes that the lacuna in this word could allow ‘Syrians’ (su-
riyyaniyyin) or ‘Babylonians’ (kasdaniyyin), though given the rest of the
text, ‘Hebrews’ is the most reasonable reconstruction (1965, 136, n. 1).
!4 Similar descriptions appear in Arabic grammars of Coptic, which refer
to the seven Coptic vowels as °ahruf sawtiyya or ’ahruf nawatiq (Bauer
1972, 147-48; K. Versteegh 2011).
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Allony and Yeivin (1985) published four more of these
musawwitat texts, and together they show that the idea of distin-
guishing vowels from consonants according to ‘soundingness’
was not a rare phenomenon among Masoretes. Two of the four
use the word musawwita, the first of which is T-S Ar.53.1.'° Most
of this fragment is an explanation of Masoretic accents, but the
first few lines read, “Know that the musawwitat are seven, exclud-
ing the shewa... (...RWHR 810 1 1 RMEASR 182 05YR)” (Allony and
Yeivin 1985, 91, lines 1-2). It proceeds to list the Tiberian He-
brew vowels. The second fragment is T-S NS 301.62, which dis-
cusses the accents and the bgdkpt letters, but says in passing, “If
two accents are adjacent, then none of the mulitk—I mean, the
musawwitat—may be between them (D32 12 09 PanYHR R'PAOKR I8
nRmEnHR PR 758 11w )” (Allony and Yeivin 1985, 115-16,
lines 38-39). Mulitk ‘kings’ was another name for the Hebrew
vowels in the medieval period, so this text represents a combina-
tion of vocabulary from different sources, and the author does
not expect that their reader will necessarily know both terms.

Another of Allony and Yeivin’s fragments, T-S Ar.31.28,
reads:

TPaqIN HR DN HIROR DROPR 3 HY RATINIR GIINKROKR 182 DHYR
90 1OR R W KA 37137 O KW PR D13 RA9I R

Know that for endings [of words], the letters are according
to three groups. The first is those eighteen besides °aleph,

!5 Baker and Polliack identified this fragment as part of ‘Ali ben Judah
ha-Nazir’s Kitab Usil al-Lugha al-‘Ibraniyya, but this designation is un-
verified (and seems to me unverifiable) since the rest of that book is not
extant (Baker and Polliack 2001, no. 7717)
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waw, yod, and he’. All of them are jazm; I mean, shewa.

Nothing is pronounced from them towards any of the seven

mulitk. (Allony and Yeivin 1985, 101-2, lines 53-58)

While this fragment does not contain the word musawwita, it is
clearly familiar with the idea that consonants are unique in their
‘soundlessness’. The author has adopted the Arabic grammatical
term for the jussive mood, jazm ‘cutting off’ (i.e., a vowelless in-
flectional ending), to describe the characteristic of the conso-
nants that causes shewa to be silent at the end of a word. This
quality is opposed to that of the Hebrew matres lectionis, which,
as the text later explains, have more vowel-like effects (Allony
and Yeivin 1985, 103-5). It is worth noting that, in contrast to
Jacob of Edessa, the Masoretic musawwitat texts tend to account
for the matres lectionis with an additional group of ‘letters’ which
have characteristics of both vowels and consonants.

Besides these fragments, there is a more well-known Maso-
retic source which may also be considered a musawwitat text: The
Treatise on the Shewa. This anonymous tenth-century treatise is
part of a larger work, but the extant portion focuses on the fea-
tures of the Tiberian shewa.'® It describes the shewa, saying:
“Know that the shewa [....... 1, and that is that it serves symbols—

by which I mean the seven kings, which are called al-musawwitat

6 Hence the name. See Levy (1936); Khan (2020, 1:117-18). Eldar has
argued that this treatise is from the same work as Allony’s Kitab al-
Musawwitat, but I am sceptical of this association. The two texts employ
different, somewhat idiosyncratic terminology to name the Hebrew
vowels (see below, chapter 4, §3.0), which suggests that they have dif-
ferent authors. It is possible that the two works share some source ma-
terial; see Eldar (1988); Khan (2020, 1:119).
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(58 THR nYaohR YR o[an]o 01 MR YT ). ] RIWOR IR DOYR
nrmxnoR 8non)” (Levy 1936, R). This author directly equates the
musawwitat with other categorical terms for Hebrew vowels, in-
cluding ‘symbols’ (simanim) and ‘kings’ (mulitk). This variation
suggests there was a pluriformity of vowel terms in the Treatise’s
Masoretic source material, which includes some Hebrew texts
that are likely from the ninth century.'” It likewise confirms that
some Masoretes had adopted the idea of musawwitat by the tenth
century.

It is clear that the phonological distinction of vowels as
‘sounding ones’ in contrast to consonants was known to certain
Masoretes, but the concept also extended to other sectors of the
Hebrew linguistic tradition, including Saadia Gaon’s (d. 942)
commentary on Sefer Yesira (The Book of Creation) (see Khan
2020, I:127-29). While Saadia generally favours the term
naghamat ‘melodies, tones’ to refer to vowels,'® he does use
musawwitat a few times in the second chapter of this book (Lam-
bert 1891, 24-28). While explaining the units of speech, Saadia
says that the most basic audible unit is a sawt ‘sound’, “and it is

what one does not comprehend, as someone says, ’aa or the rest

7 Hebrew passages and quotations occur frequently throughout the
Treatise. On changes in authorial language in Masoretic sources, see
Khan (2020, 1:116-17).

18 For brief discussions of this term, see below, present chapter, §§2.2
and 4.0.
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of the musawwitat (= Usaddl jlo of IV 56 J5aS Jan YL 5¢)” (Lam-
bert 1891, 26, lines 11-12).'° Like Dawid bar Pawlos, Saadia in-
terprets the vowels as the smallest units of pronounceable speech,
which can be articulated without the aid of any other letters. In-
terestingly, Saadia does not use the term musawwitat when he
describes the vowels in the fifth chapter of his Hebrew grammar,
Kutub al-Lugha (The Books of the Language) (Skoss 1952; Dotan
1997; see Khan 2020, 1:124-25). It is not clear if he changed or
updated his vocabulary on this topic, but we do know that he
wrote the commentary in 931, after Kutub al-Lugha.*® It may be
that he drew some connection between naghama, which can in-
dicate both the vowels and accents in Hebrew recitation, and the
Arabic verb sawwata, which is a common term in Arabic musicol-
ogy (Morag 1979, 89-90). Either way, Saadia maintained nearly
the same conception of ‘sounding’ ones that Jacob of Edessa in-
troduced to the Syriac grammatical tradition in the seventh cen-
tury.

As already discussed, the most likely path by which the
concept of ‘sounding letters’ entered Arabic linguistics was

through ninth-century Syriac translators, but how did it reach the

9 Saadia probably wrote this commentary in Hebrew characters, but
Lambert transcribed the non-Hebrew portions of the text in Arabic
script. My quotations follow Lambert’s transcription. Saadia also men-
tions that the introduction to the “books on mantiq (speech/logic)” is
about al-musawwitat (Lambert 1891, 26, line 20).

20 Saadia refers to Kutub al-Lugha at least twice in his commentary (Lam-
bert 1891, 45, 52 [Arabic]; 76, n. 1 [French]; see also, Malter 1921, 44,
n. 57).
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Masoretic tradition? It could have been through contact with Ar-
abic grammarians, but Talmon argues that this explanation is un-
likely, as the use of musawwitat as a word for vowels remained
quite rare in Arabic grammar even in the tenth century (Talmon
1997a, 221). Instead, the similarities between the Masoretic
‘sounding’ category and the Syriac golonoyoto letters suggest that
the Hebrew interpretation is more closely related to Syriac gram-
mar. As we will later see,? there is significant evidence of early
contact between Masoretes and Syriac grammarians in the realm
of vocalisation, but for the case of the musawwitat the point of
transmission may also be the translation movement. As Syriac
translators converted Greek and Syriac texts into Arabic, they be-
came readable not just to Arab grammarians, but also to Maso-
retes and other Jewish scholars who were native Arabic speakers.
Bar Bahlul, the tenth-century lexicographer who recorded the
ninth-century use of musawwitdt to calque golonoysts, even re-
ports personal contacts with his Jewish contemporaries. In his
lexical entry on the Syriac word broshit ‘in the beginning’, he
claims to have read a Jewish tafsir ‘commentary’ before going
and asking a Jew to explain the meaning of reshit in Hebrew (Du-
val 1901, 435). This account suggests that Bar Bahlul interacted
with educated Jews in the course of his lexicographic work, and
these interactions—or similar ones by his predecessors*>—could

have facilitated the transfer of musawwitat into Masoretic circles.

2l See below, chapter 3, §1.0.

2 Another possible contact is Timothy I (d. 823), an Eastern Catolicos
who reports the discovery of some Hebrew manuscripts in a cave near
Jericho that were read with the assistance of Jews from Jerusalem
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Even as the tenth century passed, the term musawwitat to
describe vowels did not gain popularity among Arabic grammar-
ians. The phonologist Ibn Jinni (d. 1002) does make a passing
reference to al-hurif al-thalatha al-layyina al-musawwita ‘the three
soft sounding letters’ in his Kitab al-Khasa’is (The Book of Charac-
teristics) (Talmon 1997a, 210, n. 5; Ibn Jinni 1952, 44, n. 112),
but he does not apply it to their technical usage in his large book
on Arabic phonology, Sirr Sind‘a al-I'rab. He briefly explains sawt
and the verb sawwata more generally, but this discussion appears
unrelated to sounding letters (Ibn Jinni 1993, 9-11).

The only other Arabic author in our corpus who discusses
‘sounding’ vocalisation is Ibn Sina (d. 1037), a Persian physician
and polymath who wrote mostly in Arabic and was more of a
philosopher than a grammarian by trade. He produced his own
Arabic version of Aristotle’s Poetics, in which he translates
phonéen and hémiphonon as musawwit and nisf al-musawwit, re-
spectively, like Abii Bishr a century before him (Morag 1979, 87-
88). However, he translates aphona not as la musawwit (like Abt
Bishr), but rather as samit ‘soundless, silent’, using the same root
as al-Khalil’s musmit category of non-liquid (or non-labial) conso-
nants.

Ibn Sina also wrote one work that specifically classifies Ar-
abic vowel phonology: Risala Asbab Hudiith al-Huriif (The Treatise
on the Causes of the Occurrence of Letters). He wrote this essay near

the end of his life, apparently at the request of a grammarian in

(Butts and Gross 2020, 18). Timothy also had some contact with the
Arabic grammatical tradition (King 2012, 199-201).
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Isfahan, to lay out his understanding of speech on both mechan-
ical and phonological levels (al-Tayyan and Mir Alam 1983, 9).
As such, the first three sections focus on the physics of sound
waves and the anatomy of the mouth and throat (al-Tayyan and
Mir Alam 1983, 53-71). Then, in the fourth section, he explains
the articulation of each Arabic harf ‘letter, phoneme’ (pl. huriif)
as it relates to the mechanical principles. Two of these hurif are
al-waw al-samita ‘the soundless waw’ and al-ya@’ al-samita ‘the
soundless ya” (al-Tayyan and Mir Alam 1983, 83-84). He groups
them with the other consonants, indicating the quality of waw
and ya’ when they are consonantal (i.e., /w/ and /y/, respec-
tively). By contrast, the next three huriif are al-’alif al-musawwita
‘the sounding “alif’, al-waw al-musawwita ‘the sounding waw’, and
al-ya@ al-musawwita ‘the sounding ya” (al-Tayyan and Mir Alam
1983, 84). Musawwita is thus Ibn Sina’s term for a mater lectionis
acting as a vowel, similar to the occasional usages found in the
works of al-Mubarrad, al-Farabi, and Ibn Jinni as well as the
‘sounding form’ (al-siira al-musawwita) of yod mentioned by at
least one Masorete (see Allony 1983, 119-20, lines 106-9;
Talmon 1997a, 211 n. 7).

There is a second version of the Risala which contains sub-
stantial variations from the first, especially in the sections on
phonetics. It is not clear that Ibn Sina himself edited or rewrote
the text (al-Tayyan and Mir Alam 1983, 13). The extant version
begins, “The foremost shaykh said... (... 3] CMJ\ JB),” in refer-
ence to Ibn Sina, possibly indicating that it was written by some-

one who heard or studied the original.?® In any case, the alternate

% For this type of scholastic transmission, see Schoeler (2006, 32-33).
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text of the section on samita and musawwita letters warrants fur-
ther discussion. This version places al-waw al-samita and al-ya’ al-
samita among the other consonants, according to the order of
their articulation points in the mouth, rather than at the end of
the alphabet before the vowels (al-Tayyan and Mir Alam 1983,
124). It then introduces the vowel section, saying, “As for the
musawwitat, their status and influence are problematic for me ( L|
JKenlls” e e u,;‘uj Lnf;b < s2adl);” he proceeds to explain “the
small and large °alifs,” “the two waws,” and “the two ya’s” (al-
Tayyan and Mir Alam 1983, 128). While musawwita appeared in
the first version of the Risala to describe a few letters, in this
version it is a categorical term, indicating a group which contains
all of the matres lectionis as well as the Arabic short vowels. This
usage corresponds to both the Turros Mamllo Nahroys and the
Masoretic musawwitat texts, both of which use ‘sounding’ to dif-
ferentiate vowels and consonants as phonological categories. No-
tably, in Ibn Sina’s system, alif does not have a samita form, pre-
cisely because the Arabic “alif has no consonantal quality.?* This
concept may correlate with Jacob’s understanding of the Syriac
’alaph, which he used to represent one of his ‘sounding’ letters.
On the other hand, samit does not mean ‘soundless’ in the same
way as Jacob of Edessa’s dlo qolo, literally ‘without a sound’. Ra-
ther, it is an adjective (‘soundless, silent’), more immediately sim-

ilar to Greek aphona ‘soundless’ and al-Farra’’s °akhras ‘mute’.

¢ Tbn Sina gives hamza a separate entry, effectively the consonantal
form of ’alif (al-Tayyan and Mir Alam 1983, 72). For the quality of “alif
in Classical Arabic, see Alfozan (1989, 37); Semaan (1968, 57-58).
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C. H. M. Versteegh has noted the similarity between this
Arabic terminology and the Greek, pointing out that the samitat
and musawwitat—which also appear in Ibn Sina’s Fann al-Shir
(The Art of Poetry)—are calques of aphona and phonéenta. He fur-
ther highlights that Ibn Sina refers to fricative consonants as
those letters which have nisf sawt ‘a half sound’, a calque of hem-
iphona, the term which Aristotle used for liquids (and /s/) and
which the Techneé used for continuants (Versteegh 1977, 21). It
seems that Ibn Sina, specialising as a physician and philosopher,
was more likely to engage directly with translations of Greek
ideas—such as those of Aristotle and Dionysius Thrax—than the
Arabic grammarians who preceded him.

Meanwhile, Ibn Sina’s contemporary, the Syriac grammar-
ian Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049), modified Jacob of Edessa’s original
golbonoysts terminology in his grammar, Memro Gramatiqoy> (The
Grammatical Essay). He lays out his understanding of sounding
letters explicitly, saying:

o . w0 W L@ o @ ML Kl hddes sl oo

o Rora Kasoil Khéde oo .. @ai Aol Fhaise Khahea

TAm s aim cumiah haisahhs ivoaw o Ao s
xila Mn

It is necessary to know that the sounding letters are three,
being ’alaph, waw, yod, and the rest of the other letters [are
pronounced]® with them. They are the letters for the con-
struction of nouns or verbs (which indicate action), the vo-
calisations made known by production from these three
sounding ones. (Baethgen 1880, ~Q, lines 11-15)

** Baethgen’s edition reads i ‘they cling to’, but this is probably an
error for «ai ‘they are pronounced’.
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Even though Eastern Syriac had six distinct vowel qualities (see
Segal 1953, 33; Knudsen 2015, 91-99), Elias asserts that only the
three Syriac matres lectionis are qolonoyoto. The implication here
is that the sounding ones are the letters °alaph, waw, and yod, and
not the vowel phonemes themselves. This explanation contrasts
the Masoretic musawwitat texts, which consistently list seven
‘sounding ones’—the seven unique Tiberian vowel phonemes—
and do not refer to any of the twenty-two Hebrew letters as in-
herently musawwita. This difference might be traced back to Ja-
cob of Edessa, who referred to his new vowel letters specifically
as sounding letters (Catwotos golonoyotd), but it is also similar to Ibn
Sina’s use of the word musawwita as an adjective for the Arabic
matres lectionis. Elias’ view that the sounding letters are required
for the pronunciation of other letters is also consistent with
Dawid bar Pawlos and the Masoretic musawwitat authors, who all
maintained that the vowels were essential to the articulation of
the consonants.

With the help of the °atwsto gqolonoysto, Elias discusses how
the matres lectionis function in Syriac orthography, and here he
adds a concept that we have not yet seen:

aniaa .ouls Ldeaia oo Kiois hassihhs @uoasn Al @ ge

w® . hinle haade o L hale KhERK W @i I\o= . ~asia
0 L@ Liceo L a0 Kuiae llsms hasahhon gdeen

We consider the waw [and the yod]?® to be the vocalisation
of hrure, qum, prisho; hlimo, purgono, and prigqo, because
these are sounding letters, or half-soundings: those which

% This phrase seems to have dropped out of Baethgen’s edition, but the
following examples imply that Elias also meant yod here.
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bestow vocalisation in Syriac, Arabic, and Greek speech.
That is, waw and yod. (Baethgen 1880, =-, lines 18-21)
The words which Elias lists are usually spelled with waw or yod
as matres lectionis representing their internal vowels. Because
these letters function as vowels rather than consonants, Elias des-
ignates them ‘sounding letters’, just like Ibn Sina does for the Ar-
abic matres waw and y@’. Elias then adds a Syriac concept that is
reminiscent of the Arabic short vowels: the pelgut golonoyot, lit-
erally ‘half of the soundings’. These half-soundings can still be-
stow vocalisation on consonants, but the phrase designates vow-
els which do not have individual letters. Instead, they are repre-
sented by vocalisation points alone. Due to the standard practice
in Syriac of nearly always representing u- and i-vowels with a
mater lectionis, these ‘half-soundings’ are most commonly /a/,
/e/, and /5/ (Baethgen 1880, 1, lines 1-2). This half-sounding
terminology notably contrasts Ibn Sina’s idea of letters with ‘half
of a sound’, which are fricative consonants, ultimately derived
from the Greek concept of hémiphona ‘half-sounding’ liquids or
fricatives. It seems that rather than copying this Greco-Arabic
category (just as Jacob of Edessa did not adopt it), Elias reapplies
the idea of a half-sounding letter to the vowels that do not appear
with matres lectionis. His description thus diverges from the Greek
notion (e.g., from the Techné) of a ‘half-sounding’ being a letter

that allows partially-obstructed continuous airflow.
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As for the letter “alaph, Elias grants it even more ‘sounding-
ness’ than waw and yod, again aligning with Ibn Sina’s interpre-
tation of the musawwitat. Shortly after arguing that *alaph is silent
by itself (Baethgen 1880, -, lines 3—-4),% Elias writes:

21 e el LEnis Kios RolR s 1 o e e ene?

o alry aues L (oduois W Lol sales L LA L T

.0 .airl ouino iaie hahed) oot duae Suiany hils
hais) aot anasl an 2 Kam s L/ v @i ailo L,

If someone were to say, “Therefore, when we say ’aloho,

‘abdb, and barnosho, the he’, dalat, and waw are not vocal-

ised, but rather the °alaph [is vocalised], the alaph that you

assert that is silent.” We respond: °alaph is completely one

of the sounding ones. It bestows movement to other letters,

and since it precedes the rest [of them], waw and yod sound

out, just like ’alaph. Therefore, it is not correct to associate

movement with the other [letters]. (Baethgen 1880, o,

lines 10-14)
Elias claims that ’alaph is entirely a sounding letter, and so has
no inherent phonetic quality at all—hence, it is silent. Neverthe-
less, it always provides ‘movement’ (zaw®; i.e., a vowel) to other
letters. Meanwhile, waw and yod are modelled after ’alaph in that
they are sounding letters that can bestow movement, but are not
“completely one of the sounding ones.” That is, they do not ex-
clusively represent vowels. The idea of ’alaph as the most sound-
ing of the Syriac matres lectionis again likely extends back to Ja-

cob of Edessa, who took ’alaph alone from the Syriac alphabet to

% Arabic grammarians make a similar designation for the matres lectionis
letters, which are called sakin ‘still’ when they represent long vowels.
See present chapter, §§2.0-3.0.
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serve as one of his vowel letters. It also corresponds to Ibn Sina’s
description of the Arabic “alif, which was a pure musawwita letter,
whereas waw and ya’ had both musawwita and samita ‘soundless’
forms. In this way, both Elias’ and Ibn Sina’s views on the sound-
ing letters are distinct from the Masoretic and earlier Syriac un-
derstanding, which considered the ‘sounding ones’ as a category
that included all vowel phonemes, rather than just the matres lec-
tionis letters.

The notion of sounding letters as an explanation for the dif-
ference between vowels and consonants is fundamental to much
of medieval Semitic vocalisation, and the comparison of sources
from different linguistic traditions reveals a clear continuation of
the idea from pre-Islamic sources until the eleventh century. This
chain of transmission begins in Greek works, including Aristotle’s
Poetics, but especially the Techné Grammatikeé of Dionysius Thrax,
which categorised letters as phonéenta, aphona, and hémiphona.
From there, early Syriac grammarians, like Jacob of Edessa and
Dawid bar Pawlos, adapted these terms to create two categories
of Syriac letters: ‘sounding’ (golonoysts) vowels and ‘soundless’
(dlb golo) consonants. At the same time, their Arabic contempo-
raries did not adopt any ‘sounding’ categories for vowels, alt-
hough they did interpret the earlier Greek terminology in differ-
ent ways to describe groups of consonants. The ninth-century
translation of Greek technical terminology did allow for the pen-
etration of ‘sounding’ vowel phonology into Arabic, but most Ar-
abic grammarians did not adopt it. That said, the translation

movement did allow Hebrew Masoretes to write their own
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musawwitat texts in the tenth century, adopting the same ‘sound-
ing category as Syriac grammarians to describe their seven vow-
els. Also building on earlier Syriac foundations, Elias of Tirhan
adopted the sounding letters for his Memro Gramatiqoy», although
he modified Jacob of Edessa’s original concept to suit his under-
standing of the matres lectionis. Meanwhile, the sounding termi-
nology did see some use among Muslim scholars to describe vow-
els, but it seems that that use was limited to non-grammatical
realms. Evidence of this usage comes from translations by Abi
Bishr and al-Farabi, as well as Ibn Sina’s discussions of musaw-
witat and samitat. By contrast, the idea of vowels as ‘motion’ was
much more widespread in the Arabic grammatical tradition, a
concept that became practically universal among medieval schol-

ars of Semitic languages, as we will now explore.

2.0. Vowels as Phonetic Motion

The most common and well-known Arabic term for ‘vowel’ is
haraka ‘movement’ (pl. harakat), which somehow describes the
phonetic transition between two consonants which are sakin
‘still’. It appears in the earliest eighth-century Arabic grammati-
cal sources (see Talmon 1997, 135-37), and continues to see use
in grammars of modern Arabic. However, the origins of the term
are obscure, and other words that translate as ‘movement’ were
used in relation to vowels and recitation in both Greek (kinesis)
and Syriac (zaw®%/mzi9no) prior to the earliest attestations of
haraka in Arabic grammar. It is difficult to draw a direct concep-
tual link between these early terms and the Arabic word, alt-

hough some scholars have argued for such a connection. That
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said, both Syriac and Hebrew scholars eventually adapted haraka
and sakin to describe their own respective vowels and conso-
nants.

This section traces the application and development of
these words for ‘movement’ and ‘stillness’ in the field of vowel
phonology. It begins with the origins of the word haraka in the
Arabic grammatical tradition, discussing the theories of C. H. M.
Versteegh and Max Bravmann regarding potential connections
between haraka ‘movement’ and the Greek word kinesis ‘move-
ment’. Next, it addresses the late antique Syriac accent system(s)
known from sources like Thomas the Deacon (fl. c. 600) and MS
BL Add. 12138 (written 899), placing the accent names zaw®
‘movement’ and mgzino ‘giving movement’ in context with
haraka and kinesis. It then explains how terms derived from
haraka and sakin describe vowels in the Arabic grammatical tra-
dition, specifically discussing Sibawayh’s (d. 793/796) Kitab and
Ibn Jinni’s (d. 1002) Sirr Sind‘a al-Irab. Finally, it analyses the
ways in which later Syriac and Hebrew grammarians adapted the
Arabic concepts of haraka and sakin to suit their languages. For
Syriac, this analysis relies on the lexica of ‘Isa ibn ‘Ali (d. c. 900)
and Hasan bar Bahlul (fl. 942-968), as well as the eleventh-cen-
tury grammars of Elias of Nisibis (d. 1046) and Elias of Tirhan
(d. 1049). For Hebrew, it relies on The Treatise on the Shewa, other
musawwitat literature, the writings of Saadia Gaon (d. 942), and
Abii al-Faraj Hariin’s (d. c. 1050) Hidaya al-Qari (The Guide for
the Reader).
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2.1. Greek Declension, Arabic Vowels, and Syriac Ac-

cents

Though the word haraka may be an internal invention as the term
for ‘a vowel’ in the Arabic grammatical tradition, it may also be
a calque of a technical term from another tradition—namely,
Greek or Syriac. However, the connections between haraka and
potential source words in these languages are tentative at best.
While both Greek and Syriac linguistic texts contain technical
terms referring to some fashion of ‘movement’, neither tradition
clearly uses those terms to define the phonetic category of ‘vowel’
before the eighth century.

Versteegh presents potential links between Arabic haraka
and Greek grammar in his 1977 book, Greek Elements in Arabic
Linguistic Thinking. He argues that the early Arabic grammatical
tradition had contact with a living teaching tradition of Greek
logic and grammar before the ninth century. This contact may
have been between Greek and Arabic scholars directly, though it
may also have been facilitated by Syriac-speaking intermediaries
(Versteegh 1977, 6-10, 38-42; see also, King 2012, 203-4;
Mavroudi 2014). He adds that such contact need not have re-
sulted in Arabic grammarians systematically copying large
swathes of Greek grammatical teaching, but rather that specific
technical terms may have passed individually between the Greek
and Arabic traditions (Versteegh 1977, 15, 89). We have already
seen this sort of ad hoc transfer in the borrowing of ‘sounding’
terminology in early Arabic grammatical texts, and the same pro-
cess may have allowed Arabic grammarians to calque the Greek

word kinesis ‘movement’ as haraka.
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Versteegh’s two main pieces of evidence that this calquing
occurred rely on the scholastic tradition surrounding the Techné
Grammatikeé (The Art of Grammar) by Dionysius Thrax (Versteegh
1977, 23-24). He calls attention to the importance of the scholia
of the Techné—that is, its marginal commentaries—in under-
standing kinesis as a grammatical term. First, he notes the simi-
larity between a line in the scholia (Hilgard 1901, 383, lines 3—4,
and 550, line 24) and a passage in al-Idah fi ‘Illal al-Nahw (Clari-
fication of the Reasons of Grammar) by the grammarian Abii al-
Qasim al-Zajjaji (d. 938/939) (al-Zajjaji 1959, 72, line 2-3), ob-
serving:

There is a striking terminological similarity between

Zajjaji’s words ‘It (sc. the declension) is a vowel [‘move-

ment’] that enters speech after the completion of its pho-

netic structure’ (hiya haraka dakhila ‘ald °l-kalam ba‘da

kamal bind’ihi) and a text in the scholia on Dionysios Thrax

where a grammatical case is defined as ‘a movement that
occurs at the end of a noun’ (onoématos kata to télos

ginoméneé kinesis). (Versteegh 1977, 23)

In both texts, the author describes an inflectional ending as
a ‘movement’ added to the end of a word, and the latter suggests
that this ‘movement’ (kinesis) was a technical term in the Greek
grammatical tradition. Second, Versteegh finds additional evi-
dence for this technical usage of kinesis elsewhere in the Techné’s
scholia, remarking that “the Greek word kineisthai is used in the
sense of ‘to be declined,’?® and the word akinetos sometimes has
the meaning ‘undeclined’” (Hilgard 1901, 427, line 11; Versteegh

28 See Hilgard (1901, 230, line 26).
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1977, 24). In this way, Versteegh argues that haraka originally
also meant ‘declension’, and its usage eventually expanded to in-
clude vowels that did not represent case endings (Versteegh
1977, 24). Notably, the Techneé itself does not use this kinesis ter-
minology, but the parallels between the scholia passages and the
technical usage of haraka in the Arabic grammatical tradition are
indeed striking.

Also striking is that the Techneé, in conjunction with the
grammatical teaching tradition surrounding it, is the most likely
source for the introduction of the ‘sounding’ letters to the Syriac
grammatical tradition. As discussed above (present chapter,
§1.1), Jacob of Edessa (d. 708) probably had in mind Joseph Hu-
zaya’s sixth-century Syriac translation of the Techné (Merx 1889,
28-29) as well as the Greek vowel term phoneenta when he cate-
gorised vowels as ’atwaty golonoyots ‘sounding letters’ in his Turros
Mamlb. This term eventually proliferated from Syriac into the
Arabic and Hebrew linguistic traditions with the additional
calque musawwitat, although this transfer did not fully occur until
the translation movement. If haraka in fact derives from kinesis,
then it likely emerged in such a Greco-Syro-Arabic linguistic con-
text where the Techné was a well-known source.

Versteegh himself hints at this possibility of a connection
to musawwitat, suggesting that after the translation movement
and the broad introduction of Greek logic into Arabic grammar,
grammarians reinterpreted the term haraka as a signifier of phys-
ical movement, rather than inflection. This reinterpretation, he

suggests, resulted from an understanding of musawwita within the
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Stoic framework of aural sound as a ‘body’ with movement (Ver-
steegh 1977, 24-25; see King 2012, 204-5). He again cites al-
Zajjaji, who describes the Arabic case endings as descriptions of
jaw ‘movements’ related to their phonetic articulation (al-Zajjaji
1959, 93-94). Another supporting source is Ibn Sina’s Risala As-
bab Hudiith al-Huriif, where he describes the musawwitat in terms
of the upward and downward motion of air (al-Tayyan and Mir
Alam 1983, 84-85). As such, the two notions of haraka as gram-
matical ‘declension’ and of physical ‘motion’ could have entered
the Arabic grammatical tradition from Greek twice, at two differ-
ent times.

Versteegh’s argument—that haraka is derived from a Greek
grammatical term—is itself a response to the earlier theory of Max
Bravmann, who first hypothesised that haraka was a metrical
term meant to indicate the musical ‘movement’ from one station-
ary consonant to the next. As such, haraka originally meant ‘syl-
lable’. For Bravmann, haraka was also a calque of kinesis, but it
was based on the Aristotelian logical conception of kinesis as “a
specific form of change, namely the realisation of something po-
tential” (Versteegh 1977, 22-23; Bravmann 1934, 12-18). Ver-
steegh takes issue with the possibility that such an Aristotelian
idea could have entered the Arabic intellectual milieu prior to
the ninth-century translation movement, while haraka is attested
in Arabic grammar even before al-Khalil (d. 786/91) and
Sibawayh (d. 793/6). Aristotelian kinesis, he reasons, could not
then be the source of haraka. Hence his search for a grammatical

usage of the Greek word.
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Despite this quest, he does not consider the possibility of
whether the word kinesis as a grammatical term in the Techné
scholia could itself have developed from a Greek metrical term or
from the Aristotelian idea of ‘realising potential’, so that gram-
matical kinesis could then appear, now calqued as haraka, in
eighth-century Arabic sources without any philosophical bag-
gage. In fact, the use of kinesis to mean ‘declension’ or ‘inflection’
may have both been more widespread and persisted later in
Greek grammar than Versteegh thought. The term appears in the
Greek grammatical text Peri tés tou Logou Suntaxeos (On the Con-
struction of Speech), written by the ninth-century Patriarch of Je-
rusalem, Michael Synkellos (d. 846) (Browning and Kazhdan
2005). He produced this work in Edessa around the year 810 and
was clearly influenced by the teachings of the Techné Grammatiké
(Wouters 1983, 321-22; see edition of Donnet 1982).%°

Versteegh and Bravmann’s competing hypotheses are not
necessarily mutually exclusive, though neither unequivocally
tells the full story of kinesis in the early Islamicate Middle East.
For despite Versteegh’s scepticism, this idea that a vowel is the
necessary movement after a consonant, and thus nearly equiva-
lent to ‘syllable’, almost exactly matches the description that
Dawid bar Pawlos (fl. 770-800) gave for the Syriac golonoyats,
even though the term ‘movement’ does not appear in his gram-
matical writings. He noted that only the sounding letters can be
pronounced “in and of themselves” (Gottheil 1893, cxvii, lines 5—
12; see above, present chapter, §1.1). In fact, we have seen that

this precise quality, namely for a vowel to be pronounced in and

* T am grateful to Daniel King for drawing my attention to this source.
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of itself—the very ability to create a syllable—was the defining
characteristic of ‘sounding’ letters for a number of medieval lin-
guists, including Jacob of Edessa (d. 708), Saadia Gaon (d. 942),
and Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049).

These ‘sounding’ principles are directly linked to the Greek
grammatical tradition, and their appearance among Semitic au-
thors like Dawid bar Pawlos reinforces the possibility of an intel-
lectual pathway that could convey kinesis from Greek into Syriac
or Arabic. Additionally, Talmon (2003, 32-33) has shown that
Dawid may have had knowledge of early Arabic grammatical
principles, and so could be one of the ‘Syriac intermediaries’ that
Versteegh suspects transferred Greek concepts into the pre-
Sibawayhan Arabic tradition. Similarly, Daniel King (2012, 199-
201) has identified a letter written in 785 by the Catolicos Timo-
thy I, an Eastern patriarch who lamented the success of Arabic
grammarians in comparison to contemporary advancements in
Syriac, and seems to have had direct interactions with some Ar-
abic scholars. It seems then that some Syriac scholars in the latter
half of the eighth century knew of developments within the Ara-
bic linguistic tradition at the time of Sibawayh and al-Khalil, and
could have been conduits between the Greek and Arabic tradi-
tions for ideas about vowels and kinesis. Conversely, Dawid bar
Pawlos’ description of the °atwato golonoyots could have been in-
fluenced by contemporary conceptions of vowels (i.e., harakat)
in Arabic. This type of intellectual exchange could have oc-
curred—as Versteegh suggests—around just a few technical
terms, with Greek, Syriac, and Arabic scholars all understanding

vowels as vocalised ‘movements’ in similar, if slightly varied,
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ways. Furthermore, and again in line with Versteegh, this ex-
change would not have required a full pre-ninth-century impor-
tation of Aristotelian logic into Arabic (or even into Syriac), but
rather just the description of vowels and syllables as given by
Dawid bar Pawlos and a few lines from the Techne.

Versteegh briefly revisited the topic of haraka and kinesis in
another book, Arabic Grammar and Qur’anic Exegesis (1993). In it,
he simultaneously asserts that there was new evidence of pre-
Sibawayhan contact between Arabic scholars and sources of
Greek logic (Versteegh 1993, 23-25), while also backtracking on
his original claim that haraka began as a term for ‘declension’ on
analogy with a Greek kinesis term (Versteegh 1993, 32). After
analysing the vowel terminology in eighth-century hadith (see be-
low, chapter 4, §1.1), he concludes that the Arabic declensional
terms nasb ‘standing upright’, khafd ‘lowering’, and raf* ‘rising’
were originally names for vowel phonemes, and their use as the
names for case endings was a secondary development. Extrapo-
lating from this discovery, Versteegh asserts that the naming of
vowels, rather than cases, with these terms precludes haraka from
originally being a term for ‘declension’ in the same way as Greek
kinesis. He goes so far as to admit specifically that he was incor-
rect when he made that claim in 1977. However, his first idea
may actually be more accurate than this revision. It seems to me
that there is no reason that the Arabic case names could not have
originated as phonetic descriptors of vowels (as Versteegh ar-
gues), while the category of vowels in general (i.e., harakat) was
derived from a Greek term for declension; or rather, a term for

‘sounds at the end of nouns’.
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At any rate, Versteegh does not explain why these two sep-
arate naming conventions could not coincide. The early use of
the Arabic declensional terms (nasb, raf‘, khafd) as names for
vowels—even as late as the ninth century (Versteegh 1993, 18-
19)—demonstrates that the line between inflection and vocalisa-
tion in early Arabic grammar was blurry at best. That fluidity
must have been almost necessary if a Greek term for ‘declension’
were to make the leap to meaning ‘vowel’ in Arabic. Still, while
it remains unclear whether haraka was originally a term for ‘de-
clension’ or ‘vowel’ (or ‘syllable’), in some sense it does not mat-
ter for the present discussion. Either way, the most plausible—if
by no means confirmed—source of haraka is the Greek word ki-
nesis, and it encompassed, to some extent, all of the vowel pho-
nemes that could potentially occur at the ends of Arabic words.

One fact that does seem certain is that in contrast to Arabic,
there is little evidence of a grammatical term of ‘movement’ be-
ing used to define vowels in Syriac before the second half of the
ninth century.* This later development was likely a result of con-
tinued contact with Arabic grammar, rather than an import from
Greek, and suggests that there may not have been a Syriac ‘inter-
mediary’ in the transfer of kinesis to Arabic. That said, the Syriac
recitation traditions do include the names of certain accent signs
based on the concept of ‘movement’, a phenomenon curiously
similar to what Bravmann argued for Arabic.

The earliest Syriac accent signs appear in the fifth or sixth
century, and they seem to reflect an early tradition that predates

the split between the East and West Syriac accent systems. These

% See discussions of Bar Bahlul and Ibn ‘Ali’s Syriac lexica below.
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include thirteen early signs, possibly invented in part by Joseph
Huzaya (fl. c. 500-530) and known from the appendix of MS BL
Add. 12138 (written in 899); as well as a few pre-seventh-century
manuscripts (see Loopstra 2009, 46; 2014, I:VII-VIII, XIII, L-LVI;
Segal 1953, 60-66; see also, Kiraz 2015, 108-19; Loopstra 2019).
Segal notes that some of these accents derived their names from
Greek (1953, 75), but none of them had names equivalent to
‘movement’.

New accents developed in both the East and West Syriac
recitation traditions between the seventh and tenth centuries. In
the Eastern system, the new signs included mzi9nos ‘causing
movement’, a supralinear dot that appears at the end of a clause
to mark a pause with rising tone (Segal 1953, 81). It appears
throughout BL Add. 12138 (Loopstra 2014, I:LXVI), so it devel-
oped no later than the ninth century, and is likely much earlier.
Segal speculates that its name comes from the energy or stress in
the noticeable movement of breath or vibration that accompanies
this rising tone, although he notes that Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049)
attributes it to the movement of the tongue (Segal 1953, n. 5). As
for the Western tradition, new signs appear in a short work on
accents by Thomas the Deacon from the first half of the seventh
century (Martin 1869, a.—; Kiraz 2015, 120-21). He refers to
zaw ‘movement’ (Martin 1869, «~., lines 15 and 22), a single
supralinear dot at the end of a word that originally emphasised a
word or phrase in contrast to that which followed it. Over time,
the usage of zaw‘ expanded to indicate any emphatic accent with
a rising tone, similar to the Eastern mzi‘ono (Segal 1953, 122).

This accent persisted in the Western tradition as Jacob of Edessa
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(d. 708) revised the accent system near the end of the seventh
century, and by the eleventh century Elias of Tirhan claims that
the Western zaw% and Eastern mgzi‘ono are equivalent (Segal
1953, 145).

Segal points out that the West Syriac linguistic tradition ex-
perienced greater influence from Greek rhetoric than the East
Syriac tradition did, and Western authors match the names of
accents to Aristotelian categories of speech as early as the sixth
century (Segal 1953, 120-21).*! It would not be surprising if
zaw as a general term for ‘final rising tone’ was related to kinesis
in a similar manner, but it is not clear how or why a Greek term
for ‘inflection’ might have been adapted to refer to ‘accentuation’
in recitation. Moreover, there is no obvious connection between
the Syriac accent names and the word haraka in Arabic, except
to say that they could have a common origin in kinesis. It is per-
haps best to think of the respective Greek, Syriac, and Arabic
conceptions of phonetic ‘movement’ as the products of an inter-
linked network of contemporaneous grammatical traditions, ra-
ther than a single linear pathway whereby terms moved from
Greek to Syriac, and then to Arabic.

To summarise, the Greek word kinesis developed a meaning
close to ‘declension’ in the Greek grammatical tradition of the
late antique world. This word may have begun as a metrical term,
but it came to refer to the inflected vowels at the ends of Greek
nouns in at least some grammatical circles related to the Techné

of Dionysius Thrax. This idea may have allowed seventh- or

3! Note especially Thomas the Deacon’s use of paroksotonos as the name
of an accent (Martin 1869, «~.).
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eighth-century Arabic grammarians to calque kinesis as haraka,
most likely to refer to their own case vowels, but this meaning
then expanded to refer to vowels in general. The same use of
‘movement’ does not appear in the eighth-century Syriac gram-
matical tradition, so it is not clear that Syriac intermediaries
would have been responsible for this transmission of kinesis into
Arabic. Furthermore, Syriac authors used ‘movement’ terms
(mzi‘ono and zaw) to name certain pausal accents in their reci-
tation tradition as early as the seventh century, but the sources
examined here suggest no obvious connection between this usage

and the technical term haraka.

2.2. Movement between Languages: Haraka in

Hebrew and Syriac

Haraka is so ubiquitous in Arabic grammatical texts that it hardly
needs further explanation. It is a categorical term specific to the
three short vowel phonemes—/a/, /i/, and /u/—and it appears
from grammatical sources in the eighth century. It actually rep-
resents one half of a conceptual pair in these Arabic sources, with
the ‘movement’ of a vowel contrasting with the ‘motionless’ or
‘still’ (sakin) consonants. Syriac and Hebrew authors adapted
these phonological concepts by the ninth or tenth century, and
modified them to fit their own languages. In the Syriac linguistic
tradition, ‘moving’ and ‘still’ classifications first appear in lexico-
graphical works from the late ninth century, and they continue

into the eleventh-century grammars. In the Hebrew tradition,
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they appear in Masoretic treatises and grammatical sources dur-
ing the same timeframe. For all three languages, ‘movement’ is
essential for facilitating speech.

Sibawayh demonstrates the baseline usage of these classifi-
cations in his Kitab by describing individual consonants with the
adjectives mutaharrik ‘moved’ and sakin ‘motionless, still’ (e.g.,
Sibawayh 1986, 1V:144). A letter that immediately precedes a
vowel (haraka) is considered mutaharrik, while a letter that does
not precede a vowel is sakin. In fully vocalised Classical Arabic,
every mutaharrik letter has a fatha, kasra, or damma vowel sign,
while every letter that does not have a vowel takes the sukiin
‘stillness’ sign. This fact also leads Sibawayh to classify every ma-
ter lectionis letter alif, waw, and ya’ as sakin, even though they
stand for long vowels, as they cannot ever take harakat signs (al-
Nassir 1993, 109). Sibawayh clarifies part of his understanding
of harakat by quoting his teacher, al-Khalil ibn Ahmad (d.
786/791):

Fos Sl iy g 2l Lialy 88Ul dosdl) 51 ) o5

8343 Y ) STl g By e S )

Al-Khalil claimed that the fatha, kasra, and damma were

additions, and they attach to the letter in order to connect

it into speech; and [a letter of] the base structure is the

sakin, which is not an addition. (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:241-

42)

Al-Khalil states that the vowels are not inherent to Arabic words,
but rather they are added to consonantal structures in order to
create speech. Without them, the base consonants are sakin. Thus,
for Sibawayh, the vowels are the connective energy that allows

groups of consonants to form words and speech.
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Ibn Jinni takes up Sibawayh’s division between ‘movement’
and ‘stillness’ in his tenth-century book on phonology, Sirr Sind‘a
al-I'rab (The Secret of Making Proper Arabic). He devotes a great
deal of ink to describing the different ways that one can classify
the Arabic letters, and one of these divisions is into sukiin and
haraka (Ibn Jinni 1993, 62). This contrast is particularly apparent
in his description of one Arabic letter—the hamza bayna bayna
‘in-between hamza’—which has characteristics of both a vowel
and a consonant. Sibawayh uses this term to refer to a weakened
hamza that functions more like a mater lectionis that lengthens a
vowel than as a typical consonant (e.g., the hamza in sa’ala ‘he
asked’) (al-Nassir 1993, 81-82). Ibn Jinni clarifies what he be-
lieves Sibawayh meant, writing: “by saying bayna bayna,
Sibawayh’s meaning was that it is weak, not able to be properly
pronounced, but not the total loss of the letter which its vowel is
from (¥ &l (S5 g od Lino 2 1651 G G s 5 int
S e sl Sl osls)” (Ibn Jinni 1993, 49). That is, the
hamza bayna bayna is pronounced a little like ’alif, ya’, or waw
when they stand for a vowel. However, in Ibn Jinni’s own words,
“even though it has approached sakin, it is actually mutaharrika,
such that you count it, in the measure of prosody, as a moved
letter (e il (iSmas Lidod) 3 Ll SL o ey 3 28 <3l o
\ffw bf- 29 iy #)” (Ibn Jinni 1993, 48). The hamza bayna
bayna in this context“becomes nearly motionless (sakin), but not
completely still like in Sibawayh’s conception of the matres lec-
tionis, so it retains its status as a vocalised (mutaharrik) letter at

the onset of a distinct syllable.
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The explanation of mutaharrik and sakin letters extended
far beyond the Classical Arabic grammatical tradition, with the
same terms occurring in Judaeo-Arabic Masoretic treatises. The
tenth-century Treatise on the Shewa sometimes refers to vowels as
harakat, and speaks of specific vowels with phrases like “the
movement of patah” (haraka potah) for /a/ or “the movement of
qgames” (haraka gomes) for /5/ (Levy 1936, 3, lines 18-19, and &3,
line 8). The author demonstrates the full range of their Arabic
technical terms in a passage describing the vocalisation of shewa
on certain pharyngeal consonants when they close an onset syl-
lable:

RANAN TINM 8D 7IRA PANK PR AINKR APIIROR 777 NN RAKRD

52 NRDIMOR 1A A27N3 KDY PRaNa K9 papa 89 nnaa 8 ana

RW 8D Y3 N3NN8 INH RADIM & 1IRD RTAR KANNN ATIN

D10 0*RT HRAHR 8T HY 7730 52 702 7oInnbR ARI0KROR 10 TAR

15T TN RWw & 09 ROATH AN Hpa AYnn Mo RWUNI

IR

As for [the shewa] beneath these four letters—namely,
’aleph, het, he’, and ‘ayin—it is not moved at all, not with
potah nor gomes nor sere nor any haraka. Rather, beneath
them you will always find a sakin, and no accent or gaya
or anything else among the causes of movement can move
them at all. Instead, they are always found according to
this pattern [with a closed initial syllable], as is said:
bo’sho, mahray, mahlo, ba'li, nahbay, and others which lack
anything that is moved. That is its explanation. (Levy
1936, &2, lines 9-14)

As the author explains, in specific words, a shewa sign beneath a
pharyngeal consonant always indicates sakin, representing si-

lence at a syllable break, and does not move (la yataharrik). These
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consonants will never take a haraka, not even with one of the
“causes of movement” (al-’asbab al-muharrika) that typically “im-
parts movement” (yuharrik), such as an accent that elsewhere
would change a word’s syllable structure and the realisation of
the shewa.*

The above terminology closely resembles that found in
Kitab Sibawayh and Sirr Sind‘a al-Irab, but the Treatise on the
Shewa uses this vocabulary for a uniquely Hebrew purpose, ap-
plying mutaharrik and sakin to distinguish the types of shewa.
Broadly speaking,®* the Tiberian shewa comes in two flavours,
usually designated in English as ‘silent’ and ‘mobile’ (also called
‘quiescent’ and ‘vocalic’). In the Tiberian reading tradition, both
types are marked by a vertical pair of dots below a letter, but
silent shewa indicates the close of a syllable, while mobile shewa
represents an epenthetic short vowel (usually /a/) (Khan 2020,
1:305). Naturally, this fact causes a certain amount of ambiguity,
and many Tiberian Masoretes—including the author of the Trea-

tise on the Shewa—wrote about how to differentiate the two she-

32 See also, another section of the Treatise on the Shewa: “The Rules of
Shewa and How Accents and Ga‘yot Move It” (Levy 1936, 1, from line
7).

3 See Khan (2020, 1:305-421, 486-95). For simplicity’s sake, it may be
best to follow the dubious recommendation of Thomas O. Lambdin:
“...in fact there are several schools of thought on the subject among the
traditional Hebrew grammarians. Since it is completely immaterial to
the understanding of the language and to translation, we shall not enter
into the dispute” (1971, XXVI).
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was. In the Treatise, they use the same ‘silent’ and ‘mobile’ termi-
nology that we use now, albeit as the Arabic words sakin and

mutaharrik:

JORDYRY .7INNA 71301 JARD 137 PR0R HY DOPY KPR DOPHR RN
RA9D NRRIWOR 777 IR T2 N2 TR L L L TIvRY wnw TR Hnn
R 23 R0 OHY RAYOPM IRHIHR Hran Ik RAOYA RNIR TIRVDHR
IR 52 7N Rw o oho pubr RI0 521 3R popnoR n
R IRAOKR 18D RTAR TINNNROR RIT RAMIN IRAORD IAR RIND

POPHR ANREH 05 PORNOR AnREY 1778 TINNYRT RTIR GHRAONR

This classification is also divided into two groups, includ-
ing sakin and mutaharrik. The sakin is like how you say [the
mem in]: shim‘u [and] shim‘on... I have specified to you that
these shewas are all internal; one only uses them to sepa-
rate and split the word, according to what is required for
it with respect to splitting and pronunciation. Everything
of this type has nothing moving, unless there are two [she-
was], for then the second of them is always mutaharrik, be-
cause the second is always the combiner. Imparting move-
ment is for the master of combining, not the master of split-
ting. (Levy 1936, 7, lines 3-8)

The silent shewa, which functions precisely like the Arabic sukiin,
splits words into syllables, and thus it is deemed sakin. Mean-
while, mobile shewa is mutaharrik, combining separate syllables
via movement. Later on, the author even discusses “the shewa, its
haraka, and its sukiin (731201 nnaIm RwHR)” (Levy 1936, 1, line
11). Besides shewa, nothing in the Hebrew or Arabic linguistic
traditions has this kind of variable phonological nature, so the

Masoretes adapted existing Arabic terminology to describe it.
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This association likely began with mutaharrik describing the sta-
tus of a consonant with mobile shewa, and then shifted to describ-
ing the shewa itself.

The Treatise even applies a Hebrew version of this termi-
nology, suggesting that the Masoretes may have calqued the
words mutaharrik and sakin as early as the ninth century (Dotan
2007, 651; Khan 2020, 1:116-18). While discussing the pronun-
ciation of conjunctive waw with shewa but without ga‘ya (i.e., a
type of stress marker), the author writes:

2301 YW SRR PYOPR RTIAR N0 IROR (2 TYIOR Yo R TIRD

77155 X211PRY AN MA2Y WK RIN KW WD TYTIAY A2wI 20N

(=112 DOWY RN I TN RIWA IR POANM NAaNn Kwia "
21w 1h W pIpannm AT D PIYINM IR1 IR TWRI

Because if you remove the ga‘ya from the waw, then [the
word] is always split into two [syllables], like ushlah, usgor,
uzhab, and ushbe. In order to inform you that there is a
shewa which may cut and separate them, it comes to in-
struct you that the cutting, stopping shewa—I mean, the
motionless shewa—will always be second. It is as if it clar-
ifies for us, when [the first] is not moved, that the moved
one in it is second. (Levy 1936, 1, lines 5-8)

The author explains that there are exceptions to the rule that
when there are two consecutive shewas, the second one is always
mobile. One such exception is when the first shewa in a word is
on a conjunctive waw. In that case, the situation is reversed, and
the second shewa is actually ‘omed ‘standing in place, motionless’,
while the first shewa is mitna‘anea ‘moving’. ‘Omed and
mitna‘anea‘ are calques of sakin and mutaharrik, respectively. The
language here switches from Arabic to Hebrew, probably reflect-

ing the language of a source text that was used in the compilation
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of the Treatise. This source was most likely ninth-century Maso-
retic material written in rhymed Hebrew prose, and it suggests
that the Masoretes adapted mutaharrik and sakin to Hebrew prior
to the tenth century, before they switched to writing mainly in
Judaeo-Arabic (see Khan 2020, 1:117-18).

The same language appears in other Masoretic treatises
from the tenth and eleventh centuries. For example, T-S Ar.53.1,
a tenth-century musawwitat text, introduces all of the Hebrew
vowel signs, then shewa, saying, “Additionally the shewa, which
is the two standing dots, it exists according to two divisions: sakin
and mutaharrik (PROP 5 12N M IRNPRPOR IROVPIOR RO RIWORT
Tnnm11a80)” (Allony and Yeivin 1985, 92, lines 8-11). Similarly,
Abii al-Faraj Hariin (d. c. 1050) explains one of the rules of He-
brew phonetics in Hidaya al-Qari (The Guide for the Reader), writ-
ing:

73 8Y POIHR IR 47N 10 YN KD "NAORY AN N MY TR §INHR

TORDYRT NXa ROR TN KD TNnnbRD TINNM JARD 0 Y
57 v 113non

A letter may go without a vowel (naghama), but a vowel
may not go without a letter, because articulation must
have some sakin and some mutaharrik. So the mutaharrik is
not moved except by a vowel, but the sakin has no need of
that. (Khan 2020, II:119, lines 676-78)

The sakin may not have needed a haraka, but the Masoretes cer-
tainly did, and they had no problems adapting Arabic linguistic
terminology to their writings on Hebrew phonology. Syriac schol-
ars had the same need, and they also adapted these words to de-
scribe the language of their Bible between the ninth and eleventh

centuries.
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Some of the earliest evidence of Syriac authors applying the
Arabic ideas of mutaharrik and sakin to vocalisation comes from
the Syriac-Arabic lexica of Isa ibn ‘Ali (d. c. 900)** and Hasan
bar Balul (fl. 942-968). Both of these authors based their diction-
aries on the work of earlier ninth-century lexicographers, partic-
ularly the famous translator Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 873), and both
were revised several times after their deaths (see Butts 2009; Tay-
lor 2011). Both lexica also describe the differences in vocalisation
between homographic Syriac words using technical phonological
terms, and they indicate that a letter is unvocalised with deriva-
tives of the root shly ‘being still’. In Bar Bahlul’s lexicon, this vo-
cabulary is fairly straightforward. For example, he writes: “’abno,
according to Hunayn, while the bet is shalys (as @is wer 1o
s ale)” (Duval 1901, 17). That is, ’abno ‘stone’ is pronounced
with a bet that is shalys, meaning ‘unvocalised’. Shalys here is a
passive participle, literally ‘made still’, and it is the most common
way to indicate an unvocalised letter in Bar Bahlul’s lexicon (e.g.,
Duval 1901, 34, 398, 417, 429, 440). It is most likely a direct
calque of the Arabic sakin, another participial form. Interestingly,
Bar Bahlul also applies ‘stillness’ terminology to letters that have
some vocalic quality, writing: “bqo, while the bet is made still,
and the ‘ayin and qof are stood upright (s ~eawoie o <le 1= <ais
20)” (Duval 1901, 417).* While the initial bet in b%qo ‘convul-
sions’ lacks a full vowel and never takes vowel points of any kind,

it does require a shewa-like vocalisation in speech. Bar Bahlul’s

3* Also known as Isho® bar ‘Ali.
% ‘Stood upright’ in this context means that these letters have the vowel
2qopd /3/. See below, chapter 4, §2.1.
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contemporaries among the Hebrew Masoretes would have de-
scribed such a bet as having shewa mutaharrika, but he calls it
shalys> ‘made still’. This difference between the two languages
may reflect a greater concern among the Tiberian Masoretes for
proper biblical recitation and orthoepy (see Khan 2020, 1:99-
105, 441, esp. 452), at least in comparison to Syriac lexicogra-
phers.

Like Bar Bahlul, Ibn ‘Ali appears to use terminology similar
to shalys, although in his lexicon it occurs as an abbreviation,
simply the letter shin. For example, one entry reads: “metqgbar,
when the mem is constrained, the taw and qof are made still, and
the bet is opened (o ~whaa oo h wlra » ouit 1n iGch=)”
(Hoffmann 1874, 283, line 15). By this description, he means that
in the word metgbar ‘buried’, the mem is pronounced with /e/,
the taw and qof are pronounced without vocalisation, and the bet
is pronounced with /a/. The shin standing for shalyo parallels
other passive participles that indicate vowels throughout the text
(see below, chapter 4, §2.2). Note that like Bar Bahlul, Ibn ‘Ali
applies this ‘stillness’ to both the unvocalised taw and to the qof,
even though the latter must have been articulated with a shewa-
like vowel to break up the consonant cluster. It thus appears that
their descriptions focus more on the graphical appearance of
vowel points (or lack thereof) on a fully-pointed letter, rather
than on that letter’s phonetic realisation. This view explicitly dif-
fers from the Treatise on the Shewa, where the author asserts that
any Hebrew shewa at the onset of a syllable must be mutaharrik

(Levy 1936, n, lines 2-3). As such, if a Masoretic author were
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vocalising the word metgbar, they would read the gof with a mo-
bile shewa.

In addition to Ibn ‘Ali and Bar Bahlul’s descriptive usages,
both lexicographers link sholys and shalys to sakin and sukiin in
their lexical entries for the words. Bar Bahlul equates shalys with
sakin, writing: “Shalys is al-sakin; shelyo, shalyuts, according to
Zekaryo, is al-sukiin (sSd! st ward hale mly S e)”
(Duval 1901, 1980). He includes these two nominal forms—
shelyo and shalyuto, apparently equivalent to sukiin—on the au-
thority of one Zekaryo, most likely the Zekaryo Maruzoy> whom
Bar Bahlul names among his sources in the lexicon’s introduction
(Duval 1901, 3, line 3). The exact identity of this Zekary> remains
unknown, but he may be identifiable with Isho‘ of Merv, a ninth-
century lexicographer known as a source for Ibn ‘Ali’s lexicon
(Butts 2011). Ibn ‘Ali himself is less specific about shaly», but his
text does say: “Shle is sakana; from it shelys, which is sakina and
salam (23l LS e e, (S L Le)”® (Gottheil 1928,
I1:436, line 3). That is, the verb shle means ‘to be still’, and its
derivative noun shelys means ‘steadiness and peace’.

In contrast to shalys, neither Bar Bahlul nor Ibn ‘Ali defines
‘movement’ as a general term for ‘vowel’, even though eleventh-
century grammarians would come to use the word zaw% ‘move-

ment’ for exactly that purpose. For those later grammarians,

% Gottheil notes six manuscripts that have two sublinear dots, indicat-
ing shle here, and one that has a supralinear dot, suggesting sholo. He
further notes that the manuscript with sholo has the double-dot mark for
/a/ in shalys, while other manuscripts leave the latter word unpointed.
See Gottheil (1928, 11:436, nn. 3 and 4).
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zaw is clearly a calque of the Arabic haraka, and they likewise
calque mutaharrik with the Syriac mettziono (Kiraz 2012, 1:59).
While not specifically defining those terms, Bar Bahlul may al-
lude to this later usage in his broader entry on zaw%ts ‘trembling,
movement’, saying: “mzi¢, according to Zekary, is yahij, yatahar-
rak; mzi‘ono is muharrik; mettziono is mutaharrik; °azi‘, according
to Bar Serosheway, is *uharrik (= . &> RS I g
Il 0io o e . Spue asahdhen . >4)” (Duval 1901,
681). That is, mzi‘ ‘moving’ is ‘becoming perturbed’ (yahij), ‘be-
coming moved’ (yataharrak), while the nomen agentis form
mzi‘ono ‘causer of movement’ is an equivalent Arabic active par-
ticipial form, muharrik. Then the Syriac participle mettzi‘ono
‘moved’ is mutaharrik, the same as the calque in the later gram-
mars. ’Azi¢ ‘I will cause movement’, according to the ninth-cen-
tury scholar Bar Serosheway, is Arabic °uharrik, which has the
same meaning. Similarly, the section on the word zaw% lists
seven types of physical movement, including the last one: “And
for whatever is moved and circled in place, even though it is in
some respects similar to them, and in other respects distinct: [all
of them are] al-haraka ( s @s rish=o . sahdsn ohaos Jaa amla
S Al piia mmas A . @\o 1 wax)” (Duval 1901, 682). Even with-
out technical grammatical definitions here, haraka and mu-
taharrik were the default Arabic words to translate zaw% in the
tenth century.

The more technical Syriac calques of haraka and sakin be-
come fully evident from the eleventh century, in the Syriac gram-
mars of Elias of Nisibis (d. 1046) and Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049).
In his Turros Mamllo Surysyo (The Correct Form of Syriac Speech),
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the Nisibene Elias distinguishes two relevant terms in this arena:
mettzi‘onito/mettziOnuto ‘moved one, vocalised, vowel’ and shlito
‘made still, unvocalised’. His second chapter begins thus:
hilro Fhaiahhs ChERR o1 i
Leo axdadsn i MR siK Lo Chualiihs Lo hahe
win anel ¢ Sisaam L ol eleg (Wi el Koiasn aiam
dad
Now we will speak on the moved and motionless letters:
For the moved letters, among the Arabs, are divided into
three types, and among the Western Syrians, into five
types. Then among us Easterners, they are divided into
seven types. (Gottheil 1887, «, lines 6-9)
By the ‘moved letters’ (Catwoto mettzi‘onyoto), Elias is clearly refer-
ring to his seven vowels of Eastern Syriac, contrasting them with
the smaller vowel inventories of Arabic and West Syriac (see be-
low, chapter 4, §2.3). Mettzi%nit> is a calque of mutaharrik, but
Elias slightly extends its usage, using it both as a descriptor of a
letter (i.e., “moved letters”) and also as the categorical name for
vowels as opposed to consonants (i.e., the “seven types”) (see
Segal 1953, 7; see also, Kiraz 2012, 1:69-74; Knudsen 2015, 91—
92; Butts 2016, 89-90). There is some variation between
mettziOnyosto (sing. mettziOnitd), seen here, and mettzi‘onwoto
(sing. mettzionuto), which Elias uses in the first chapter (Gottheil
1887, o, line 8), although the two forms seem mostly interchange-
able. Conversely, he calques sakin using the feminine adjective
shlito, indicating ‘motionless letters’ (Catwato shalyoto). In precisely
the same way as Sibawayh’s Arabic, this category encompasses

all letters that are not marked with a vowel sign in fully pointed



80 Points of Contact

Syriac writing (Gottheil 1887, \, lines 19-21; see al-Nassir 1993,
109).

In his Memr> Gramatiqoyo (The Grammatical Essay), Elias of
Tirhan presents his own understanding of ‘moved’ and ‘motion-
less’ letters in a way that is similar, though not identical, to Elias
of Nisibis. In the seventeenth chapter of this grammar, he ex-
plains:

~uia .. iaan.. Fiois. @ur Kodi.. ears ohikh o alén

t‘lm:‘("\"‘ .Sv[n]i.z.:ni.u.. ;:.E\,mc&c\xvn.. ,m.\kc\xvn

< e

Then [also know] that two [letters] being still is possible,

for example: hrure, gbure, priyye,” qtuloy(hy), qtulu(hy),

etc. The het, rish, qof, bet, shin, rish, [qof], and tet are mo-

tionless in these nouns. (Baethgen 1880, .aa—~)
Elias suggests that the first two consonants in words like hrure
‘holes’ are both motionless (neshlyon), ‘unvocalised’, although at
first glance this appears impossible. As we have already seen with
Bar Bahlul—for whom the first letter of b%qgo was ‘made still’
(shalyo)—the initial het of hrure could feasibly be called ‘still’ in
Syriac. On the other hand, the rish is most certainly ‘moved’, at
least by all the definitions of vocalic movement that we have dis-
cussed thus far, since it immediately precedes a vowel. However,
Elias does not seem to be describing phonetics in this instance,

but rather he designates ‘motion’ and ‘stillness’ according to

% This word may be mistaken in Baethgen’s edition, as Elias’ explana-
tion indicates it should begin with the letter shin.
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graphical vocalisation.® In Classical Syriac, the vowels /i/ and
/u/ are practically always represented by the matres lectionis let-
ters yod and waw. In contrast to Arabic, when such words are
vocalised in Syriac, the vowel sign is placed on the mater lectionis,
rather than the preceding consonant. As a result, in the fully vo-
calised form of hrure (~icis), neither the het nor the rish has a
vowel sign, so Elias can say that they are both ‘still’. This expla-
nation is interesting in the context of Sibawayh, who classified
all of the Arabic matres lectionis as sakin due to their lack of vowel
signs.

Like Elias of Nisibis, Elias of Tirhan also expands the idea
of ‘movement’ while breaking with Arabic grammarians. As we
have already seen from his discussion of sounding letters, “the
vocalised ones are made known by production from these three
sounding ones (<hila Wi ol = odam) cuviahd Chaisahdsn)”
(Baethgen 1880, ~Q, lines 14-15; see above, present chapter,
81.0). By ‘vocalised ones’—mettzi‘onwot, literally ‘things that are
moved'—he means each of the vowel phonemes, specifically as
they are combined with consonants to create vocalised syllables.
But Elias extends this category of ‘moved things’ beyond vocalic
phonemes to include other non-consonantal modulations of the

voice. In his introduction, he writes:

% It seems that Elias’ analysis must be based on the fully pointed forms
of words, even if complete vocalisation in Syriac writing was uncom-
mon. Full pointing was most common in bliblical texts, which was likely
Elias’ main concern when writing this grammar.
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~\ adlro .. i fo amr i ol i furis .. AR i
~\ ,;mamie o . N0 (Dl oLl Kim Khcasaihn a;m
ailo Kl Kol Kioa com asiokhes

If I say: “In the beginning, God created the heaven and the

earth”—but without this, this mettzinuto that is the

tahtoyo, and the retmo before it—then it would not be indi-

cated that God created the heaven and the earth. (Baethgen

1880, o, lines 2—4)
Elias explains that the sentence broshit bro aloho yot shmayys w-
yot ’ar® is ambiguous. Due to the verb (bro ‘he/it created’) com-
ing before the subject (Paloho ‘God’), the sentence can be inter-
preted either as God creating heaven and earth, or as another
actor creating God. It is only by the addition of a mettzi‘nuto that
a speaker indicates that God is definitely the subject. The added
‘moved ones’ are accent dots—in this case the two accents
tahtoys*® and retmo**—that change a speaker’s inflection to clarify
the subject and objects in the sentence. The term mettzi9nuto thus
encompasses vowels and accents, including both categories that
cause a speaker to modulate their voice between consonants.
Segal (1953, 147, n. 9) notes that the later grammarian John Bar
Zu‘bi (fl. c. 1200) also uses mettzi‘Onuto for accents in this way,
despite it originally being a term only for vowels.

Returning to Hidaya al-Qari, Abi al-Faraj (a contemporary

of both Eliases) makes a similar conflation between accentual

% The tahtoys ‘declining’ is the oblique pair of dots beside the °alaph in
.~a\w, indicating that the reader should pause here before introducing
a separate clause. See Segal (1953, 109).

0 The retmo ‘utterance’ is the dot above the taw in %, indicating that
the word should be emphasised. See Segal (1953, 84).
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modulations and vowels in Hebrew. He first writes on the inter-

actions between the types of shewa and the accents:

TINNAORY JARDHR RO PIDTADR PRADPOR 10 RIWHR YRR 1O
79K 1207 IR 7I0OM 12 JARDOR IRD DY KD JIRDIR YN NYRANIRG
MY 7 RIORY T I ORADRI M7 R WMHRI N3 270% R
A3 e KOV gINHR R IR RNMIRW j0 OTRIONY PO
129MHR 1 NRAORT AN RA A N 8D 1ARDHR 4INDRY NRMIN
TP ALPRIN RTA OHRD TARY HRA D RIINNN ]AROHR 112 908

757 HRANOR

If one of the two aforementioned types of shewa—i.e., the
sakin and the mutaharrik—came together [with an accent],
then the combination [of the accent] with the sakin would
not occur, because for the sakin, its rule is that it makes the
letter still, not shaking at all, like the resh of karmi, the mem
of zimri, and the bet of ‘abdi. But disjunctive and conjunc-
tive accents, by their nature, cause the letter to move. They
make a melody or melodies in it, but a sakin letter cannot
properly have a melody at all, for melody [naghama] is
haraka. So how can the sakin be mutaharrik at the same
time? Is this not mutually exclusive? Thus it is impossible.
(Khan 2020, I1:153, lines 952-59)

Abii al-Faraj’s key point is that a single Hebrew letter cannot be
read with both a silent (sakin) shewa and an accent. This expla-
nation hinges on perceived equivalence of the two terms naghama
‘melody, tone’ and haraka. The latter, of course, is a vowel, but
the former—naghama—can mean either a phonemic vowel (as it
does in the works of Saadia Gaon; see Skoss 1952) or the vocalic

modulation of an accent (as it does here).*' Abii al-Faraj derives

1 Also compare Dawid bar Pawlos’ use of ne‘mto, the Syriac cognate of
naghama, in his explanation of how the voice generates ‘melodies’ and
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this equivalence from the fact that any letter with a conjunctive
or disjunctive accent must be the onset of a syllable, and there-
fore pronounced with a vowel. It seems that in this way, the ideas
of ‘melody’ and ‘vocalisation’ became entangled in the Masoretic
tradition.

Abii al-Faraj then differentiates the ‘moving’ effect of an

accent from that of the mobile shewa, as he explains:

712902 AN2N PN IR NP 9ANOR TN mOHR Ra Hipdr oh
TAR 120 RY NN APVIZ PIOM JIOR T RIWHR IR TRTI RIWOR
oh1 . .. Noon N KD TR MPWRIA I RIORD IrHR 7973 N2 iR
YRN8 gINHR DR D SYam IR 7 0 53 mvhR 1o
3 70 "HR DA 9INOR RNAN ORTP HR 81 9592 OKR P37 RS TN
PN N33 1270 TPY M2 KD PRI 1 §INRI 007 3 wHR DI
"y TN IMOHRI ORTR HKR API0A TINNY RIWHR IRRD L L. TRT R
RIW IR 57 10 18320 REPRINA 757 1835 [NN]IR 1D n1pa pindr

RPN TARY 970 '8 KYANP K 0

The statement that the accent moves the letter does not
require that its movement be like the movement of the
shewa, and that is because the [mobile] shewa moves the
letter and accelerates its pronunciation such that one can-

t, 42

not linger on that letter, like the ba’ of bareshit,** where

vowels (Gottheil 1893, cxii, line 9). Aharon ben Asher uses the equiva-
lent Hebrew word, na%mo, in Digduge ha-Te‘amim to indicate the ‘mel-
ody’ of the accent shofar (Dotan 1967, 107, line 13), to classify the ac-
cents more broadly (108, line 23), and to explain the vocalic effect of a
ga‘ya (115, lines 2-3). Naghama is also an element in Arabic musical
theory and occasionally indicates non-speech sounds, but it is not a term
for ‘vowel’ in Arabic grammar (Morag 1979, 89-90; Talmon 1997, 132).
2 The default pronunciation of mobile shewa in the Tiberian pronunci-
ation tradition was /a/ (Khan 2020, 1:305).
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holding it would not be proper.... This is not so for the ac-

cent, which instead moves the letter and induces melodies

in it, and the letter moves in place without going backward

or forward as long as it is intoned. Do you not see how [the

accent] intones the resh of wa-ymahard, yet the letter does

not leave its place? [The accent] has moved it [with] a

melody, or two, or more.... The shewa proceeds moving

quickly forward, while the accent imparts movement at its
source. If they were brought together, then that would be

a contradiction, and from that it is clear that a shewa and

an accent cannot come together in a single letter. (Khan

2020, II:153-55, lines 962-75)

Abii al-Faraj perceives an innate difference in the realisation of
the ‘movement’ of vocalic shewa in comparison to that of an ac-
cent. The shewa’s haraka is quick, always representing a short
vowel, and it drives inevitably forward to connect one consonant
to the next. By contrast, an accent induces ‘melodies’ or ‘tones’
(naghamat) on a single consonant. The result of this effect is that
a speaker may modulate the pronunciation of the vowel that fol-
lows that consonant, modifying its pitch and duration without
moving to the next consonant.

These Syriac and Hebrew scholars adapted the Arabic ter-
minology of haraka and sakin to describe the vowel phonology
and syllable structure of their own languages as they differed
from Arabic. This reanalysis included unique aspects of their
pointing systems, accentuation, and the properties of the shewa.
All of this terminology traces back to the earliest records of
haraka to mean ‘vowel’ in Arabic grammar, and it is likely that
this usage has roots in the late antique ideas of kinesis in Greek

grammar and philosophy. But there was another issue that these
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Semitic grammarians all had in common, and that they could not
solve with Greek grammar: explaining those matres lectionis let-
ters that impart movement to speech. We move now to those let-
ters which could act as both vowels and consonants, and examine
how Arabic, Syriac, and Hebrew linguists all defined their dis-

tinctive properties.

3.0. Duality in the Matres Lectionis

Whereas the difference between haraka and sakin established a
separation between vowels and consonants, the two categories
clash when applied to the matres lectionis letters. Due to the lack
of dedicated vowel letters in the Semitic abjad scripts, Arabic,
Syriac, and Hebrew scribes all utilised matres lectionis to represent
some of the vowels in their languages (Morag 1961, 20). Depend-
ing on their phonological context, these ‘mothers of reading’*—
usually the consonants °aleph, yod, waw, and he>—took on an ad-
ditional role in Semitic writing systems, occasionally standing as
placeholders for vowel sounds. Medieval scholars explained the
dual nature of these letters in a variety of ways, with some saying
that the matres were inherently silent, sick, or soft in comparison
to other consonants. This view was consistently part of the Arabic
grammatical tradition, which held that the matres lectionis were
the most ephemeral letters. This understanding contrasts the in-

terpretation of ‘sounding’ letters that we have already seen,

3 This is the English translation of matres lectionis, itself a Latin phrase
translated from the Hebrew *immot geri’a ‘mothers of reading’. It is now
the standard English term for consonants that stand for vowels in Se-
mitic orthography.
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mainly in the Syriac and Hebrew traditions, which maintained
that the vowel letters were more dynamic. Despite these differ-
ences, members of all three traditions categorised their vowels
by assigning each phoneme to one of the matres lectionis.

One of the earliest sources for the phonology of Arabic ma-
tres lectionis is the lexicon Kitab al-‘Ayn (The Book of the ‘Ayn),
particularly its introduction, attributed to al-Khalil ibn Ahmad al-
Farahidi (d. 786/791). Another early source is Sibawayh’s gram-
mar, known as Kitab Sibawayh. Both of these grammarians con-
sidered the vowel letters ‘weaker’ than the consonants, an idea
which continued into later works on Arabic phonology like Ibn
Jinni’s (d. 1002) Sirr Sina‘a al-Irab (The Secret of Making Proper
Arabic). Certain Jewish sources give similar explanations for the
matres, including Saadia Gaon’s (d. 942) Commentary on Sefer
Yesira, the lexicographical works of Judah ben David Hayydj (d.
1000), and at least one musawwitat text. As for Syriac sources, the
two most useful for explaining the matres lectionis are the gram-
mars of Elias of Nisibis (d. 1046) and Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049),
who adopt technical language similar to that of the Arabic gram-
marians while also deliberately challenging them.

Most of the aforementioned authors tended to group their
vowels by assigning them to the matres letters. The same organi-
sation also appears in al-Khwarizmi’s (d. 997) encyclopaedia
Mafatih al-‘Uliim (The Keys to the Sciences) and Ibn Sina’s (d.
1037) Risala Asbab Hudiith al-Huriif (The Treatise on the Causes of
the Occurrence of Letters). This classification system may be re-
lated to a similar phenomenon in the Greek grammatical tradi-

tion.
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3.1. Arabic Matres Lectionis: In Sickness and in
Health

Kitab al-‘Ayn is the first comprehensive Arabic lexicon, and its
introduction is one of earliest Arabic sources for explaining the
matres lectionis. Historically, it has been attributed to al-Khalil ibn
Ahmad (d. 786/791), an early scholar of prosody and one of the
teachers of Sibawayh (d. 793/796).* Most of the text was actu-
ally compiled after his death by another student, al-Layth ibn al-
Muzaffar (d. c. 803), but the organisation of the lexical portion
of the book and parts of the introduction are probably original to
al-Khalil (Talmon 1997, 91-100; Schoeler 2006, 142-63; Sell-
heim 2012a; 2012b). In the introductory discussion of the letters
of the alphabet, the text emphasises the distinction between the
matres lectionis and the rest of the consonants:
o Lgn 10~ Dby Dt Tl 3 s ) JB se s
M gy S STy e Bl ) s B 5 2
5 3 Bl o 55 Y g ey syegly 2l Vel
Las] ¢3! oo o Yl o o Y ol T o A
Jy 018y dﬂ‘““‘%f@ﬁ«“%@i‘@wu@
el 5 Lol sl adlyn Ll lly 2l a1 s

Al-Layth said: Al-Khalil said: “In Arabic there are twenty-
nine letters. Among them are twenty-five healthy letters,

* Although they died less than a decade apart, Sibawayh was forty-two
years younger than al-Khalil. Sibawayh died—somewhat mysterious-
ly—when he was just thirty-six. He acquired the nickname ‘Sibawayh’,
which means ‘odour of apples’ in his native Persian, apparently because
of the sweetness of his breath (K. Versteegh 1997, 29). As fruity-smell-
ing breath is a symptom of diabetes, it is not implausible that this con-
tributed to his early death.
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which have occasions and steps, and four hollow letters,

which are the waw, the ya@’, and the flexible ’alif, as well as

the hamza. They are called ‘hollow’ because they exit from

the hollow [of the mouth], so they do not occur at one of

the steps of the tongue, or the steps of the throat, or the

step of the palate. Instead, they are airy, in the air, for they

do not have a space to attach to besides the hollow. He [al-

Khalil] frequently used to say: the soft ’alif, the waw, and

the ya@ are airy; that is, they are in the air.” (Makhzumi

1985, 1:57)

The ‘healthy’ or ‘sound’ letters (sihah, sing. sahih) include all of
the Arabic letters except for hamza, waw, ya’, and ‘soft *alif’ (°alif
layyina), which are instead ‘hollow’ (jiif). The two groups differ
in that ‘healthy’ letters connect to specific articulation points
within the mouth, while the ‘hollow’ letters exist only as streams
of air that emanate from the glottis through the entirety of the
vocal tract.*® Al-Khalil described this quality as being ‘airy’
(hawa@’iya, sing. hawi) (see also, Makhzumi 1985, IV:95 and
VIIL:91).

Rafael Talmon has identified several passages in the lexical
portions of al-‘Ayn that further illuminate eighth-century Arabic
perceptions of the matres lectionis (Talmon 1997, 134-37). A par-
ticularly salient line reads: “The three hollow letters have no

voice (sawt) and no sound (jars), and they are waw, ya’, and soft

% Talmon classifies this as ‘extra-buccal’ articulation (1997, 135). One
comment in the lexical portion of al-‘Ayn notes that “al-Khalil [said]:
the three long ones depend on the hamza ( &l M) ol @ =)
850¢1)” (Makhzumi 1985, VII: 456; Talmon 1997, 137). This statement
corresponds to later Arabic grammarians who indicate that the long
vowels begin from the articulation point of hamza (see below).
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’alif; the rest of the letters are sounded (majriisa) (&) 3y s
Syl Flag B Yl elly g (g e Yy W e Y
dwg >s)” (Makhzumi 1985, VI:51). Likewise, the lexicon provides
a specific description for ‘soft’ (layyin) letters, saying: “The soft
letter is weak (khawwar) and the most hollow Cajwaf) ( .1 & >J!
el Lle3)” (Makhzumi 1985, 1I1:352; Talmon 1997, 135). Both
of these comments reinforce the notion that the matres were
somehow defective in comparison to the ‘healthy’ letters. There
is also some gradience between the two groups, as the letter ya’
is described as “the most similar of the letters to ha’ ( 3 <UJ|
L L@M 4y ~l1),” and in terms of prosody, “the ya’, waw, ’alif,
and ha happen to conform in the recitation of poetry ( clla e
Tty el 50y 3 slelly Cally glally sUl (s 2en ,Ls)” (Makhzumi 1985,
I11:348; Talmon 1997, 143). The text even goes so far as to say
that “the ha’ is the softest of the healthy letters ( 3, ~/| UJ\ Jl
C\.x.p)\)” (Makhzumi 1985, III:355; Talmon 1997, 136), a fact
which correlates in terms of both its phonetic similarity to the
‘airy’ sounds pronounced from the site of hamza and its ortho-
graphic usage as a de facto mater lectionis to represent the nomi-
nal feminine ending in Arabic (i.e., as ta@’ marbiita; see Sibawayh
below).

This ‘weakness’ of the matres lectionis ultimately led to their
classification as ‘sick’ in contrast to the healthier consonants. For
example, regarding the formation of words with three root let-

ters, the introduction of al-‘Ayn reads:
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YJ;\; \b)} L@.J Q}gJ Y) J)}\ ey u)§» Q\ c»'?&aﬂ-” @W\Mj
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The explanation of the healthy triliteral word is that it is
three letters, but it does not have waw, ya@’, or ’alif in the
basic structure, because these letters are called ‘letters of
sickness’. Whenever a word is sound, it is based on three
letters from among these [other] letters, so a healthy trilit-
eral word is like: daraba, kharaja, dakhala. But a sick trilit-
eral word is like: dara, dariya, daruwa... because along with
the two letters comes an “alif, waw, or y&@, so understand.
(Makhzumi 1985, 59-60)

Like the phonetic difference between ‘healthy’ and ‘airy’ letters,
in Kitab al-‘Ayn’s morphological system, words based on triliteral
roots can be separated into ‘healthy’ and ‘sick’ categories. A word
becomes sickened (mutall) if it contains an ’alif, waw, or ya’ that
represents a vowel or a glide, and Kitab al-‘Ayn classifies them as
letters of €lal ‘sicknesses’ (sing. €lla). The Arabic matres lectionis
are thus less ‘substantial’, so to speak, than the pure consonants.
They are layyin ‘soft, flexible’ and hawi ‘airy’, based in €lla ‘sick-
ness, weakness, deficiency’, and they spread their infection to

make entire words mu‘tall ‘sickened, defective’. Meanwhile, the

4 Al-Azhari (d. 980) updated parts of Kitab al-‘Ayn when he produced
his own lexicon, Tahdhib al-Lugha (The Refinement of the Language), in
the 970s (Arzandeh and Umar 2011). He emends this section of the text
to read la °alif [al-layyina wa-la al-hamza] (‘not [soft] °alif [and not
hamgza]’). Makhzumi includes these emendations in brackets, and I have
omitted them here.
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rest of the consonants are decidedly sahih ‘healthy, sound’, and
they convey that feature onto words which contain them (Talmon
1997, 131).

Sibawayh adopts and expands these principles when he ex-
plains the matres lectionis in the Kitab. First, to describe alif, waw,

and ya’, he states:

slygd dns Lzl o o Do (g Dlessage b Sy el aday
FCIN U I PRIVI L lee 20yl Gyl e s s ey sl
Spgs (b aS 5l Yy ol ¥y disy Ll o baie sy 136
Eolali 13] 5 sl pmgn 0T waky o lande Sy 13] Sopall

23 Fs Sl
These letters are not unvoiced, and they are letters of soft-
ness and lengthening. Their articulation points are wid-
ened for the air of the sound, and none of the letters are
wider than them in terms of articulation point, nor longer
for the sound. If you stop [their sound], then you will not
press with the lip, tongue, or throat like you press for other
[letters], for the sound blows like air when it occurs wid-
ened, until its end is cut off at the site of the hamza.* If
you understand, then you will feel the touch of that.
(Sibawayh 1986, IV:176)

Like Kitab al-‘Ayn, Sibawayh perceives the vowel forms of the
matres lectionis as ‘softer’ than the consonants, and thus they are
letters of ‘softness’ (lin). He then gives them a second quality that
indicates their ‘vowel-ness’, calling them letters of ‘lengthening’
(madd) (see also, Sibawayh 1986, 1V:419). This feature is based

on the idea that one can extend a vowel for any length of time,

7 Le., at the glottis. See also, Sibawayh (1986, I11:544).
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at least until the breath is depleted (al-Nassir 1993, 30). How-
ever, if one instead chooses to interrupt the flow of air, then the
vowel sound is cut off at the articulation point of the hamza. Just
as al-Khalil said, these letters are “airy, in the air.”
Later in his book, Sibawayh refines the usage of some of
the vocabulary that he shares with Kitab al-‘Ayn, writing:
£ Ll o Bl ol syl e Legrid oY Ul A oy 2 Lo
(g Sgall ol cnd ol glslly (ol SaST Len 2
T gLl o Al i ol gl ) D oy il Lo
L) 8 bl el (5 iy glsl) 3 2hai foar 28 2B iyl oL
RN o
Among [the letters] are the soft ones, which are waw and
y@, because their pronunciation is widened for the air of
the sound, more than the widening of other [letters] be-

sides them, as you say: “wa *ayy™ and al-waw,”*® but if you
want, you can make the sound occur with lengthening.

[Also] among [the letters] is the airy one, which is a letter

whose pronunciation is widened for the air of the sound

even more than the widening of the pronunciation of ya’

and waw—because you press your lips together for waw,

and you raise your tongue in front of the palate for ya’—

and it is ’alif. (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:435-36)
In contrast to Kitab al-‘Ayn, Sibawayh limits the ‘airy’ (hawi) cat-
egory of letters to ’alif alone, while he describes ya’ and waw as
the letters which are specifically ‘soft’ or ‘flexible’ (layyin). More-
over, one can make ya@’ and waw “occur with lengthening”

(madadta). Y@’ and waw thus have the two features of vowel

*8 That is, words with semivowel glides. See al-Nassir (1993, 28).



94 Points of Contact

sounds: lin ‘softness’, which accounts for the wideness of the vo-
cal tract and lack of obstruction when articulating vowels; and
madd ‘lengthening’, related to the relatively long amount of time
that one can maintain a vowel sound. However, Sibawayh does
distinguish between the different types of ya’ and waw. As layyina
letters, they can represent consonants or semivowel glides, de-
pending on their phonetic context, but if one does lengthen them
with madd, then they represent the pure long vowels /i/ and /i/.
There is no need to make these distinctions for ’alif, since °alif
alone cannot represent a consonant or a glide in Arabic. It also
differs from ya’ and waw in that the tongue and lips are not re-
quired to articulate /a/—only the breath is needed—and as such,
Sibawayh’s ’alif is his only full hawi letter.

Sibawayh also solidifies the idea of the ‘sick’ letters, largely
in line with al-‘Ayn’s interpretation, although with one key dif-
ference. He explains that a mu‘tall ‘sickened’ word is one that
contains a harf al-’itilal ‘letter of weakening, falling ill’, and that
such letters are so named because of €lla ‘sickness, deficiency’
(Sibawayh 1986, 1V:47, 93). Furthermore, he says that a word
which has none of these as root letters is ‘stronger’ (’agwa) than
a mu‘tall word (Sibawayh 1986, IV:54). He calls these stronger
words sahih, but unlike Kitab al-‘Ayn, Sibawayh never refers to
the twenty-five pure Arabic consonants themselves as sahih (al-
Nassir 1993, 28). Instead, his primary conceptual distinction be-
tween vowels and consonants is that the former have lin ‘soft-
ness’, whereas the latter do not.

Sibawayh further elaborates on the idea of ‘stillness’ in the

matres lectionis, adding another layer to Kitab al-‘Ayn’s perception
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of ‘insubstantial’ vowel letters. Within the Kitab, every letter
which precedes a vowel is described as mutaharrik ‘moving,
moved’, while letters which do not precede a vowel are sakin
‘still’. This division is normally straightforward, but Sibawayh
notes the exception of “three letters: the “alif, the ya’ for which
the preceding letter has a kasra (/i/), and the waw for which the
preceding letter has a damma (/u/) (s J"J\ Ll J‘EI\ 1S J;-i N
e S s 1 llly ,5uSe 5-)” (Sibawayh 1986, IV:156).
In such cases, “alif, ya’, and waw represent the long vowels /a/,
/1/, and /ii/. These vowel letters cannot be followed by another
vowel, so by definition, they cannot be mutaharrik. Instead, they
are sakin ‘still, unvocalised’, despite representing the very thing
which causes vocalisation in the first place. Sibawayh even goes
so far as to call these motionless letters ‘dead’ (mayyit), stating
“[the Arabs] dare to elide the °alif only because it is dead, not
taking jarr, raf, or nasb (s Y ixe \4_;\1 N G 1y L)
i Yy S Y, 5>)” (Sibawayh 1986, II1:356; see also, 544). That
is, a dead, motionless ’alif cannot take case vowels. He describes
ya@ and waw in similar terms in the following pages (al-Nassir
1993, 34; Sibawayh 1986, I11:356, 360). This classification of
sakin letters corresponds with Qur’anic vocalisation and diacritic
practices, which place a sukiin sign above each mater lectionis.

A motionless mater lectionis can become mutaharrik, but in
doing so it loses the features which make it a vowel (al-Nassir
1993, 34). For example, if you vocalise a ya’, then “it is not a
letter of softness (.J <3~ u& (.J)” (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:197),

which implies that it acts like a regular consonant. Likewise,
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when ya@’ or waw occurs before a vowel, the form becomes “as if
not sickened (:};u & 42)” (al-Nassir 1993, 28). On the other
hand, alif can never be mutaharrik,* and if it is ever in a position
where a radical would normally be vocalised,* then it loses its
hawi feature and becomes a waw or ya’ (al-Nassir 1993, 34;
Sibawayh 1986, I11:548; 1V:156). That is, it becomes a different
consonant, but cannot become fully strong and consonantal itself
like ya@’ or waw can. Based on this metric, Sibawayh explains that
the ‘sick’ letters are ‘stronger’ (’agwa) in positions where they can
function like normal consonants, and ‘weaker’ (’ad‘af) in posi-
tions where they cannot (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:381). Usually, this
means that they are strong (i.e., vocalised consonants) near the
beginning of words, and weak (i.e., matres lectionis) at the end of
words. Once again, the exception is “alif, which is the weakest of
all letters because it has no consonantal value (al-Nassir 1993,
34).%

One final characteristic that Sibawayh attributes to ’alif,

ya@, and waw is the idea of ‘subtlety’ (khafa’),>> which the matres

“9If you see one, it is only the seat for a hamza.

*0 For example, in some inflections of hollow roots.

! The tenth-century lexicographer al-Azhari (d. 980) offers a similar
explanation, which he claims is part of al-Khalil’s teachings that al-
Layth did not transmit in Kitab al-‘Ayn. This teaching also divides the
letters into ‘healthy’ (sahih) and ‘sickened’ (mu‘tall), with the latter
group containing waw, ya’, hamza, and °alif, and further explains how
the °alif differs from waw and y@. In effect, ’alif is too weak to hold a
vowel on its own, so it must become one of the ‘stronger’ weak letters
in order to be vocalised (Talmon 1997, 260-61).

52 ‘Subtle’ in the sense of ‘not apparent’ or ‘subdued’.
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lectionis possess more than any other letters. At the end of his
divisions of the alphabet, immediately after the passage about
layyin and hawi letters, he writes: “These three are the subtlest of
the letters due to the widening of their articulation point, and the
subtlest and widest of them is “alif, then y@’, then waw (&M oay
A o3 o1 03 N il sl Gl Lo ¢ LY S5y ) i)
(Sibawayh 1986, 1V:436). ‘Subtlety’ (khafa’) is not necessarily
unique to vowel letters, but rather it is a quality possessed by
letters whose phonetic realisation changes or elides as a result of
a relationship to nearby letters. The matres lectionis are ‘most sub-
tle’ because, more than any other letter, they vary between mul-
tiple modes of articulation: sometimes vowels, sometimes conso-
nants. Such letters may be called khafiyya ‘subtle, unapparent’, in
contrast to others which are ‘more clear’ (Pabyan) (Sibawayh
1986, IV:161, 164, 177, 181-84).

This subtlety also applies to rare cases in which ha’ acts as
a mater lectionis. Sibawayh devotes an entire chapter to explain-
ing this (largely theoretical) use of ha’ to represent vowel sounds
at the end of words that are typically uninflected.>® For example,
he suggests that when one pronounces a noun with a plural end-
ing (e.g., muslimiina ‘Muslims’) or uninflected particles (°ayna,
’inna, thumma), there is actually an imperceptible ha’ that facili-
tates the final vowel (i.e., &sodons, 44, ) (Sibawayh 1986,

>3 Excluding what we now refer to as ta’ marbiita. Whenever a word has
a ta@’ marbiita, Sibawayh refers to it as ha@’, but he does not consider it a
‘soft’ letter like ’alif, y@’, or waw. The modern ta@’ marbiita grapheme
with two dots was not in widespread use at the end of the eighth cen-
tury.
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IV:161-63). This interpretation correlates with the statements in
Kitab al-‘Ayn that claimed ha’ is the ‘softest’ of all the consonants,
and thus most similar to the typical matres lectionis.

Sibawayh extends his theoretical usage of ha’ to certain Ar-
abic dialects that pronounce the feminine demonstrative pronoun
hadhihi as hadhi, saying:

B3 (s 1 Loy 136 308 1B 5 ot o U5 S5 Lo gy
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As we have mentioned, the speech of Banu Tamim in pause
is hadhih, but when they join [the word in context], they
say hadhi fulana,® because the y@ is subtle. If you stop
speaking at its place, then it becomes even more subtle, for
then the [internal] kasra [also] elides, and the ya gains
additional subtlety amounting to what the kasra had
added. So [Banu Tamim] exchange its place [in speech]
with a letter from the place [in the mouth] of the letter
that most resembles [kasral, and with which the kasra is
clearer. (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:182)

The subtle y@ in this case is an invisible mater lectionis that results
from Banu Tamim’s elision of the classical Arabic word hadhihi
‘this’ to a vernacular hadhi. They end the word on the original
final ha’, but in context with a following word, that ha’ becomes
silent like a mater lectionis and the final syllable resembles a long
ya. Sibawayh interprets the silencing of the ha’ as a lengthening

of the internal /i/ vowel, which is then represented by an unvo-

54 “This is some woman’.
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calised, subtle, mater lectionis ya’ due to its proximity to the ar-
ticulation point of /i/. In this way, he demonstrates that when
ya@’—and, by extension, waw and °alif—function as matres, they
actually undergo a sort of elision that changes their quality. The
“widening of their articulation” in order to act as vowels causes
this change, increasing their subtlety, and because they perform
this vowel function so frequently, they are “the subtlest of the
letters.”

Sibawayh’s interpretations of the matres lectionis persisted
after his death, and they appear in the first dedicated phonetic
study of Arabic: Ibn Jinni’s (d. 1002) Sirr Sina‘a al-Irab (The Se-
cret of Making Proper Arabic). Ibn Jinni explains that the sounds
of speech occur when a stream of air is cut off at one of the ar-
ticulation points (makhraj or maqta®) in the vocal tract. However,
like Sibawayh, he adds that there are some letters for which a
speaker can widen (Cittisa®) their articulation point and not dis-
rupt the airstream until it is fully depleted (Ibn Jinni 1993, 7).
He differentiates them thus:

Lgmansly sl o3 sl o3 NI B e bier e S Sl

) opnal) illsen IV gm0 gl of V) Y gl

@l wpal) il slh 3 s s sally bl oL (B o
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The letters whose articulation points are widened are
three: “alif, then ya@’, then waw; and the widest and softest
of them is “alif. But the sound which occurs with “alif is
different from that which occurs with ya’ and waw, and the
sound which occurs with ya@’ is different from that of °alif
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and waw. The reason® for that is the mouth and throat are
in three states with different shapes. (Ibn Jinni 1993, 8)

Ibn Jinni arranges the matres in order, following their articulation
points from back to front. Later, he also links the articulation
points of ’alif, ya’, and waw to the articulation points of the vow-
els: /a/ is farthest back, in the throat; /i/ is in the middle, inside
the mouth; and /u/ occurs last, at the lips (Ibn Jinni 1993, 8, 53—
54; see also, Kinberg 1987, 17-18; compare Sibawayh 1986,
IV:101). Furthermore, like al-Khalil and Sibawayh, Ibn Jinni rec-
ognises alif as the least consonantal of the matres lectionis, and it
is thus the ‘widest’ (Cawsa‘) and ‘softest’ (°alyan) of them.

He also adopts the idea of the matres lectionis as ‘sick’ letters
in opposition to the ‘healthy’ consonants, writing:

V] e Syl peoms IVl Bl ) 55 s Oyl
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The letters have another division, into healthiness and

sickness. All letters are sahih except °alif, ya’, and waw,

which are letters of length and extension. We have men-

tioned them before, but °alif is the greatest in terms of

lengthening, and widest in terms of articulation, and it is

the airy one. (Ibn Jinni 1993, 62; see also, 5)
Once again, this division defines ya’ and waw as partially defi-
cient, while °alif in particular is entirely non-consonantal and
hawi ‘airy’. Ibn Jinni also expands on this idea, delineating the

exact relationship between “alif and hamza. Elsewhere, he argues

%5 This is a pun on ¢lla, which means ‘reason’ but is also the ‘sickness’
inherent to these letters.
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that the ’alif at the beginning of the alphabet is actually a repre-
sentation of hamza, because when one says its name (’alif), it be-
gins with a glottal stop (Ibn Jinni 1993, 41-42). This hamza oc-
curs because one cannot begin an utterance with “an “alif that is
long and motionless, since it is not possible to begin with the
motionless (4 ¢lx¥) Sy ¥ S oY ST e R NL)”
(Ibn Jinni 1993, 43-44). That is to say, it is impo;sibie to begin
an utterance with an unvocalised consonant or a long vowel, no-
tably contrasting the Greek and Syriac idea of the ‘sounding’ vow-
els, which could be pronounced alone (see above, present chap-
ter, §1.0). In this way, hamza acts as the consonantal counterpart
of the pure vowel of °alif. However, unlike ya’ and waw, whose
vowel and consonant forms are produced from the same articu-
lation points, Ibn Jinni says that the articulation point of hamza
is deep in the chest, while that of “alif (and thus /a/) is higher, in
the throat (Ibn Jinni 1993, 43).

Kitab Sibawayh and Kitab al-‘Ayn show that at the end of
the eighth century, Arabic grammarians perceived the matres lec-
tionis vowel letters as much more ephemeral than typical conso-
nants. They were ‘soft’ (layyin) and ‘airy’ (hawi); ‘sickened’
(mutall) letters that were ‘weaker’ (Pad‘af) than consonants,
which in turn were ‘healthy’ (sahih) and ‘stronger’ (Pagwa) in al-
most every context. The matres were also more prone to elision
than all other letters, making them the most ‘subtle’ and imper-
ceptible (khafiyya); and they were ‘dead’ (mayyit) or ‘still’ (sakin)
specifically when they represented vowel sounds. Additionally,
as the above passages demonstrate, at the end of the tenth cen-

tury, Ibn Jinni was well aware of the features that Sibawayh and
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al-Khalil attributed to the matres lectionis, including: ‘widening’
(ittisa©), ‘softness’ (lin), ‘length’ (madd), and ‘sickness’ (’i‘tilal); as
well as the unique status of “alif as ‘airy’ (hawi).

These descriptions contrast starkly with those of eighth-
century Syriac grammarians, like Jacob of Edessa (d. 708) and
Dawid bar Pawlos (fl. c. 770-800), who espoused a notion of
‘sounding letters’ (Catwato golonoyatd). These ’atwotd golonoyoto
were more sonorous and complete than any of the consonants,
which were all inherently ‘soundless’ (Catwato dlo gold). To some
extent, Syriac grammarians maintained this distinction through
at least the eleventh century, but they also adopted a number of
Arabic features to describe their matres lectionis. Like those Syriac
sources, some medieval Jewish authors also adapted Arabic ideas

of the matres to better describe the phonology of Hebrew.

3.2. Matres Lectionis in Syriac and Hebrew

Early Arabic grammarians like Sibawayh and the contributors to
Kitab al-‘Ayn set the stage for later analyses of Semitic matres lec-
tionis, but Syriac and Hebrew scholars did not always adopt the
Arabic explanations in their entirety. Some authors, particularly
Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049), rejected the idea that the matres were
‘sick’ at all, instead maintaining the strength derived from their
‘soundingness’ (see above, present chapter, §1.0). Despite this, it
was also common for both Christian and Jewish grammarians to
adapt the Arabic ideas of stillness (sukiin) and subtlety/conceal-
ment (khafa’) in the behaviour of the matres lectionis to better
explain the orthography of the more diverse vowel inventories in

Syriac and Hebrew. Most notable among these are Elias of Nisibis
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(d. 1046) and Judah ben David Hayydj (d. c. 1000), although
they were by no means alone.

Elias of Tirhan, the East Syrian bishop who wrote the
Memrs Gramatiqoys (The Grammatical Essay), generally reflects a
view of the matres lectionis that is similar to Sibawayh and Ibn
Jinni. However, he is also explicit about differences between Syr-
iac and Arabic. Most starkly, Elias challenges the Arabic idea that
the matres lectionis are somehow ‘sick’. At the end of his main
chapter on vowels, he writes:

el gaunio gitqun i) Ao Ramio & ebie L KiK. Muiaw

s 0w L daa L o L hcam oo e Al qan L oourls

hehe) Fia wu), e Chdhe iy hassahhesl al oio

L o i s imiaate Khonia KRERR .58 il

FRuins iz Lo L oms @dm 1 o Ko L assihdua

Syrians, indeed, the most faithful among the Edessans, and
also rule-abiding Arabs who adhere to the truth in their
language, are such that they sometimes remove ’alaph like
waw and yod, and they call half-’alaph, waw, and yod ‘vo-
calisations’ which are put upon the letters; while an Arab
calls the sounding letters—’alaph, waw, and yod—‘sick let-
ters’ and ‘[letters] of sickness’ on account of the fact that
they [the matres] do not cause nouns or verbs to move
when they are in them, just like the rest of the [letters].
(Baethgen 1880, 1, lines 3-8)

From this passage, it is clear that Elias considers the ‘vowels’ or
‘vocalisations’—literally, ‘those made to move’ (mettzionwatd)—
to be aural effects which persist on Syriac consonants, even if no
mater lectionis is written. Moreover, he is familiar with the Arabic
grammatical tradition that refers to ’alif, waw, and ya’ as mu‘tall

‘sickened’ and huriif €lla ‘letters of sickness’, which he translates
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as krihoto ‘sick’ (sing. kriho) and d-kurhono ‘of sickness’ (see also,
Kiraz 2012, I:61). He takes issue with this designation:
ce \SV.no ~honia T.m.\.a RENFI aruhn ,\a werd \{.\ml ~om oM

k\;.szzm <\~ .e:z\k\.r:z\ ~\ QLINA SSnws T.mX ars ‘Bv”’ vy 000 o
by i Chala o0 o

[But] it is right for them, as is clear to me, that all letters

are sick except for °alaph, waw, and yod, because despite a

voice sounding them out, [the other letters] cannot be

heard except via the movement which is from the sounding

ones, which therefore are healthy. (Baethgen 1880, 1,

lines 8-10)

Elias keeps with the old Syriac—and ultimately, Greek—maxim
that only sounding letters can be articulated by themselves, while
consonants require the help of the sounding ones in order to form
syllables. Based on this belief, he concludes that the Arabic clas-
sification of ‘sick’ letters is untenable, and so refers to his own
sounding letters as hlimon® ‘healthy, firm, sound’. This word is a
calque of the Arabic sahih, which described regular consonants
and words with strong roots in Arabic grammar. Elias of Tirhan
thus reverses the Arabic opposition of ‘healthy’ and ‘sick’ letters,
making the consonants the ones that are deficient.

Elias of Nisibis (d. 1046) also adapted a number of Arabic
ideas into his understanding of the matres lectionis. In the second
chapter of the Turros Mamllo Surysys (The Correct Form of Syriac
Speech), he lays out the changes that occur to letters under the

influence of each Syriac vowel. He says that East Syriac vowels

*¢ There is no seyame on this word, which is irregular for a plural femi-
nine adjective.
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are divided into: “the compressed ones and the opened ones;
those which stand before the broadened ones and the narrowed
ones; and those which stand before the raised ones and the
pressed-together ones (<dusoi pier @wmlo hashala hcasila
“hgine piod walo hdmm pier wale el per wmla)”
(Gottheil 1887, », lines 26-28).

In these examples, the “compressed ones and opened ones”
are letters with the vowels /e/ and /a/, which are normally rep-
resented by vowel points in Syriac orthography. By contrast, the
phrase “those which stand before the broadened ones” refers to
the vocalised letter which precedes a mater lectionis waw. That is,
the ‘broadened one’ (rwihts) is the waw itself, and the “one which
stands before” is a consonant before the vowel /o/. This wording
contrasts the normal construction in Arabic grammars, which
would refer to the consonant before a vowel as ‘opened’ (maftiih)
or ‘pressed together’ (madmiim). The practical difference is mini-
mal—in both languages the matres lectionis simply represent the
vocalic sound that follows a consonant—but when that vowel
sound changes, it is the Syriac mater which undergoes modifica-
tion,”” whereas in Arabic it is the preceding consonant that is
(perceived as) modified.

At the same time, Elias of Nisibis does explain that the ma-
tres lectionis waw and yod are motionless (shlitd), just like in Ara-
bic. Paralleling Sibawayh’s mutaharrik and sakin, he justifies this

description by classifying all letters as either mettzinito ‘moved’

% Compare Elias of Tirhan’s statements in Baethgen (1880, g, line 19—
21).
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or shlito ‘motionless’, depending on whether or not a vowel im-
mediately follows it (Gottheil 1887, ). As a result, Elias says,
“every broadened or narrowed waw, and every raised-up or
pressed-together yod («hom> & lao .h o ~hunai 66 laa
~h nwa)” is shlito (Gottheil 1887, .-\ ). That is to say, every waw
or yod which represents a vowel is motionless and unvocalised.
Notably, in contrast to Elias of Tirhan, Elias of Nisibis does not
refer to any letter as golonoyto ‘sounding’.

Elias of Nisibis also discusses an idea similar to Sibawayh
and Ibn Jinni’s explanations of the ‘subtlety’ in the matres lec-
tionis, highlighting the way that these letters may be elided and
‘suppressed’ (metgneb). He begins the seventh chapter of his
Turras Mamll Suryoyo, saying:

e s dao . 0w Ah pondu @iy deos Lo hane

o, ~an hm Koo oha > iy o | Ran e win hihs
Rohas orihs o . Aiias rhiohma . Koha o Kan ke .

uias o da
The letters which are suppressed are three: ’alaph, waw,
and yod. Each one of them has three modes of suppression,
either suppressed in both writing and recitation; sup-
pressed in writing but pronounced in recitation; or in-
scribed in writing but suppressed in recitation (Gottheil
1887, A, lines 2-6; compare Baethgen 1880, \, lines 6—
12, and ~\, lines 17-21).

He proceeds by listing words which exemplify each of the three
types of ‘suppressing’. First, the ’alaph in the verb bno ‘he built’
(~ao) is metganbo ‘suppressed’ in both writing and recitation when
inflected for the third-person plural, resulting in bnaw ‘they built’

(cus). That is, the written “alaph is removed and replaced by waw
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in writing, and the pronunciation of the °alaph is ‘suppressed’,
changing from /5/ to /aw/. This type of ‘suppression’ is also quite
similar to the description of verbs with IlI-weak roots in Kitab al-
‘Ayn (see above), in which the final letter changes between °alif,
ya@’, and waw, depending on the inflected form. It is likely that
this Syriac explanation of a letter being metganbo was derived
from this kind of Arabic verbal analysis and the concept of khafa’
‘concealment’, possibly translated from a related Arabic term for
elision, ’idgham ‘suppression, assimilation’ (see al-Nassir 1993,
56).

Elias of Nisibis’ third type of ‘suppression’ includes words
like (P)nosho ‘person’ (~www), qtal(u) ‘they killed’ (al\,0), and
karm(i) ‘my vineyard’ (,»i~). These words have an ’alaph, waw,
or yod that is always written, even though it is not pronounced
(i.e., ‘supressed’) in speech. An equivalent phenomenon in Arabic
is the otiose ’alif that occurs at the end of verbs with the third
masculine plural ending (e.g., \sl» fa‘alii ‘they did, made’). I have
not examined any medieval sources to determine whether Syriac
and Arabic authors shared terminology related to this type of or-
thography. Elias himself is of little help here, as he concludes the
passage by saying: “The reason for each one of these is known to
keen interpreters, without us extending the discussion” (Gottheil
1887, 1, lines 16-17).

Elias’ second type of ‘suppression’ is more interesting. It in-
cludes words like israyel ‘Israel’ (Lix.) and ido ‘he knew’ ().
He suggests that both words begin with an invisible alaph that is
‘suppressed’ in writing, even though they necessarily begin with

a glottal stop in speech. This kind of ‘suppression’ has no clear
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Arabic equivalent, as Arabic orthography would include the let-
ter hamza on the seat of an alif to represent that glottal stop. Also
in this type are the words kul ‘all’ (1.) and metul ‘because’ (1\ =),
which both contain invisible ‘suppressed’ waws that are never
written, but which are pronounced as the vowel /u/ (or /o/ in
Eastern Syriac). The most striking parallel to this description of
matres lectionis letters “suppressed in writing but pronounced in
recitation” is actually found in the lexicographical work of the
Andalusi Jewish scholar Judah ben David Hayydj.

Hayyiij (d. c. 1000) was a tenth-century lexicographer who
wrote a dictionary explaining the morphology of Hebrew verbs
with “weak” roots, titled Kitab al-Af‘al Dhuwat Hurtf al-Lin (The
Book of Verbs which Contain Soft Letters). He was a native Arabic
speaker, so he wrote this book in Judaeo-Arabic®® and adopted
fundamental concepts and terminology from the Arabic gram-
matical tradition (Basal 1999, 227). In large part, these terms re-
tained their original Arabic meanings (Basal 1999, 227, n. 3), and
they included a number of items related to matres lectionis. As
Hayy{j explains in the introduction to Kitab al-Af‘al:

S ey ) 2l 1 Sy e B S b

Bay Lehlesly Ll o) o o8 e Wil (a5 485 Ly sy Wil

Lgsilos

My goal in this book is the clarification of the Hebrew let-

ters of softness and lengthening and the instruction of both

their forms and their inflections, for their status has been
concealed from many people due to their softness, their

°8 Hayytj wrote in Judaeo-Arabic, but Jastrow (1897) transcribed his
edition of Kitab al-Af‘al in Arabic characters. My quotations of this work
follow Jastrow’s orthography.
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sickness, and the fineness of their qualities. (Jastrow 1897,
1, lines 7-9)
Like the Arabic grammarians, Hayytij classifies the Hebrew ma-
tres lectionis letters—’aleph, waw, yod, and he’ (Jastrow 1897,
3)*—as ‘letters of softness and lengthening’ (hurif al-lin wa-al-
madd). He highlights that these letters complicate Hebrew mor-
phology as a result of their ‘softness’ (lin) and ‘sickness’ (’i‘tilal),
the same defects that al-Khalil and Ibn Jinni identified in the Ar-
abic matres. He even says that the status of these letters ‘has been
concealed’ (khafiya) from people, punning on the Sibawayhan
concept of khaf@ in the elision of the matres. Furthermore, like
Sibawayh did for Arabic, Hayyiij regularly refers to the matres as
sakin when they serve to represent vowels (Jastrow 1897, 2, lines
6-7). He applies all of this Arabic terminology to classify the
functions of the Hebrew matres, distinguishing two types: sukiin
gahir ‘clear stillness’, when a mater acts like a normal consonant,
and sukiin khafi ‘subtle stillness’, when a mater is written as a
placeholder for a vowel. He emphasises that this second type of
sukiin is why the matres are called ‘letters of softness’, as they
‘soften’ (talin) until they ‘become subtle’ (takhfa) and lose their
‘clarity’ (guhiir) in speech (Jastrow 1897, 8, lines 1-16).%° This
explanation is similar to that of Elias of Nisibis, who was born in

the last few decades of Hayyiij’s life.

%9 He includes he’, since it is one of the Hebrew matres, but Arabic gram-
marians generally did not recognise their ha’ as a mater.

€0 Note also that Abii al-Faraj uses the word guhiir as an alternative name
for mappiq marking consonantal he’ in Hiddya al-Qari (Khan 2020, I1:27-
28, 161).
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Hayyiij also adapted Arabic grammatical terminology in or-
der to better describe phenomena which exist in Hebrew but do
not appear frequently in Arabic. Most notably, he created the
concept of the sakin layyin ‘soft silent’ or ‘latent quiescent’ for
vowels that are pronounced, but not necessarily written with ma-
tres lectionis (Jastrow 1897, 3, line 6; Basal 1999, 227, 229;
2013). As Nasir Basal explains, the sakin layyin is a phonological
entity that extends from a consonant, “but is neither a vowel it-
self nor precedes one.” Instead, “a sakin layyin exists in fact or
potentially as a mater lectionis, whose presence or absence makes
no difference to the pronunciation” (Basal 2013). For example,
the word shofor ‘horn’ (12iw) may be written with waw sakin—
that is, a mater lectionis waw—representing /o/, but it may op-
tionally be written without that waw. However, even when the
waw is absent, it still exists, at least theoretically, as a sakin lay-
yin. Hayy{j thus writes: “Know that the Hebrews permit the drop-
ping of the soft silent from writing for the sake of convenience
(Blissaal Lol n &l Ssed) 3Ll I3l il dl) 0 (o) (Jastrow
1897, 9, lines 12-13). He maintains that the sound of a soft silent
remains even if the mater itself is removed, just like Elias of Nis-
ibis said for Syriac words in which a mater is ‘suppressed’
(metgneb) in writing (e.g., kul and metul).

These ideas of matres lectionis being ‘clear’ or ‘concealed’
when acting as consonants or vowels, respectively, extended be-
yond Hayyiij and Elias, as it also appears in the writings of Saadia
Gaon (d. 942) and some Masoretes. Saadia presents another ex-
ample of ‘concealment’ in the matres when he describes the na-

ture of Hebrew vowels in his commentary on Sefer Yesira (The
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Book of Creation). In the second chapter, he writes, “As for the
seven melodies, they are like the air which is uttered between the
letters; they become subtle in their concealment and their cover-
ing(\.@ff‘_;‘_sé.sa\.@qlbjﬂ& Oy ol o L 6lsdlS Lgilb olasis 1OR Laly
s 2s9)” (Lémbert 1891, 42). For Saadia, the seven vowels ‘become
subtle’ (takhtafa), less substantial than the consonants which they
surround. This verb again shares a root with Sibawayh’s khafa@’
‘subtlety’ and parallels his view that the matres lectionis were the
‘subtlest’ (’akhfa) of all the letters. Saadia does not apply the idea
of ‘concealment’ directly to ’aleph, waw, and yod here, but his use
of this concept indicates a categorical difference between his per-
ceptions of vowel and consonant phonology.

One of the Masoretic musawwitat treatises (T-S Ar.31.28)
demonstrates an even more explicit understanding of this dual
nature of the matres lectionis. The text is extant only from a Geni-
zah fragment, probably written in the tenth or eleventh century,
and the author is unknown, but it contains a clear division of the
Hebrew letters into three groups. It reads:

Y2 99N 1PHR 07 DIRDR DROPR 1 DY RATIRIR GIINROR (82 DOYR
TI90 1OR R W KRAID 3737 O KW PR D13 RA9I R

Know that for endings [of words], the letters are according
to three groups. The first is those eighteen besides °aleph,
waw, yod, and he’. All of them are jazm; I mean, shewa.®
Nothing is pronounced from them towards any of the seven
mulitk. (Allony and Yeivin 1985, 101-2, lines 53-58)

¢ The text which Allony calls Kitab al-Musawwitdt also equates shewa
with jazm; see Allony (1965, 138-40).
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The author explains that most Hebrew consonants are jazm (‘cut-
ting off’; also the Arabic grammatical term for vowelless ‘jussive’
endings) when they occur at the ends of words, so if a shewa oc-
curs on one of the consonants in this position, it is silent. They
“cut off” all potential vowels (muliik). The only letters which do
not cause shewa to be silent in this position are the four matres
lectionis: ’aleph, waw, yod, and he’, and so the author continues:
'8 IRD RTR DAYR "0 70 KD 1IRD TA0 9HRHR RI7 298 DOPHNY
RW R RN R K12 TROPD THona 8 013 127 K91 nHahy 7oK
PwH e L L. ROR DR TR B aHR HY 9OR T KDY T 19T
RANPID RAINT TA 12 83 T7P2 MNHIOR NO1 0 DL N TP NI
' RIWHR Pann nn

The second division is the “alif alone, for it is not apparent

in the mouth when it is at the end of the word, and it is

not jazm, nor is it with [another] vowel, as you say: bor,

gora, moso, and what is like that. Therefore, aleph does not

follow aleph at the end of a word, except... in the Aramaic

language. It may occur as jazm in the middle of a word, as

you say: w-ne’ man betks [2 Sam. 7.16a], and I have only

spaced it [ne’] [man] so that the shewa may be distin-

guished (Allony and Yeivin 1985, 102-3, lines 70-82).
For this author, aleph is unique among the Hebrew letters in that,
when it occurs at the end of a word, it always represents a vowel.
This status contrasts the eighteen jazm letters which never repre-
sent vowels and is similar to the fully-vowel status of the Arabic
“alif (see above, present chapter, §3.1). Moreover, according to
this author, an ’aleph can sometimes occur as jazm, but only with
a silent shewa in the middle of a word. As such, most of the time

’aleph ‘is not apparent’ (la yazhur) in the mouth, and it thus lacks



Conceptualising Vowels 113

a ‘clear’ or ‘apparent’ consonantal state in final position. Three

letters yet remain:

9ARD TARHRY 792 TARHR PAND R 18D 10 9170 2 %2007 3 DOPHNY
N0 DANRIWRY AWP AWM AWT AWK 0OR ' TP 1935R RNRD
AT AR PPN KRNI PPN PHRDY PINRVIR DN 29K DOPHRI DD
0 PPN TR RDRT LD IRVHR 101 15Y 103K 10 TP 1HR RDRY

WP IIRVHR 10 WTR "0
The third group are three letters, he’, waw, and yod, and
they have two pronunciations: one is subtle, and the other
is clear. As for the subtle, it is as you say, with he”:
ishsho(h), dosho(h), husho(h), goshe(h), and what is like
them; they are rofayim. The second type are the clear ones,
which they call mappgqin, as you say: ’iwwoh, bizzoh... As for
the waw, it is as you say, for the subtle: ‘alu, and for the
clear: %lw... And as for the yod, you say for the subtle:
@odshi, and for the clear: godoshay (Allony and Yeivin 1985,
103-4, lines 83-104).

The author assigns two contrastive qualities to each of the matres
lectionis, with ‘subtle’ (khafi) and ‘clear’ (zahir) indicating their
vowel and consonant states, respectively. These terms again cor-
respond to Sibawayh’s notion of the matres lectionis being the
most subtle (“akhfa, khafiyya) letters. This passage also equates

the words gzahir and khafi with the Aramaic Masoretic terms

62 This word is written with what may be the Babylonian vocalisation
sign for /u/ (a miniature waw) above the he’ and mem. The use of this
sign could indicate an Iraqi origin for the manuscript. See Khan (2013);
Dotan (2007, 630-31).
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mappig®® ‘sending out, pronounced’ and rafe ‘relaxed, softened’.
In the later Masoretic tradition, mappiq is typically reserved for
the consonantal form of the letter he’ alone, but in this case the
author applies it to the consonantal form of all three of these
dual-function letters. They also apply the idea of rafe, which
eventually came to be used for the fricative forms of the Hebrew
bgdkpt consonants, to the ‘softened’ vowel forms of the matres.

The text continues with a discussion of the matres lectionis
in relation to the bgdkpt consonants, which further explains the
difference between clarity and subtlety, and reveals more of the
author’s knowledge of Arabic phonetic terminology. They pro-
pose that the reason the vowels of the four Hebrew matres lec-
tionis cause the six bgdkpt letters to become rafe ‘relaxed’ is as
follows:

D PoRnn (2) *PanTan 1K RTR IRI XIPAYR RO 007D AN

oA 0% 1 OR M0 TR ATHINOR PONA PRINDR 1R PIARY TN
MTHR "DIOR OR 12w INYIHR IR 0 AHRORI 57 INYIOR 110 HeN

8 This word only appears here in its plural form, and it is possible that
the author read the singular as mappag. It is an Aramaic ’aph‘el participle
of the root npq, meaning ‘to bring out’ or ‘pronounce’. Syriac grammari-
ans use the same verb to mean ‘be pronounced’. Both Aramaic versions
are likely related to the Arabic verb kharaja ‘to go out, be pronounced’ in
Arabic grammar, which has the same phonetic application (see Wright
1871, w~, fol. 1a, col. 1, lines 12-13; =, fol. 2a, col. 1, line 7 and lines 30—
31; s, fol. 2b, col. 1, line 4 and lines 15-16; o, fol. 38b, line 8; Baethgen
1880, A, line 10, and «\, line 16; Sibawayh 1986, IV:432-36; Ibn Jinni
1993, 7-8, 43, 62) The equivalent Hebrew calque yso appears in Digduge
ha-Te‘amim (Dotan 1967, 145, line 3).

6 This is a mistaken spelling of yns7in (Allony and Yeivin 1985, 104, n.
95).
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Y 1H35R 3798 797 HRI WAT P02 RnH OKR 1R AnYaHR 70K
L TTINRVOR [9]1[N] R 1 Desbr rb 1aahr

[Because] they are like the principle of the rest of the scrip-
ture, in that if they are assimilated to what is connected,
and when they are not clear, then they compel the letters
to be rafe. Thus he’, waw, and yod are the three letters
which are not rafe in the basic form of a word. °Aleph at
the end of a word resembles he’ rafe at the end of a word.
The six [bgdkpt] letters [also] have two pronunciations,
dagesh and al-rafe. The subtle is pronounced with the subtle
because the originals [of the matres] are the clear letters.
(Allony and Yeivin 1985, 104-5, lines 112-22)

This passage shows the same clear/subtle (zahir/khaft) contrast
that we have seen for the matres lectionis, though in this case rafe
functions as a synonym for khafi. When the matres are not zahir
(i.e., when they stand for vowels), they are ‘assimilated’ to the fol-
lowing consonant, compelling it to become rafe like them. This
word for ‘assimilated’—mundagham—is derived from the Arabic
phonetic term ’idgham ‘assimilation, merging, coalescence’, which
refers to a type of elision in which one letter combines with the
next in pronunciation. In this case, the consonantal realisation of
the mater lectionis is wholly absorbed by the following consonant.

’Idgham is related to ’ikhf@ ‘concealment’,®® the ‘elision’ that

%5 JJkhf@ refers to a reduction in the realization of a letter (e.g., waw
changing from /w/ to /u/), while ’idgham usually indicates the total
assimilation (in speech) of one letter into another, resulting in gemina-
tion of the second letter (e.g., the loss of the /n/ of tanwin before a word
beginning with a liquid consonant); see al-Nassir (1993, 56, 119). Note
that the precise meanings of these terms can vary between scholars of
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Sibawayh indicated was an inherent feature of the matres lectionis
when they lose their consonantal function. The use of this term
suggests that the author of the musawwitat text was familiar with
these Arabic concepts. This idea then informs the relationship be-
tween the vowels and the bgdkpt letters: when the matres are khaft
‘subtle, concealed’—that is, representing vowels—their subtle
quality assimilates to a following bgdkpt letter, causing it to be-
come khafi (i.e., rafe) as well.

In this context, the author singles out he’, waw, and yod as
the only letters which are not naturally pronounced in their ‘re-
laxed’ forms. That is, the author believes that all of the bgdkpt
letters are fricatives (rafe) in their most basic forms, and it is only
by the addition of a dagesh dot that they become plosives. By
contrast, he’, waw, and yod occur in a vacuum as their ‘clear’
(zahir) consonantal forms, but if their phonetic context causes
them to function as vowels, then they relax and become ‘subtle’
(khafi). This arrangement results in an interesting conflation of
the terms that indicate the dualities of the matres lectionis and
bgdkpt consonants, with the same idea of ‘subtlety’ and ‘relaxa-
tion’ applying to both vowel and fricative phonemes that are ar-
ticulated with continuous airflow. A similar conflation occurs in
Saadia’s commentary on Sefer Yesira, where he refers to the plo-
sive bgdkpt forms as khashin ‘rough, coarse’, in contrast to the
layyin ‘soft, flexible’ fricatives (Lambert 1891, 29). In that case,
Saadia uses layyin—the Arabic term for the ‘soft’ matres lectionis

letters—in much the same way as the author of T-S Ar.31.28 uses

different languages, and the one used in T-S Ar.31.28 seems to differ
from that of Kitab Sibawayh.
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khafi. Abtu al-Faraj makes a similar statement in Hiddya al-Qari,
where he specifically cites Judah ben David Hayyiij as an author-
ity on why the ‘letters of softness and lengthening’ (huriif al-lin
wa-al-madd) also ‘soften’ (tulayyin) adjacent bgdkpt letters (Khan
2020, II:93, lines 521-25).

One cannot help but notice a similarity here between these
terms, the terms used to describe bgdkpt consonants in Syriac, and
the aphona letters in Greek. In Syriac, the obvious parallels are
rukkoko ‘softening’ and qushshoyo ‘hardening’, which indicate the
fricative and plosive bgdkpt pronunciations, respectively. These
two phonetic terms are already attested in the late eighth century
in the writings of Dawid bar Pawlos (Dolabani 1953, 48, lines 4—
7; Rahmani 1904, o=, lines 19-21).%¢ Perhaps coincidentally, but
almost certainly not, these terms are cognates with the descrip-
tions of the bgdkpt letters given in Sefer Yesira, where the anony-
mous Hebrew writer calls them rak ‘soft’ and qoshe ‘hard’ (Hay-
man 2004, 51, lines 37a-37b).*” Much earlier, but still relevant,
is the Techné Grammatike’s classification of the aphdna conso-
nants (i.e., the Classical Greek stops). Dionysius Thrax calls three
of them ‘smooth’ (fila; /k/, /p/, /t/) and three ‘rough’ (daseia;
/Kb, /p"/, /t%/) (Davidson 1874, 6), apparently describing aspi-
ration. There is also evidence that Jacob of Edessa (d. 708)

% See MS Jerusalem, St. Mark’s Monastery (SMM.J) 356, ff. 164v-166r;
MS Mardin, Dayr al-Za‘faran (ZFRN) 192, ff. 199r-200. On the intro-
duction of the rukkoko and qushshoys diacritic dots, see Segal (1989).

7 There are two versions of this section in the recoverable text of Sefer
Yesira, and one of them reads raq instead of rak.
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adapted this Greek classification system to divide the Syriac con-
sonants (i.e., naqdoto ‘smooth’, mes9yosts ‘intermediate’, ‘byoto
‘heavy/thick”), although it is not clear that he followed the same
bgdkpt dichotomy of fricatives versus plosives (Talmon 2008,
167-69).%8

The extent to which any of these concepts may have influ-
enced later medieval descriptions of the matres lectionis remains
uncertain. All that can be said for sure is that scholars of Semitic
languages regularly adapted concepts from other linguistic tradi-
tions to explain the dual nature of their vowel letters. These re-
lationships are most evident in Syriac and Hebrew linguists’ bor-
rowings of Arabic terminology to describe their own languages,
but in each instance, they modified that terminology to better

suit their phonological needs.

3.3. Grouping Vowels with Matres Lectionis

One of the most pervasive features of the matres lectionis in
the medieval period was their perceived role as the source of
every vowel phoneme. As such, many Arabic, Syriac, and Hebrew
linguists assigned each of their vowels to either °alif, waw, or ya’.
Explicit evidence of this type of division appears early in the Ar-

abic grammatical tradition, including in Sibawayh’s Kitab. In a

 Merx (1889, 53) argues that Jacob’s system of division was based on
phonetic voicing and triads of consonants that share articulation points,
whereas Revell (1972, 367-68) argues that the division was based on
fricativisation of the bgdkpt consonants in addition to voicing. Talmon
suggests that Merx’s approach is more tenable.
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section on verbs that contain velar/pharyngeal consonants (i.e.,
ha@’, ‘ayn, ha@’, ghayn, and kha’), he writes:
b i il ol 153,55 cslod) 3 St Y Syl s o L)
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They [the Arabs] only put fatha on these letters because

they occur low in the throat, and they avoid making the

vowel that precedes [the velar/pharyngeal letters] into a

vowel of that which is raised above those letters. Thus,

they make the vowel from the letter in the same space,

namely ’alif. Indeed, the vowels are from °dlif, ya@’, and

waw. (Sibawayh 1986, IV:101)
Sibawayh states that the three Arabic short vowels (harakat)—
fatha /a/, kasra /i/, and damma /u/—are derived from ’alif, y&’,
and waw. He argues the vowel /a/ tends to occur before pharyn-
geal consonants because /a/ is part of “alif, and since “alif is ar-
ticulated from the same ‘space’ (hayyiz) as the pharyngeals, /a/
is the easiest vowel to pronounce with them. Similarly, Arabic
avoids the vowels /i/ and /u/ before pharyngeal consonants, be-
cause they come from the articulation points of ya’ and waw,
which are ‘raised above’ (Cirtafa‘a; i.e., more fronted) relative to
the throat. The consequence of this linking of /a/, /i/, and /u/ to
the respective articulation points of the matres is that Sibawayh
creates a scale by which /a/ is regarded as the lowest, most-
backed vowel, /u/ is the highest, most-fronted vowel, and /i/ is
between them on the tongue. This arrangement runs directly
counter to several other perceptions of phonetic ‘height’, as we

will see later (chapter 3).
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Sibawayh also indicates the relationship between vowels
and matres on the authority of his teacher, al-Khalil ibn Ahmad:
I o Ll sl o 8,y GV e ol 5T L s

ROVRCSYIVS S RIS
Al-Khalil claimed that... fatha is from °alif, kasra is from
y&@, and damma is from waw, and each one is something

which we have already mentioned to you. (Sibawayh
1986, 1V:241-42)

Like Sibawayh, al-Khalil apparently states that the vowels are
‘from’ ’alif, y@’, and waw, but neither master nor student explains
precisely what that means. ‘Abd al-Salam Harun (the modern ed-
itor of Kitab Sibawayh) points out that a later grammarian, Abi
Sa‘id Hasan al-Sirafi (d. 979), comments on this passage. He pro-
vides a more complete understanding of the relationship between
matres and vowels than al-Khalil does. In his book, Sharh Kitab
Sibawayh (The Explanation of Sibawayh’s Book), al-Sirafi writes:
Syl balmnsl g )l of (65 B Lasas sy clls e Jaaas
S5 e g B L WYVl g g W e Sy
G o e sl Y S 03 10U Uy Sy Y
He [Sibawayh] concluded this by two things: one is that
we observe the damma, when we make it full, becomes a
waw, as we say: zaydi and al-rajlii... and the second is what
Sibawayh said when he mentioned °alif, waw, and ya’, for

he said: “because speech is not devoid of them, or [at least]
a portion of them.” (Sibawayh 1986, IV:242, n. 1)%

% This reference is for the al-Sirafi quote, which Harun transcribes in
his edition of the Kitab. I have not come across this supposed quote from
Sibawayh in the Kitab itself, but it is a very long book.
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Al-Sirafi clarifies that the damma differs from a mater lectionis
waw only in terms of phonetic quantity, and the ‘portion’ (ba‘d)
can be ‘made full’ (’ishba®) so that it becomes an entire long
vowel. In this way, he argues, al-Khalil meant that the short vow-
els are ‘from’ the matres lectionis because they make up a small
part of their longer phonemes. Al-Sirafi also believes that
Sibawayh said speech cannot exist “devoid of them”; that is,
speech cannot happen without the letters “alif, waw, or ya@’, or at
least not without a fraction of them. This notion conforms with
the statements of early Syriac grammarians—particularly Dawid
bar Pawlos—who argued that the consonants could not be pro-
nounced without the aid of the vowels.

The idea that the vowels were related to the matres lectionis
according to degrees of ‘fullness’ seems to have been widespread
in the Arabic tradition after Sibawayh. In Sirr Sind‘a al-Irab, Ibn
Jinni (d. 1002) explains their relative quantities, writing:

LS ¢ glyly ey N 3 colly dl By el S o el
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Know that the vowels are portions of the letters of length-

ening and softness: “dlif, y&’, and waw, and just as these

letters are three, so too are the vowels three: fatha, kasra,

and damma. Fatha is a portion of alif, kasra is a portion of
y@, and damma is a portion of waw. (Ibn Jinni 1993, 17)°

70 See also, Semaan’s (1968, 58-59) translation and discussion of this
passage.
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Ibn Jinni recognises a clear equivalency in the quality of the long
vowel forms of the matres lectionis and the unwritten short vow-
els,”! and so argues that the latter are derived from the former.
He justifies this connection with a simple explanation, saying:
“Your evidence that the vowels are portions of these letters is that
when you make one of them full, then after it, the letter of which
it is a portion occurs ( ol (gl ady u"’\*j oSl ol e c,ll\gj
Lpan 2 ) Ol s St gen 801y Ennl 20)” (Ibn Jinnd
1993, *1 8, 23). That is, when one makes a short vowel full
(’ishba’), then a long vowel occurs. Because of this relationship,
Ibn Jinni identifies the short vowels as huriif sighar ‘small letters’,
and explains that some “earlier grammarians” would call fatha,
kasra, and damma “small (saghir) °alif, small ya’, and small waw”
(Ibn Jinni 1993, 18). He does not specify whom he is referring to
as ‘earlier’. His main source, Sibawayh (d. 793/796), does not use
saghir for vowel length. Meanwhile, Ibn Sina (d. 1037), who is
certainly not ‘earlier’ than Ibn Jinni, does refer to “large and
small “alif” (al-Tayyan and Mir Alam 1983, 126; see also, Fischer
1985, 94-97).

This analysis of the short vowels as small letter ‘parts’ of
the long vowel letters and Ibn Jinni’s allusion to earlier sources
may reveal yet another connection between the Arabic linguistic
tradition and earlier Greek grammatical terminology. C. H. M.
Versteegh (1977, 21-22) notes Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-

Khwarizmi (d. 997)—a contemporary of Ibn Jinni—as a potential

71 Alfozan notes that some modern linguists argue the long and short
vowels differed in both quantity and quality (1989, 32-33), but medie-
val grammarians did not recognise such a difference.
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source for a ‘Greek’ system of vocalic analysis that was known in
tenth-century Arabic circles. Al-Khwarizmi was a Samanid scribe
who wrote one of the earliest extant Arabic encyclopaedias some-
time after the year 977 (Bosworth 1963, 100). In this encyclo-
paedia, known as Mafatih al-‘Uliim (The Keys to the Sciences), he
compiles a general overview of many different topics that would
be useful for an Islamic katib ‘secretary, scribe’ to know, includ-
ing several sections on Arabic grammar (Fischer 1985). One of
these sections is titled Wujith al-Irab ‘ala Madhhab Falasifa al-
Yiinaniyyin (The Ways of Inflection According to the School” of the
Philosophy of the Greeks), which reads:

wlgly all SISy 2l gy sl e slaed) Cleol i )

£l Call paiie il peailly il sl adis ailysly oSl 5,8 Aol

88 Al Bgadl ellly e oo LUl B3gbanad gl SIS 05 0

{afads Gt 339dl) (Vg datils

Al-raff, according to the masters of logic among the Greeks,

is deficient waw, and likewise is damma and its aforemen-

tioned sisters. Al-kasra and its sisters are, according to

them, deficient y@’, while al-fath and its sisters are deficient

’alif. If you wish, you may say the soft, lengthened waw is

a full damma, the soft, lengthened ya’ is a full kasra, and

the lengthened °alif is a full fatha. (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 46,

lines 4-8)
The key phonological feature which al-Khwarizmi attributes to
the Greeks is the division of the vowels of each mater lectionis into
‘deficient’ (nagqis) and ‘full’ (mushba‘) qualities according to their

length. Waw mushba‘a, for example, is typically written with the

2 Or ‘methodology’. Madhhab here does not imply a physical school.
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letter waw and represents long /ii/. Meanwhile, waw nagisa indi-
cates a short /u/ typically written without waw. These words—
nagqis and mushba‘—also appear in Ibn Jinni’s Sirr Sind‘a when he
describes the differences between short harakat and long vowels
(Ibn Jinni 1993, 23, 26).”®

Versteegh (1977, 21) notes that this perceived ‘Greek’ idea
of a short vowel being a fraction of a longer vowel stands in con-
trast to the mainstream Arabic analysis of long vowels as a short
vowel plus a ‘silent’ mater lectionis. He theorises that the Arabic
explanations of the harakat as ‘small’ or ‘deficient’ versions of the
matres are thus translations of Greek letter names, calqued by
translators like Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 873) who were familiar with
spoken Greek. By this logic, the Greek letters omega (/6/) and
omikron (/o/) were indeed ‘big O’ and ‘small O’ (Fischer 1985,
96), and mikron (small) was the source of the saghir descriptor for
the short vowels. Then epsilon (/e/) and upsilon (/u/) are ‘simple
E’ and ‘simple U’, distinguishing their pure vowels from related
diphthongs (i.e., a1 /ay/ and ot /0y/), and psilon ‘bare, simple’ was
the source of naqis (Versteegh 1977, 23). I am sceptical of this
connection on the basis of such tenuous calques, but it is not im-

plausible.

73 Abti ‘Amr al-Dani (d. 1053) uses similar language, for example dis-
cussing the mushba‘at in his al-Muhkam fi Naqt al-Masahif (al-Dani 1960,
20b). The word ’ishba‘ is also often used to describe metrical extensions
to lengthen the end of a line of poetry (see Versteegh 1977, 20; K. Ver-
steegh 2011).
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What does seem clear is the fact that there was some notion
of a Greek ‘school’ or ‘methodology’ (madhhab) of Arabic gram-
mar during the tenth century (Fischer 1985, 95), and the Syriac
Christian physician Hunayn ibn Ishaq is the most likely source
for al-Khwarizmi’s knowledge of this school. Recalling the head-
ing from al-Khwarizmi’s section on inflection, the title Wujith al-
Irab ‘ala Madhhab Falasifa al-Yiinaniyyin (The Ways of Inflection
According to the School of the Philosophy of the Greeks) is quite
similar to that of Hunayn’s book on Arabic grammar, Kitab
Ahkam al-Irab ‘ala Madhhab al-Yiinaniyyin (The Rules of Inflection
According to the School of the Greeks) (Merx 1889, 105-6; Vidro
2020a, 32). This work was long thought to be lost, but Nadia
Vidro recently recovered several pages of the text from Judaeo-
Arabic fragments in the Cairo Genizah (Vidro 2020a; 2020Db,
296-300).7* In them, Hunayn does in fact lay out a system for
classifying the parts of Arabic speech using terminology trans-
lated from the Greek grammatical tradition (Vidro 2020a, 27—
29). In the introductory section, he also announces his intention
to explain the proper pronunciation of Arabic utterances—in-
cluding the vowels fatha, kasra, and damma—at a later point in
the book (Vidro 2020a, 14, 29), but unfortunately this section of
the text remains missing. In contrast to Ibn Sina and other tenth-
century Arabic scholars of Greek logic (see Fischer 1985, 95-97),
Hunayn (d. 873) does predate Ibn Jinni (d. 1002) by a wide mar-

gin. The recovery of additional folios from this text would shed

74 For additional confirmation of the identity of this text, see Posegay
(2021b, 159-60).
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more light on the possibility of Arabic authors calquing the
names of Greek letters.”

Syriac and Hebrew scholars also conceived of the matres
lectionis as the source of their vowels, even though they did not
distinguish between long and short vowel phonemes in the same
way that Arab grammarians did. Like Ibn Jinni and al-Khwarizmi,
Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049) is definitive in attributing vowels to
each of the matres lectionis, but his system is more complex due
to the larger vowel inventory in Syriac in comparison to Arabic.
He lays out the different types of vowels in his Memr
Gramatiqoyo. For clarity, I have added approximate phonetic val-
ues to each of Elias’ vowel names:

RENFI LA 1y 0 @ e MR L hals hahes sl oa e

% o Koz Kool Khehe o sed Aol haiee

Mh @l > ol cumiahd hdnahhosn disaw o sdaes

B e 251 dunord Klrro oodao LB B LR > ohalo

~am> ishmi o Lhiso Kenw o Lfhdsaddsn Lo Lol

76, TLiLl sy s ook .., Y .o dsaia

It is necessary to know that the sounding letters are three,
being ’alaph, waw, yod, and the rest of the other letters [are
pronounced]”” with them. They are the letters for the con-

75 In fact, this book has considerable potential as a possible ‘missing
link’ between the Greek, Arabic, and Syriac linguistic traditions in the
early medieval period. The extant portions now require significant fur-
ther analysis to build on Vidro’s foundation and bring Hunayn’s ideas
into context with current scholarship on Syriac and Arabic grammar.

76 These Syriac vowel names will be discussed in chapter 4, §2.3.

77 Baethgen’s edition reads ai ‘they cling to’, but this is probably an
error for «ai ‘they are pronounced’.
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struction of nouns or verbs (which indicate action), the vo-

calisations made known by production from these three

sounding ones. From °alaph is what is zqops /5/... ptoho

/a/... and sheshl, that is, rboso /e/.... Then from waw are

two vocalisations: [one] is hboso /u/... and the other is

called massaqo and rwaht> /o/.... Then from yod is one vo-

calisation, which is /i/. (Baethgen 1880, ~Q, lines 11-18)

This type of vowel classification likely came naturally to Syriac
grammarians, as standard Syriac orthography nearly always rep-
resented /u/, /o/, and /i/ with the letters waw and yod. Con-
versely, Elias assigns each of the vowels which are not typically
marked by matres lectionis—/>/, /a/, and /e/—to ’alaph, the
least-consonantal of his three ‘sounding’ letters. Elsewhere, he
also refers to all three of these qualities as ‘half-’alaph’ (pelgut
’alaph) (Baethgen 1880, 1, lines 1-2). While this description is
reminiscent of Ibn Jinni’s explanation of vowel ‘portions’ and the
‘small’ letters, we have already seen that the idea of a ‘half-sound-
ing’ is most likely derived from hémiphona, the Greek term for
fricative consonants (see above, present chapter, §1.0). In any
case, Elias has a clear understanding of the three sounding letters
as the sources of all six discrete East Syriac vowel qualities.

As for the Masoretic tradition, the classification of vowels
according to the matres lectionis appears explicitly in a short text
known as Reshimat Munnahim (List of Terms). Richard Steiner
draws attention to this passage:

LIRPN AT AL .DIReA TR
.x;imix wﬁw on éuzg nww
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JROR DD W T

Jwp1 10w ninik Wity 1018
The Arrangement of the Signs. This is the arrangement of
the signs:
Six movers are three letters.
’Aleph has two forms, one closing and one opening.
That is: * is closing, °a is opening.
Waw has two forms: o ’u.
Yod has two forms: ’i ’e.
These are the three letters by which they are made. (Stei-
ner 2005, 379, n. 51; see also, Allony 1986, 123)

This text assigns two ‘forms’ (panim) to each of the matres, dis-
tributing six discrete vowel qualities among them. It seems that
this Masorete’s recitation tradition (quite likely Palestinian or
Babylonian) did not distinguish between /e/ and /¢/, and thus
had one fewer vowel than the standard Tiberian tradition (see
Fassberg 1990, 28-31, 53; Dotan 2007, 625-27, 630-32; Khan
2013; 2020, 1:244). Nevertheless, they show a clear conceptual
distinction between three types of vowels according to their re-
spective matres. This relationship also occurs implicitly in the or-
thography of a number of early notes and Masoretic treatises,
where it was common to transcribe vowel sounds with “aleph plus
an additional mater (e.g., "X & 8RK), with a preference for yod and
waw to indicate /e/ and /o/ (e.g., Steiner 2005, 378; Dotan 2007,
634).78

78 See also, T-S Ar.31.28 and T-S Ar.53.1 in Allony and Yeivin (1985);
Allony (1964); Eldar (1981).
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This division of vowels with matres lectionis was known to
many medieval linguists, but it was not universal. A clear con-
trast to this trend is Jacob of Edessa’s (d. 708) Turros Mamlly
Nahrayo, in which Jacob invents new letters to represent the Syr-
iac vowels, and abandons the usage of waw and yod as matres
lectionis. He does retain ’alaph to represent the vowel /2/, a fact
which may result from the idea that alaph was the least conso-
nantal of all the letters. Still, Jacob is an exception to the rule.

The practice of vowel classification with the matres appears
in the Arabic, Syriac, and Hebrew phonological traditions at the
same time, and it shows a shared understanding of the Semitic
phenomenon of dual-functioning letters that can represent both
vowel and consonant phonemes. As we have seen, similar notions
crossed religious and linguistic boundaries with regard to the
sickness and health of these letters, their clarity and subtlety, and
their length, softness, and sonority. These ideas changed accord-
ing to the needs of three language traditions with different vowel
inventories, but it remains possible to detect their common fea-

tures.

4.0. Summary

The preceding sections have surveyed the three primary frame-
works that medieval Semitic linguists used to differentiate the
phonetic characteristics of vowels and consonants. In general, it
seems that they considered vowels both more energetic and more
ephemeral than consonants. Members of all three traditions dis-
cussed here repeatedly emphasise that speech can only occur due

to the movement and sonority of the vowels, without which the
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consonants cannot be articulated. One way that they expressed
this idea was via the ‘sounding’ letters which can be pronounced
alone. Ultimately derived from earlier Greek tradition, this con-
cept was especially influential for Syriac and Hebrew grammari-
ans, who learned it either through direct contact with Greek
sources or via Arabic translations produced after the eighth cen-
tury. By contrast, the soundingness of vowels was not particularly
well-known among Arabic grammarians, who overwhelmingly
refer to vocalisation with terms related to ‘movement’ and ‘still-
ness’. This idea may also have Greek roots in the term kinesis,
although the evidence is not entirely clear. At any rate, Syriac
and Hebrew grammarians also adopted it as a result of their con-
tact with Arabic scholarship. Along with these two main princi-
ples, Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew scholars all contended with the
dual nature of the matres lectionis that existed in their writing
systems, and they developed various ways of explaining their be-
haviour in speech and writing. The most well-known of these
ways is the Arabic concept of ‘sick’ letters, which sometimes act
as vowels, but other times may function like ‘healthy’ consonants.
Some Syriac and Hebrew writers challenged or modified this
idea, but in general they developed similar explanations, express-
ing a marked contrast between the ‘clear’ and ‘concealed’ forms
of their vowel letters. Taken together, these similarities reveal
numerous points of contact among scholars of different Semitic
languages, as well as potential pathways by which medieval Jew-
ish, Christian, and Muslim scholars could have exchanged other

ideas about their holy languages.
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Before moving on to the more specific histories of vocalisa-
tion in these three traditions, it is worth remarking on the various
other identifications for the category of ‘vowels’ that we have not
covered. We tangentially approached one of these ideas, namely,
the description of vowels as ‘melodies’ or ‘tones’. This identifica-
tion is fairly common among medieval Judaeo-Arabic authors
(e.g., see Skoss 1952; Allony 1971, 11-15; Eldar 1981; Khan
2020, 1I:116;),” who refer to the vowels as naghamat ‘melodies,
tones’ in addition to ‘movements’ and ‘sounding’ ones. It may also
be known in Syriac, as Dawid bar Pawlos refers to the Syriac cog-
nate ne‘mto ‘melody’ in the context of the production of speech
(Gottheil 1893, cxii, line 9). The idea of vowels as ‘melodies’ most
likely evolved out of the Hebrew and Syriac traditions of biblical
recitation, associating vowels with both musical intonation and
with the number of syllables in a metre (see Werner 1959, 374).
Other terms for ‘vowel’ are explicitly linked to prosody, most no-
tably the Syriac word nqoshto ‘beat’ (Gottheil 1893, cxvii, lines 5-
12; Segal 1953, 7, 54, 171; Kiraz 2012, I:59), which represents a
single syllable in poetic metre. Jewish grammarians also have a
unique term for vowels—kings’ (either mulitk or melakim)—that
was likely derived by analogy with the hierarchy of the Hebrew
accents (see Khan 2020, II:267). Furthermore, Masoretes some-
times called the vowels ‘signs’ (simanim), using the same word
that they used for the ‘mnemonic devices’ that helped them recall
the fine details of Masoretic recitation (Steiner 2005, 379; Dotan
2007, 619; Khan 2020, I:117).

79 See also, MS Cambridge, T-S NS 301.69.
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Perhaps the most regrettable omission here is a thorough
discussion of the Arabic concept of ’irab, a term for ‘declension’
that literally means ‘making Arabic’ and may be a calque of the
Greek grammatical term hellenismos ‘declension, making Greek’
(Versteegh 1977, 62-64; 1993, 23-26, 127-28).%° As we saw with
the history of harakat, the line between ‘declension’ and ‘vocali-
sation’ became blurred at the ends of words where the Arabic
case vowels occurred. In contrast to Arabic, most grammarians
did not recognise distinct grammatical cases in Hebrew, and con-
sequently some Judaeo-Arabic authors adopted the word ’irab to
simply mean ‘vocalisation’ (e.g., Skoss 1952, 290, lines 15-16;
Khan 2020, I1:116). This usage of ’irab may have also been a
feature of the eighth-century ‘Old Iraqi’ school of Arabic gram-
mar (Talmon 2003, 239-40 and 240, n. 1).%! The closest analogue
in Syriac may be the word puhhome ‘comparisons, relationships’,
which refers to the systems of vocalisation and reading dots that
indicate syntactic relationships within a Syriac text (Hoffmann
1880, VII-VIV; Segal 1953, 48, n. 3, 59, 172; Posegay 2021b,
156-60),%? and is sometimes used to translate ’irab (Duval 1901,
1502-3; Gottheil 1928, 1I:246, lines 6-9; see also, Merx 1889,

8 For the early Arabic grammatical usage of the term °irab, see Talmon
(1997, 198).

8 For example, in the introduction to Kitab al-‘Ayn, either al-Khalil or
al-Layth classifies damma, kasra, and tanwin as ’irab (Makhzumi 1985,
1:50-51).

82 See especially, Baethgen (1880, «\, lines 15-18) and Gottheil (1893,
cxviii, lines 10-12).



Conceptualising Vowels 133

143-44). Similar to ’i‘rab, the word nahw broadly means ‘gram-
mar’ in Arabic, but is also used to indicate an inflected form of
an Arabic word, often emphasising the vowel at the end of that
form (e.g., Ibn Jinni 1993, 53-54). It seems that some Hebrew
linguists generalised this word to mean all vowels, including with
the plural form °anh@’ ‘inflections, vowels’ (Eldar 1981, esp. 108;
Khan 2020, 11:267).

While not the primary methods for conceptualising vowels
as distinct from consonants, all of these ideas constitute potential
avenues for further studies into the shared history of vocalisation
in Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew. For now, however, we turn to the
earliest attempts by Semitic linguists to differentiate the actual
qualities of the vowels, beginning with the foundational principle
that each vowel can be described according to its relationship
with the others.






