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1. INTRODUCTION

But the Hebrews, Syrians, Persians, Kushites, Elamites, Medes,

Phoenicians, Alans, and Arabs, as well as others unknown to

us, do not have enough letters to express the sounds that they

write in their languages, or to read them correctly, just as they

are. Accordingly, they are forced to place dots on the letters,

to distinguish the vowels and words from each other, and they

are only able to read correctly by an act of divination, by tra-

dition, or by means of much toil. (Elias of Nisibis [d. 1046], The

Correct Form of Syriac Speech [Gottheil 1887, a])
The Arab expansion out of the Hijaz threw people across the Mid-
dle East into a state of linguistic flux. From the seventh century
onwards, Arabic-speaking Muslims increasingly came into con-
tact with speakers of other languages, and new converts to Islam
brought their own languages with them. This development jeop-
ardised the proper pronunciation of Qur’anic recitation, as new
Muslims in disparate areas learned Arabic for the first time. Con-
versely, Aramaic-speaking Jews and Syriac Christians gradually
began to adopt Arabic as a lingua franca within the growing Is-
lamic empire. As Arabic spread and fewer people mastered Ara-
maic, those Jewish and Christian communities risked introducing
mistakes into their liturgical traditions, both of which required
accurate recitation of the biblical text in Hebrew or Syriac. Con-
sequently, by the beginning of the eighth century, Christians,
Muslims, and Jews alike needed to take steps to preserve their
recitation traditions against the impacts of linguistic change. This
situation coincided with an increasing importance in the culture

of writing, including the writing of historically oral traditions,

© 2021 Nick Posegay, CC BY 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/0BP.0271.01



2 Points of Contact

between the seventh and ninth centuries (Schoeler 2006, 111-
41, esp. 129, 140; Shah 2008; Khan 2017, 270; 2020, 1:12; see
also, Bloom 2010). However, the Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew
scripts lacked sufficient letters to record every phoneme in the
Bible and the Qur’an, so to transcribe them more accurately
would have required wholesale changes to the orthography of
sacred texts.

One story that highlights the resistance to changing the
holy texts comes from ‘Abd Allah ibn Tahir (d. 845 CE), a ninth-
century Abbasid governor of Khurasan (Bosworth 1982). Fa-
mously a patron of culture and scholarship, Ibn Tahir once saw a
magnificent example of Arabic calligraphy, but rather than ad-
mire it—so the story goes—he lamented: “How beautiful this
would be, if there were not so much coriander seed scattered over
it!” (Hughes 1895, 686). The wayward coriander seeds were the
diacritic points that are now essential to the Arabic script, but for
Ibn Tahir they were an undesirable innovation. Opinions such as
this did not prevent scribes from adding further innovations to
the Arabic writing system, but they did direct them to be as non-
invasive as possible with respect to modifying the writing of the
Qur’an. Similar attitudes influenced Syriac and Hebrew scribes
as they attempted to record the fine details of their recitation
while also preserving traditional biblical orthography.

This opposition to change was especially problematic for
the issue of vocalisation, as Arabic, Syriac, and Hebrew all lacked
dedicated letters for vowels. Theological concerns notwithstand-
ing, it was impossible for scribes to precisely record biblical or

Qur’anic vowel phonology with their abjad scripts alone. Instead,
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the scribes and scholars of all three languages faced the same
challenge: to determine how to record vocalisation without cre-
ating new letters or radically amending the text of their scripture.
They accomplished this goal first with diacritic points, but be-
tween the seventh and eleventh centuries they invented and de-
ployed many other graphical tools for recording vowels. These
innovations also prompted medieval linguists to begin writing
about vocalisation to explain the function of the new vowel signs.
In doing so, they developed novel linguistic theories with tech-
nical terminology that merged their pedagogical traditions with
the growing fields of Semitic grammar.

This book examines these ideas about Arabic, Syriac, and
Hebrew vocalisation as they emerged in the early medieval Mid-
dle East. It traces their evolution during the period before 1100,
following the story of each tradition as it matured from the first
attempts at partial vocalisation to the complete vowel systems
known in the modern day. J. B. Segal told a related story in his
book, The Diacritical Point and the Accents in Syriac (1953), which
examines the origin and development of pointing in Syriac. In its
preface, he writes: “To have discussed possible points of contact
with Hebrew manuscripts or with Arabic would have disrupted
the continuity of the story” (Segal 1953, vii). This choice is un-
derstandable, given the scope of his project, but none of these
linguistic traditions developed in a vacuum. Syriac grammarians
and Hebrew Masoretes exchanged theories of vocalisation as
early as the seventh or eighth century, and the first Qur’anic vo-
calisers adapted their system from Syriac at the same time. From

the ninth century onwards, both Syriac and Hebrew scholars also
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adapted elements of Arabic phonological thought to explain their
own languages. It is thus impossible to achieve a comprehensive
understanding of any one Semitic vocalisation tradition without
placing it in the proper context of its neighbours. The story, so to
speak, has many characters, and if any are absent, then its clarity
declines dramatically. As such, this book will compare the pho-
nological theories that Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew linguists used
to describe vocalisation in order to demonstrate how their three
traditions were linked in the period between 600 and 1100 CE.

1.0. Organisation and Scope

In writing this introduction, I cannot help but think of the preface
to Shelomo Morag’s book, The Vocalization Systems of Arabic, He-
brew, and Aramaic (1961). He begins it by saying:

This study is not a complete history of the vocalization sys-

tems of Arabic, Hebrew, and Aramaic, nor does it pretend

to be one. The time for writing a full history of these vo-

calization systems has not yet come; much work remains

to be done in the examination of mss. and printed texts

before such a history can be written. (Morag 1961, 5)
Morag wrote this preface in 1959, and his caveat—*“[t]he time...
has not yet come”—is no longer true. While Morag already had
access to some foundational books that remain relevant, includ-
ing Nabia Abbott’s The Rise of the North Arabic Script (1939), J. P.
P. Martin’s Histoire de la ponctuation (1875), Theodore Noldeke’s
Compendious Syriac Grammar (1904), J. B. Segal’s The Diacritical
Point and the Accents in Syriac (1953), and S. Baer and H. L.
Strack’s Dikduke ha-Te‘amim des Ahron ben Moscheh ben Ascher
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(1879), these works were insufficient for establishing a clear his-
tory of vocalisation. The Rise of the North Arabic Script, for exam-
ple, focused on the history of the Arabic script, to which the
vowel signs were merely an accessory that Abbott did not sys-
tematically evaluate (Abbott 1939, 21, 39, 65; see Posegay
2021c). Similarly, Noldeke’s discussion of the vowels is almost
entirely descriptive, and makes up just a fraction of his grammar
(Noldeke 1904, 884-21, 40-54). Segal’s analysis is more detailed
and incorporates more medieval primary sources on vocalisation
(Segal 1953, 7-47), but his heart really belonged to the accent
signs. Moreover, Dikduke ha-Te‘amim des Ahron ben Moscheh ben
Ascher has turned out to contain a number of texts that Aharon
ben Asher did not actually write (see Dotan 1967). None of these
books were comprehensive accounts of vocalisation and could
only serve as starting points for Morag—hence the statement in
his preface. The result is that his own book is mainly a description
of the forms and functions of Arabic, Hebrew, and Aramaic vo-
calisation systems, not an analysis of their formative principles
and connections. However, our understanding of vocalisation has
advanced considerably in the last 60 years, with new studies of
both manuscripts and medieval philological texts allowing for a
more complete reconstruction of the history of vocalisation.
Regarding Arabic, Abbott herself supplemented her conclu-
sions on vocalisation in The Rise of the North Arabic Script with
Studies in Arabic Literary Papyri (1972, 5-11), and her work, plus
studies like Geoffrey Khan’s Arabic Papyri (1992a), have illumi-
nated the origins of vocalisation signs in non-Qur’anic manu-

scripts. Meanwhile, books like Francois Déroche’s Les Manuscrits
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du Coran (1983) and The Abbasid Tradition (1992),' along with
Alain George’s The Rise of Islamic Calligraphy (2010, esp. 74-80)
have clarified the early landscape of vocalised Qur’anic manu-
scripts. E. J. Revell (1975), Yasin Dutton (1999; 2000), and
George (2015) have also explored the origins and development
of the Arabic dot systems, while scholars like Kees Versteegh
(1977; 1993), A. A. al-Nassir (1993), and Rafael Talmon (1997b;
2003) have surveyed the technical terminology that the first Ar-
abic grammarians used for vocalisation. There are also now many
more published editions of medieval Arabic linguistic texts than
there were in Morag’s day, including: al-Muhkam fi Naqt al-
Masahif (1960), Risala Asbab Hudith al-Hurif (1983), Kitab al-
‘Ayn (1985), Kitab Sibawayh (1986), and Sirr Sind‘a al-Irab
(1993). These sources reveal the theoretical principles behind Ar-
abic vocalisation as well as links to Syriac and Greek.

For Syriac, since Morag, a number of authors have exam-
ined the use of vowel points in the manuscript tradition of medi-
eval Syriac scribes, as well as the tradition of Syriac grammarians
after the seventh century. In particular, George Kiraz’s Tirras
Mamlla: A Grammar of the Syriac Language (2012) has widened
the view of the Syriac manuscript tradition, and his book The
Syriac Dot (2015) has reconstructed the history of the diacritic
dot with somewhat more readability than that of Segal. Jonathan
Loopstra (2009; 2014; 2015; 2019) has also done considerable

work to bring the East Syrian mashlmonuto tradition to the fore.

! See also, Déroche (2014) and Déroche et al. (2015, 222-24), the latter
of which is only a brief overview, but contains extensive references to
early vocalised Arabic manuscripts.
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Similarly, J. F. Coakley (2011) has shown that the ‘Western’
vowel signs were a fairly late innovation, greatly clarifying the
history of the vowel signs, especially as they relate to Jacob of
Edessa. Other Syriac scholars have placed great emphasis on Ja-
cob of Edessa as the first and most important source of early me-
dieval Syriac grammar (Revell 1972; Salvesen 2001; ter Haar
Romeny 2008; Farina 2018), and rightly so, as Jacob’s works re-
main central to understanding Syriac vocalisation. We also now
have a more precise understanding of Classical Syriac morpho-
phonology, thanks to studies like Ebbe Knudsen’s Classical Syriac
Phonology (2015) and Aaron Butts’ Language Change in the Wake
of Empire (2016). Scholars like Adam Becker (2003; 2006; 2010),
Aaron Butts, and Simcha Gross (2020) have also investigated the
degree of intellectual contact between Jews and Syriac Christians
in the late antique and early Islamic periods, a situation which
has direct bearing on the early history of vocalisation. Daniel
King (2012) and Raphael Talmon (2000a; 2000b) have done sim-
ilar work comparing Syriac and the early Arabic grammatical tra-
dition. All of this material together means that not only are we
in a better position than Morag to chart the history of Syriac vo-
calisation, but we can also more easily examine its relationships
with Hebrew and Arabic.

Morag himself did some further work on Hebrew vocalisa-
tion history, particularly examining early Masoretic technical ter-
minology (1973; 1974; 1979), and other scholars have made
great strides to advance the understanding of Hebrew vocalisa-
tion since then. Aron Dotan has dominated this field, editing a

more accurate version of Ben Asher’s Digduge ha-Te‘amim (1967),
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investigating the origins of Masoretic activity (1974; 1981), and
producing one of the most comprehensive summaries of Hebrew
vocalisation in his Encyclopedia Judaica article, ‘Masora’ (2007).
Israel Yeivin’s Introduction to the Tiberian Masora (trans. Revell,
1983) condensed the notes of the Tiberian Masora into a digesti-
ble form for the first time, and he also wrote what remains the
seminal work on Babylonian Masora and vocalisation (1985). As
for the Tiberian tradition, Geoffrey Khan’s work on Karaite tran-
scriptions of Hebrew in Arabic script (1990; 1992b) and the re-
covery of additional medieval linguistic texts from the Cairo Ge-
nizah have proven essential for understanding its features since
Morag’s time. Most importantly, nearly the full text of Hidaya al-
Qari has emerged from the Firkovich Collection, which Khan uti-
lised for his monumental work, The Tiberian Pronunciation Tradi-
tion of Biblical Hebrew (2020). Several other scholars have also
published medieval Judaeo-Arabic sources, mostly from the
Cairo Genizah, that are critical to the history of Hebrew vocali-
sation, notably Nehemiah Allony (1964; 1965; 1983), Allony and
Yeivin (1985), and Ilan Eldar (1981). All of this work allows us
to reconstruct much of the history of the Tiberian Masoretes and
compare their vocalisation tradition to those of Syriac and Arabic
grammarians (e.g., see Talmon 1997a; 2000a).

So while for Morag the time for writing a full history of
Arabic, Hebrew, and Aramaic? vocalisation had “not yet come,”
such a history can feasibly be written today. Still, it is not my
intention to write that history, at least not in its entirety. This

book does not, for example, survey the use of vocalisation signs

2 By which he mainly means Syriac; see Morag (1961, 46-59).
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in any manuscript corpora, nor does it exhaustively account for
all the signs that saw use during the medieval period. Mostly for
reasons of time and space, it also does not take up any sources
related to Samaritan vocalisation system, which surely has some
bearing on other systems, and it mentions the Babylonian and
Palestinian Hebrew systems only occasionally.® Instead, it focuses
on the phonological concepts that medieval scholars developed
to describe the new technology of ‘vocalisation signs’ in the Ara-
bic, Syriac, and Tiberian Hebrew writing systems. These concepts
changed over time, and the history of that evolution is also a
record of interchange between scholars of different languages
and faiths.

1.1. Summary of Sections

Broadly speaking, medieval Semitic linguists exchanged ideas
over the course of three phases in the history of vocalisation. The
phases overlap and their duration differs somewhat between lan-
guages, but Arabic, Syriac, and Hebrew all follow this same tra-
jectory. First, a ‘relative’ phase, near the infancy of the graphical
vocalisation systems, when people explained vowels by describ-
ing their phonetic features in contrast to other vowels. This phase
spans the period from the first Syriac diacritic dots to roughly the
end of the eighth century. Second, an ‘absolute’ phase, when the
graphical vocalisation systems solidified in their final forms, and
grammarians began assigning names to their vowels on an abso-

lute, one-to-one basis. This phase begins with the introduction of

3 For details on these systems, see Morag (1961, 30-41); Dotan (2007,
§85.1-2, 6).
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the Arabic red-dot vocalisation system and the eighth-century Ar-
abic scholars who first applied absolute vowel-naming conven-
tions. It continues through the tenth century. Third, a ‘consolida-
tion’ phase, mainly in the tenth and eleventh centuries, when
scholars sought to tie together the disparate theoretical threads
that their predecessors created to explain vocalisation. This pe-
riod is marked by the growing dominance of Arabic in the Middle
East and an increase in its influence on the phonological ideas of
Syriac and Hebrew.

While the following discussion traces each language
through these phases, its main goal is to detect and explore points
of contact between different linguistic traditions. The chief
method for finding these connections is the identification of tech-
nical terms that appear in primary sources across multiple tradi-
tions. This study thus includes a wide survey of the technical ter-
minology that Arabic, Syriac, and Hebrew scholars used to ex-
plain vowels, aiming to define them as accurately as possible in
their native contexts. It then examines the usage of the shared
terminology to determine how and when certain terms may have
crossed between traditions. Sometimes these terms are direct
loan words, but more often they are calques, usually from Syriac,
Arabic, or Greek, that were adapted to fit a new purpose in an-
other tradition. From these shared terms it is then possible to an-
alyse the chronology and direction of intellectual exchange
among medieval Semitic linguists.

This book addresses the intellectual history of vocalisation

in three sections. The first, chapter 2, surveys the different ways
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that medieval linguists described vowels as a phonological cate-
gory that was distinct from consonants. It includes three subsec-
tions, each addressing a fundamental principle that links Arabic,
Syriac, and Hebrew scholars in the field of vowel phonology: the
idea of ‘sounding’ letters (82.1); the perception of vowels as
‘movements’ (§2.2); and the dual nature of the matres lectionis
(82.3). These principles provide the foundation for further lines
of inquiry related to vocalisation.

Chapter 3 examines the phenomenon of ‘relative’ vocalisa-
tion, drawing on some of the earliest sources that address Semitic
vowel phonology in the eighth century. Its first subsection de-
scribes the similarities between Syriac grammarians and Hebrew
Masoretes in the first attempts to distinguish homographs in their
versions of the Bible (§3.1). Specifically, it highlights the appar-
ent exchange of a phonological concept of ‘height’ as it relates to
vowel articulation and the placement of vocalisation points. The
second subsection then applies the same relative principle to
early Arabic vowel phonology, linking it to the names of the Ar-
abic inflectional cases and to the Sibawayhan description of allo-
phones of the letter “alif (83.2).

Chapter 4 follows the transition from relative vocalisation
to the first ‘absolute’ vowel naming systems in each language,
comparing all three histories to show where they intertwine. It
first addresses the chronological development of vowel names in
Arabic grammar, putting it in context with the Syriac grammati-
cal tradition during the eighth and ninth centuries (84.1). Next,
it traces Syriac vowel names from their earliest occurrence in the

late eighth century to the grammars of the eleventh century
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(84.2). It then surveys the various conventions by which Hebrew
scholars named their vowels in comparison with both Arabic and
Syriac (84.3). Each of these subsections extends to the attempts
of relatively later authors to consolidate earlier ideas about vo-
calisation, examining conceptual and terminological develop-
ments in the late tenth and eleventh centuries.

Altogether, these discussions show that medieval Arabic,
Syriac, and Hebrew linguists had many points of contact with
each other as they dealt with the problem of vocalisation in their
respective languages. The links between them reveal an intercon-
nected, interfaith intellectual landscape between the seventh and
eleventh centuries, one that continues to have implications for

the modern reading of these three languages.

1.2. Defining Terms

As will soon become apparent, this book is intensely interested
in technical terms, and many of its questions would be much eas-
ier to resolve if modern vocalisation studies did not maintain a
long tradition of vague and confusing terminology. I define my
own terms here.

‘Vocalisation’ refers both to the process of physically add-
ing vowel signs to a text and to the intellectual domain that ex-
plains the creation, function, and application of those signs. This
application process may also be called ‘pointing.” A ‘vocalisation
system’ is a set of signs that represent the vowel inventory of a

particular pronunciation tradition. These include the Syriac dot
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system, the Syriac miniature letter-form system,* the Arabic red-
dot system, the modern Arabic system, the Tiberian Hebrew sys-
tem, the Palestinian Hebrew system, and the Babylonian Hebrew
system. A ‘vocalisation sign’ or ‘vowel sign’ is a point, dot, or
other small grapheme that stands for a vowel phoneme, for ex-
ample: an Arabic red dot, the Syriac 2qops dots, or the Tiberian
gomes symbol. A ‘vowel name’ is an individual term that refers to
a single vowel, although, depending on its context and author, it
may refer to either a phoneme or a grapheme. For example, Ara-
bic fatha ‘opening’, Syriac ptoho ‘opening’, and Hebrew patah
‘opening’ all indicate the phoneme /a/, but may also refer to dif-
ferent graphemes that represent /a/.

By contrast, ‘diacritic mark’, ‘diacritic dot’, or ‘diacritic
sign’ refers to a grapheme that is added to a word to clarify the
pronunciation of it or one of its letters in some way. These in-
clude the Arabic consonantal ’ijam dots, the Syriac dots on rish
and dalat, and the Hebrew dagesh, as well as signs like shadda,
suktin, seyame, qushshoyo, rafe, and mappiq. This category does not
include any graphemes that regularly represent vowels.

‘Accents points’, ‘cantillation signs’, and ‘reading dots’
(Loopstra 2019, 160-61; Kiraz 2015, 114-19) refer to the systems

of dots and signs that indicate intonation and cadence in Hebrew

* Traditionally known as the ‘Western’ Syriac system (though not lim-
ited to Western Syriac), my designation is based on terms that Nabia
Abbott (“small-letter vowels” or “letter signs”; Abbott 1972, 9-11) and
E. J. Revell (“letter-form signs”; Revell 1975, 180) coined to describe
Arabic diacritics and vocalisation.
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and Syriac texts of the Bible. They are generally tangential to the
discussions below.

‘Punctuation’ is a troublesome word and I avoid it when-
ever possible. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars of vo-
calisation used it ambiguously to refer either to all dots in man-
uscripts (regardless of their function), or to refer to the process
of adding dots (the process which I call ‘vocalisation’ and ‘point-
ing’).> These meanings are now slightly archaic, and they have
become conflated with the idea of ‘punctuation’ as the set of signs
that separate clauses in English syntax (comma, semicolon, full
stop, etc.).

‘Relative vocalisation’ is a term for a method of vocalisation
that identifies vowels relative to other vowels in the same posi-
tion, often by comparing homographs that have the same conso-
nants but different vowels. It extends to the comparative termi-
nology which some medieval linguists used to differentiate vow-
els. These systems include the Syriac diacritic dot system, the
early Masoretic mille‘el-millera‘ system, and the early Arabic sys-
tem for describing allophones of ’alif.

‘Absolute vocalisation’ is my term for vocalisation systems
which can mark and name their phonemic vowels on a one-to-
one basis. These are the systems that readers of Semitic languages
are most familiar with, including the modern Arabic system, the
Syriac miniature letter-form system, and the Tiberian pointing
system.

A glossary of vocalisation terminology used in primary

sources appears at the end of this book.

® For example, see Nutt (1870).
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2.0. Primary Sources

While I am indebted to the many contemporary scholars who
have taken up these topics before me, the core of this book relies
on readings of primary texts written by medieval linguists. The
following is a chronological overview of the sources that make
up the bulk of my corpus. This study is limited to authors who
were active before the end of the eleventh century, as after that
time the main Semitic vocalisation systems were fully developed.
These sources do not exhaustively represent the grammatical tra-
ditions of their respective languages, but I have chosen them in
order to best show the relationships between Arabic, Syriac, and
Hebrew within a manageable corpus. Additional minor sources
will be introduced as needed throughout. Unless otherwise noted,

translations of Semitic sources are my own.

2.1. Sources for Arabic

Our earliest substantial source for Arabic phonological thought is
also the oldest extant Arabic lexicon, Kitab al-‘Ayn (The Book of
the ‘Ayn), compiled mainly by al-Layth ibn al-Muzaffar (d. c. 803)
around the year 800 (Makhzumi 1985; Sellheim 2012a; 2012b;
Schoeler 2006, 142-63). It contains a sizable introduction by al-
Layth’s teacher, al-Khalil ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi (d. 786 or 791),
in which al-Khalil describes the phonetic features of the Arabic
alphabet. This introduction is our primary focus, but the defini-
tions of some terms in the lexical portion of the book are also
relevant to the discussion, as they contain important early gram-

matical teachings (Talmon 1997b).
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Sibawayh (d. 793 or 796), the most famous of al-Khalil’s
students, needs little introduction. He is the most influential Ar-
abic grammarian, and his Kitab Sibawayh (Sibawayh’s Book), also
known simply as the Kitab, was the foundation for the Basran
school of Arabic grammar (Sibawayh 1986). No other grammar
has matched its comprehensive coverage of the Arabic language,
and it contains several sections devoted to Arabic phonology (al-
Nassir 1993). The vocalisation terms in these sections persist in
Arabic to this day, and they also appear in medieval texts that
describe Syriac and Hebrew.

An important source for understanding the theories be-
hind Arabic technical terminology is al-Idah fi Illal al-Nahw (Clar-
ification of the Reasons of Grammar) by Abii al-Qasim al-Zajjaji (d.
948/949). Al-Zajjaji was a student of the more famous grammar-
ian Abii Ishaq al-Sari al-Zajjaj (d. 922,/928), and his Idah explains
the reasons behind the naming of the Arabic inflectional system
that relates to vocalisation (al-Zajjaji 1959).

Abit al-Fath ‘Uthman ibn Jinni (d. 1002) was a direct in-
tellectual successor to Sibawayh, and his Sirr Sina‘a al-I‘rab (The
Secret of Making Proper Arabic) is critical to understanding the
development of Arabic vocalisation (Ibn Jinni 1993). It is the first
comprehensive study of Arabic phonology (Alfozan 1989, 2), and
in it, Ibn Jinni clarifies and expands the principles of vocalisation
laid out in Kitab Sibawayh. This book is particularly important for
showing the refinement of Arabic vocalisation terminology in the
tenth century.

A less grammatical source is the encyclopaedia Mafatih al-

‘Ulim (The Keys to the Sciences), written by Muhammad ibn
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Ahmad al-Khwarizmi (d. 997) around 977. It is one of the earliest
Arabic encyclopaedias (Bosworth 1963, 19; see Fischer 1985;
Talmon 1997b, 263-64), and in it al-Khwarizmi—a Persian
scholar who was not a grammarian—gathers vowel names from
multiple different traditions (al-Khwarizmi 1968). He claims to
draw on the work of al-Khalil, as well as Greek sources, and lists
several terms that refer to non-cardinal vowels.

Another source by a non-grammarian is Risala Asbab
Hudiith al-Hurif (The Treatise on the Causes of the Occurrence of
Letters), an essay by Abii ‘Ali ibn Sina (d. 1037) (al-Tayyan and
Mir Alam 1983). Ibn Sina was a polymath, but he made his career
as a physician and philosopher, and he analyses Arabic vocalisa-
tion through the lens of biomechanics. The first half of the essay
is an acoustic study of Arabic, while the second half classifies the
Arabic letters, revealing connections to Greek and Syriac pho-
netic concepts.

Al-Muhkam fi Naqt al-Masahif (The Rules for Pointing the
Codices), by the tajwid scholar Abti ‘Amr al-Dani (d. 1053), details
the history and proper usage of the Arabic vowel points, empha-
sising the appearance of the dots in manuscripts (al-Dani 1960).
It provides evidence for the evolution of Arabic vocalisation ter-
minology in the eleventh century and explains the relationships

between phonetic features and dots.

2.2. Sources for Syriac

The most important sources that explain early Syriac vocalisation
are three works by Jacob of Edessa (d. 708), a renowned West

Syriac bishop and grammarian (ter Haar Romeny 2008; esp.
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Salvesen 2008; Kruisheer 2008).° His Letter on Orthography ex-
plains the significance of the diacritical point to Syriac writing,
while the tractate On Persons and Tenses (Phillips 1869) links
vowel phonology directly to diacritic dots. After these two short
works, Jacob also wrote the first true Syriac grammar, the Turros
Mamll> Nahrays (The Correct Form of Mesopotamian Speech). Al-
though it survives only in fragments (Wright 1871),” the intro-
duction to this book presents vowel letters in a way that allows
us to connect Greek phonology to the Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew
vocalisation traditions.

Other early Syriac sources include the works of Dawid bar
Pawlos (fl. c. 770-800), an abbot from northern Mesopotamia
who lived during the late eighth and early ninth centuries (Brock
2011; Posegay 2021b, 152-55). He wrote a few fragmentary
works on Syriac grammar, including sections on the nature of
speech and vocalisation (Gottheil 1893), as well as several letters
on philological topics (Barsoum 1987, 325-29; Moosa 2003,
372-76). Dawid’s grammatical writings provide important clari-
fications related to the descriptions of vowels in Jacob of Edessa’s
work, and they show the importance of poetry in the history of

Syriac vocalisation. Also of note is a grammatical scholion which

6 See also, Baumstark (1922, 248-56); Barsoum (1987, 291-306); Brock
(1997, 57-60); Moosa (2003, 334-50).

7 On the status of Jacob’s extant grammatical works, see Farina (2018).
Gorgias Press is about to republish Jacob’s grammar with accompany-
ing English translation in a forthcoming reprint of Merx’s De Artis Gram-
matica.
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he wrote on the bgdkt letters, which contains some of the earliest
attested Syriac vowel names.®

Another early source for absolute vowel names in Syriac is
the version of Ktobo d-Shmohe Domyoye (The Book of Similar
Words) by Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 873) (Hoffmann 1880, 2-49).
Hunayn was a key figure in the Syriac-Arabic translation move-
ment, and he expanded this text from an earlier work by ‘Enani-
sho¢, a seventh-century monk (Childers 2011). Besides Ktobo d-
Shmohe Domyasye, Hunayn also wrote one of the first Syriac-Arabic
lexica. While no longer extant, this lexicon was foundational to
further Syriac lexicographic activity during the tenth century.

The first known lexicographer to make use of Hunayn’s
translation work was ‘Isa ibn ‘Ali (d. c. 900), and his Syriac-Ara-
bic lexicon saw several revisions over the course of the tenth cen-
tury (Hoffmann 1874; Gottheil 1908; 1928; see Butts 2009). It
includes a considerable number of technical terms related to vo-
calisation, and it offers a terminological link between the work
of Hunayn and that of the eleventh-century Syriac grammarians.

The second major extant Syriac-Arabic lexicon is that of
Isho¢ bar Bahlul (fl. 942-968) (Duval 1901). This book straddles
the line between dictionary and encyclopaedia, and Bar Bahlul
frequently cites other lexicographers from the ninth century. It
saw several expansions in the centuries after his death, but re-
mains an important source for examining the practical usage of

vocalisation terms to describe vowel phonemes and morphology.

8 MS Jerusalem, St. Mark’s Monastery (SMMJ) 356, fols 164v-166r and
MS Mardin, Dayr al-Za‘faran (ZFRN) 192, fols 199r-200r. An edition
and French translation of this text will appear in Farina (2021).
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It also contains several definitions that connect Syriac phonology
to other linguistic traditions.

Another relevant source for vowel naming is MS London,
British Library Additional 12138, the well-known codex of East
Syriac mashlmonuto completed in 899 (Wright 1870, 1:101; Loop-
stra 2014; 2015, IL:XIII, XXXVIII-XXXIX). This text is also some-
times referred to as the East Syriac ‘Masora’, based on some sim-
ilarities with the Hebrew Masoretic tradition (Merx 1889, 29-
30). It contains several dozen marginal notes, mostly added after
the ninth century, that are useful evidence for the detection of
early vowel names.

Elias bar Shinoys of Nisibis (d. 1046), also known as Elias
of Soba, was an East Syriac bishop who wrote extensively in both
Arabic and Syriac throughout the first half of the eleventh cen-
tury (Merx 1889, 109; Teule 2011b). His most significant work
for the history of Syriac vocalisation is the Turros Mamllo Surysyo
(The Correct Form of Syriac Speech) (Gottheil 1887).° This gram-
mar draws on the earlier work of scholars like Jacob of Edessa
and Hunayn ibn Ishaq while also incorporating concepts from the
Arabic grammatical tradition. It is notable for including a set of
absolute names for every Syriac vowel.

Another Eastern bishop, Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049), was a
contemporary of Elias of Nisibis, and he wrote a Syriac grammar
known as the Memro Gramatiqoys (The Grammatical Essay) (Merx
1889, 137, 154-57; Teule 2011a). Elias wrote this book prior to

° Gottheil’s edition includes an English translation. Bertaina (2011,
199-200) summarises the contents of the entire book, which Elias ap-
parently wrote for a deacon who was also a scribe.
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his promotion to Catolicos in 1028, adapting substantial elements
from the Arabic grammatical tradition to fit Syriac for the benefit
of an Arabic-speaking audience. This work is also known as
Turras Mamllo Suryasys (The Correct Form of Syriac Speech), based
on the title which appears in the main manuscript of Baethgen’s
edition (1880). However, due to his perception of Elias’s work as
somewhat ad-hoc in its organisation, Merx argues that the iden-
tification given by ‘Abdisho is more appropriate (1889, 157); that
is, Memro Gramatiqoyo (The Grammatical Essay). Merx seems par-
ticularly keen to minimise the importance of Elias of Tirhan, due
to his status as one of the ‘Arabising’ grammarians, in contrast to
Syriac writers like Elias of Nisibis, who did not adopt as many
Arabic grammatical ideas (1889, 112-24, 138, 157). In an effort
to reduce the already substantial confusion between Elias of Nis-
ibis and Elias of Tirhan, I will refer to the latter’s grammatical
book as Memro Gramatiqoys, but my use of this title is not in-
tended to reinforce Merx’s unfair reductionism. This work in-
cludes several important sections on vocalisation and uses abso-

lute vowel names that differ from those of Elias of Nisibis.

2.3. Sources for Hebrew

One of the most important sources for Hebrew vocalisation is the
corpus of Hebrew and Aramaic word lists from the Tiberian Ma-
sora. These include lists that compare homographs that differ in
their vowels (Dotan 1974),'° as well as lists of vowel names and

their signs (Steiner 2005). These lists are nearly all anonymous,

10 Several of the lists relevant to this book are published in Ginsburg
(1880); see §3.1.2.
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but they illuminate the early development of Masoretic vocalisa-
tion practices and show remarkable similarities with the work of
Syriac grammarians.

Diqduge ha-Te‘amim (The Fine Details of the Accents) by
Aharon ben Asher (d. c. 960) is probably the most famous Maso-
retic treatise (Dotan 1967). It examines difficult sections of the
Tiberian recitation tradition with respect to accents, but it also
utilises early Hebrew terminology related to vowel names. Ben
Asher lived in the tenth century, during a period when most Mas-
oretic treatises were written in Arabic, but Digduge ha-Te‘amim is
in Hebrew, suggesting that some of its material may predate the
tenth century (Khan 2020, 1:116-17).

Kutub al-Lugha (The Books of the Language), the Judaeo-Ar-
abic grammar of Hebrew by Saadia Gaon (d. 942), is one of the
earliest true Hebrew ‘grammatical’ works (Dotan 1997; see Brody
2016; Malter 1921). Its fifth chapter, al-Qawl fi al-Nagham (The
Discourse on Melody), deals directly with Hebrew vocalisation
(Skoss 1952). It includes the most complete description of the
Hebrew ‘vowel scale’, a key concept that helps link the Masoretes
to Syriac grammarians. Saadia also adopts plenty of Arabic gram-
matical terminology and additional concepts from Arabic pho-
nology. In 931, sometime after Kutub al-Lugha, Saadia wrote his
Commentary on Sefer Yesira (Commentary on the Book of Creation),
which contains several passages that are also relevant to vocali-
sation and vowel naming (Lambert 1891, 45, 52 [Arabic]; 76 n.
1 [French]).
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Some of the most overlooked sources on Hebrew vocalisa-
tion are a subgenre of Masoretic texts which I refer to as musaw-
witat ‘vowels’ works (see Eldar 1986). These are Judaeo-Arabic
treatises on Hebrew vocalisation and accents that preserve termi-
nology that does not appear in the Tiberian Masora, Diqduge ha-
Te‘amim, or Kutub al-Lugha. They are known mainly from anony-
mous fragmentary manuscripts in Cairo Genizah collections,
most likely written in the tenth or eleventh centuries. This study
analyses five such works published by Allony and Yeivin (Allony
1965; 1983; Allony and Yeivin 1985), and occasionally refers to
unpublished texts from other manuscripts in the Genizah. They
are critical for reconstructing the internal development of He-
brew vocalisation as well as for demonstrating links with the Ar-
abic grammatical tradition.

A similar text from the Genizah that does have a title is
Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani (The Book of Hebrew Inflection), probably
from the eleventh century (Eldar 1981). Only one fragment is
extant, but it contains another version of the Hebrew vowel scale
arranged according to the Arabic case system, providing addi-
tional data for the development of the scale and Hebrew vowel
names. Its version of the scale appears to be an Arabic translation
of a Hebrew Masoretic text, known as Nequdot Omes ha-Miqr>
(The Dots of the Greatness of the Scripture), found in Baer and
Strack’s Dikduke ha-Te‘amim (1879, 34-36, §36).

Two further tenth-century Arabic sources are Kitab al-
Tangqit (The Book of Pointing) and Kitab al-Af‘al Dhuwat Hurif al-
Lin (The Book of Verbs with Soft Letters) by Judah ben David
Hayyij (d. c. 1000), an Andalusi scholar who adopted Arabic
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grammatical terminology and actively compared Hebrew with
Arabic (Nutt 1870; Jastrow 1897; Basal 1999, 227). The former
work is a short text that shows the evolution of some early He-
brew vowel-naming conventions, while the latter is a lexico-
graphical account of weak roots in Hebrew, including considera-
ble morphophonological analysis based on concepts from Arabic
grammar.

Finally, the most comprehensive medieval source on the Ti-
berian recitation tradition is Hiddya al-Qari (The Guide for the
Reader), a Judaeo-Arabic book by Abii al-Faraj Hariin (d. c. 1050)
(Khan 2020, 1:119-20; II). He wrote two versions of this work—
one long and one short—but this book relies on the long version
as a more comprehensive source. It consists of three sections, one
each on consonants, vowels, and accents, but naturally the sec-
tion on vowels is our main interest. It consolidates vowel names
from multiple traditions, makes frequent use of Arabic technical
terms, and includes another version of the vowel scale divided
accorded to Arabic grammatical principles. It is thus an appro-
priate capstone for the history of vocalisation at the end of the
Masoretic period.

Now, with all of that said, we can get to the points.



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
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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
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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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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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...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).



Conceptualising Vowels 57

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



Conceptualising Vowels 71

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.



Conceptualising Vowels 75

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
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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.



82 Points of Contact

~\ 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.



Conceptualising Vowels 89

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
LSS JLJ‘ dj}" \.@J J\.m djj’*)' ol OY c;u\ J.,a‘ E 4694.5\

&c’vﬂ@%ﬁ%ﬂ‘wwdf ‘U%s“‘“xw
sr Y 5 (2 55 e el (Bl (55 (255 (5%

5L 51 3y o Sl

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).
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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’.



Conceptualising Vowels 97

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

156 ¢ as sl o s ,,&ij S Ol e B8 156 s U oY
bj.a- L@J&.ﬂ \jj.,\.;\.a ‘oj.mﬁ\ u;\sj\ LS 2las 2L u;\éj\ JMQ\ wﬂ-’-

ol nn 88U 0S5y Agilin 4 Syl ST g e
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

u%@w\jrﬂm@\gﬁ:gw\) ))‘}QLN\QJLSJN
J&»Y\Md?‘w

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



100 Points of Contact

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

\H ¢ U ST Wy (e Yy L) Sy d}m sl ;LJ\) u.N\

el Gl oy s sy Tolomal Ssf a1 of

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



102 Points of Contact

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
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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
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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
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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)

Wi Bl Bl o LS bloomd <ol pr ) e £ Ll
\j}\) 9Ub uLN‘ o u\ffxﬂ \'“"‘J Y 29

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

5 SNy dendl] PIRTt Ol BUISS (BW 3y ol ol ol

) am Ealy ol am Sy Y an Boendly (il

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

+-TING TN PRR TOR 0718 "1 79K
N2 R PRR R (M3

AR R 01D W NP D
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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).
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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.






3. EARLY RELATIVE VOWEL
PHONOLOGY

With respect to the position of the points also, every man takes
authority to himself to place them as he pleases. (Jacob of
Edessa [d. 708], Letter on Orthography to the Scribes [trans.
Phillips 1869, 8])
Prior to the spread of Arabic as the dominant language in the
Middle East, both Syriac grammarians and Hebrew Masoretes ar-
ranged vowels according to a relative system, classifying each
one based on its relationship to other vowels. They determined
these comparative relations by observing the physical processes
of articulation, especially noting the amount that the mouth
opens when pronouncing each vowel and whether a vowel is ar-
ticulated from the back or the front of the mouth. To some extent,
the two traditions also share terminology connected to their rel-
ative vowel systems in the form of mille‘el/men [‘el (above) and
millera‘/men ltaht (below) phonetic designations. These ideas
connected positional ‘height’ within the mouth to vowel phonol-
ogy and informed the placement of the dots in the Syriac and
Tiberian Hebrew vocalisation systems.! These relative principles
most likely began as pedagogical aides used to help new readers

master the proper pronunciation of Syriac and Hebrew vowels.

! A connection of this sort between the Syriac and Hebrew vowel points
has been argued (for and against) in various forms since the 1880s (see,
for example, Graetz 1881a; 1881b; Blake 1940; Morag 1961, 17-19;
Dotan 1974; 2007, 613; Posegay 2020, 193-202; 2021d).

© 2021 Nick Posegay, CC BY 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/0BP.0271.03
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By the ninth century, both Syriac and Hebrew scholars shifted
away from this mindset and reapplied their relative comparisons
to develop absolute terms that could designate discrete vowels
on a one-to-one basis.

The Arabic traditions of Qur’anic recitation emerged in the
context of these relative vowel systems that Syriac priests and
Hebrew Masoretes used to teach and record biblical recitation. In
these biblical traditions, contrastive terms like potah ‘opening’
and gomes ‘closing’ compared homographs based on relative
openness, while terms like men [‘el ‘above’ and men ltaht ‘below’
compared backness. Some Arabic vowel names do designate
openness (e.g., fath, damm), but there is also an early pair that
contrasted allophonic variants of °alif using ‘height’ as a measure
of phonetic backness: ’imala ‘bending down, inclining’ and nasb
‘standing upright’. The earliest explanations of these terms reveal
that, like in Syriac and Hebrew, early Arabic vowel phonology
included a two-way relative system that did not assign specific
names to each vowel sound. However, due to the smaller vowel
inventory in Arabic as compared to Hebrew and Syriac, Arabic
grammarians developed their absolute vowel naming system

without significant expansions to this relative terminology.

1.0. The Hebrew-Syriac Connection

The Syriac and Hebrew theories of relative vocalisation depend
on comparisons between different amounts of phonetic openness
and backness during the pronunciation of vowels. These princi-
ples appear in the grammatical work of Jacob of Edessa (d. 708),
most notably in his tractate On Persons and Tenses (Phillips 1869,
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13-33, »—1.), as well as Dawid bar Pawlos’ (fl. ¢. 770-800) frag-
mentary grammar (Gottheil 1893; Farina 2021) and his scholion
on bgdkt letters.? It also appears in early Masoretic homograph
lists and the terminology in the Tiberian Masora magna and parva.
Remnants of it can even be seen in Judaeo-Arabic Masoretic trea-
tises. Altogether, these sources suggest that there was contact and
intellectual exchange between Syriac grammarians and Hebrew
Masoretes sometime around the eighth century, just as they be-
gan shifting from relative to absolute vocalisation. Their shared
principles of relative vocalisation formed the basis of later pho-
nological analyses of vowels and the placement of the vowel

points in both Syriac and Hebrew.

1.1. Syriac Relative Vowel Phonology

Three works by Jacob of Edessa reveal a Syriac scribal and gram-
matical tradition on the cusp of the transition between relative
and absolute vocalisation. The first is his Letter on Orthography to
George of Sarug, in which he berates Syriac scribes who fail to
follow his ideas of proper orthography and diacritic pointing
(Phillips 1869, 1-12, a.—; see also, Farina 2018). He stresses
the importance of the Syriac diacritical dot, which could indicate

the vocalisation of a word in comparison to a homograph with

2 MS Jerusalem, Saint Mark’s Monastery 356, ff. 164v-166r; see Do-
labani (1994) and Farina’s (2021) recent edition and translation. This
manuscript is catalogued as SMMJ 356 by the Hill Museum and Manu-
script Library (https://www.vhmml.org/readingRoom/view/136521).
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different vowels.? Jacob’s frustration at the mistaken use of this
dot is palpable, but his entreaty to George’s community did not
resolve the issue, as the diacritic dot alone could not precisely
disambiguate every vowel in a given word.* Jacob took matters
into his own hands later in his career with his third work related
to vocalisation (Segal 1953, 40; Talmon 2008, 167), the Syriac
grammar Turros Mamllo Nahroys (The Correct Form of Mesopota-
mian Speech) (Wright 1871; see also above, chapter 2, §1.0). In
order to record the vowels of precise grammatical examples in
this book, Jacob designed what is likely the first absolute vocali-
sation system in Syriac, Arabic, or Hebrew. This system utilised
new letters, derived from Greek letters, to represent each Syriac
vowel. Jacob insisted that they were only meant for teaching, and
they never saw widespread use outside of the Turros Mamll
(Talmon 2008, 164-66; Kiraz 2012, 1:73-75).5

% The most accessible and up-to-date explanation of this diacritic system
is Kiraz (2015, 31-46). Other explanations, in descending order of read-
ability, include: Kiraz (2012, I:12-14, 20-22), Segal (1953, 7-19), and
Duval (1881, 61-67).

* This remained the case even as seventh-century scribes began applying
the diacritic dots to individual letters (see Segal 1953, 9; Kiraz 2012,
1:20, 64).

® The Arabic red-dot system, which is often attributed to Aba al-Aswad
al-Dwali (d. 686/7), is also an absolute vocalisation system and may
perhaps predate Jacob’s vowel letters. It appears in the Qur’an manu-
scripts known as Marcel 13 and the upper layer of the Sana‘a Qur’an,
both of which were produced (though not necessarily vocalised) in the
late seventh or early eighth century (Abbott 1939, 39; George 2010,
75-79). Of course, these red dots may be later additions.
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Neither Jacob’s letter nor his larger grammar directly ad-
dresses the Syriac relative vocalisation system, but his second
text, On Persons and Tenses, does. This grammatical tractate was
likely written around the same time as the letter to George and
contains Jacob’s best attempt to explain Syriac vocalisation
within the bounds of the seventh-century diacritic dot system.
This explanation is one of the earliest discussions of Syriac vowel
phonology, predating even the ‘sounding’ (golonoysto) terminol-
ogy that Jacob would later adopt in his Turros Mamll. In its in-
troduction, he writes:

sak ¢ (Ao @asa LS Riso D Lhaio poro iava . AR o sy

o Mino ha o Wasl > A . oo dus o oy e da

< 2 dedl o a o Gped @t e ¢ o lar L\ o ook

nl pary Mise oih e ! hmao Mulol dRu s o>

Nodl = o Lal = 1w Jar <ods Lid houhan

Then the tenses are three, past, present, and future, and

sounds are thick and thin. Every saying, that is, [every]

form, when it is thick or wide with sound, then it takes a

point above. But when it is narrow or thin, then below. If

it is intermediate, between narrow and thick, and there are

two other [words] written the same as it, then it takes two

points, one above and one below. (Phillips 1869, 1., lines

9-16)

This passage reveals several details about Jacob’s perception of
vowels. He indicates that every word has ‘sounds’ (bnot gole)*—

that is, one or more vowels—that differ from those of its homo-

® For the interpretation of bnot gole as ‘sounds’, see entries on ba(r)t qolo
in Duval (1901, 438) and Payne Smith (1903, 54).
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graphs. This difference is not absolute, but rather Jacob com-
pared the vowels of one word to those in another word according
to two measures: ‘thickness’ and ‘wideness’. Based on the exam-
ples of homographs that Jacob gives in the tractate, it seems that
these metrics map approximately onto the modern linguistic con-
cepts of phonetic ‘backness’ and ‘openness’, respectively (Kiraz
2015, 44-46; Posegay 2021d, 58-59). That is, Jacob would say
that a word with more backed and open vowels is ‘thick’ (‘be)
and ‘wide’ (pte), while its homograph with relatively fronted and
closed vowels would be ‘thin”” (nged) and ‘narrow’ (qattin).
Thicker, wider words were marked with a diacritic dot above,
while thinner, narrower words took a dot below. If a reader were
sufficiently adept at Syriac, then they could infer the vocalisation
of any word based solely on the position of a diacritic dot above
or below it, provided that they were familiar with its homograph.
If, however, a reader had an incomplete mastery of Syriac, then
the diacritic dot left some ambiguity, especially in three-way
homographs. The vowel /a/, for example, was ‘thicker’ (more-
backed) than /e/, but ‘thinner’ (more-fronted) than /5/.% Thus, as

Jacob mentions, Syriac scribes introduced a two-dot sign to mark

7 Alternatively, ‘pure’ or ‘clear’.

8 Knudsen points out that the rounded /5/ vowel known from early me-
dieval Syriac may not yet have been part of Jacob’s vowel inventory.
He may instead have pronounced the vowel which we today call zqopo
(usually transcribed 2 or @) as an unrounded /a/. Since Jacob implies
that this vowel was ‘wider’ than /a/, I suspect that it cannot involve
much lip rounding, but the exact qualities of all his vowels are not
known definitively (see Kiraz 2015, 45; Knudsen 2015, 90-98, 115;
Butts 2016, 89-90; Posegay 2021d, 59-61).
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a word with ‘intermediate’ (mesyo) vocalisation, using one su-
pralinear dot and one sublinear dot. The key point here is that
any vowel which was called mes9yo in one context could be
called qattin or pte in another context.

These five words—e ‘thick’, pte ‘wide’, nqed ‘thin’, qattin
‘narrow’, and mes9y» ‘intermediate’—are not names for vowels,
as each one may be applied to words with different vowels de-
pending on their homographic contexts, but they do carry pho-
nological meaning. They also seem to come from two different
sources. On one hand, ‘be, nged, and mes“yo are Jacob’s attempt
to map a triad of Greek consonantal categories onto the Syriac
vowels. This adaptation of Greek phonology corresponds to the
categories that Jacob would eventually use to describe conso-
nants in the Turros Mamll, but it is not clear that he perceived
any specific relationship between the features of those consonan-
tal groups and the vowels (Talmon 2008, 167-69; compare Da-
vidson 1874, 6). More likely, as a result of his affinity for Greek,
Jacob was simply trying to force Greek linguistic concepts to fit
the Syriac language (Wright 1871, ~_ Revell 1972, 367; Knud-
sen 2015, 77-78; Farina 2018, 179-82). On the other hand, pte
and qattin are likely internal Syriac developments, used to de-
scribe the relative amount of opening and closing of the mouth
when pronouncing the vowels. This ‘wide-and-narrow’ type of
comparison was fundamental to nearly all Syriac analyses of
vowel phonology from this point onwards.

By the end of Jacob’s lifetime, Syriac scribes were already
shifting away from this relative vocalisation system with individ-

ual diacritic dots and towards an absolute vocalisation system
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with unique vowel signs for every vowel quality (Segal 1953, 26—
30, 41-47, 98; Kiraz 2012, I:12, 14, 20-21, 64, 70-71; 2015, 36—
37, 44, 94-102). This development led to the decline of relative
descriptions for vowel phonology, as each vowel and its sign was
eventually assigned an individual name (see below, chapter 4,
82.0). That said, the works of Dawid bar Pawlos in the late eighth
century show us that relative vocalisation was not quite dead yet.
In the extant fragments of his grammatical writings, Dawid de-

scribes the physical process of articulation that results in speech:

hinr d@do s ls smodurd agn el i weod s Gidemo
L RAnam eoil oI Ko L KA R0 oAl I Ko
wneiadima L 2aa Ao nel IS L Fisard Kisinio Khlin odis
shdr Ldas - (s we <) adasa L Khdaw o Sinmo <aE ps
hasiha alid) Kasheon - aren lé naa . ashemo Kasho Wd
il Lo . ams haliny (o pondu hals (L w5
s hahs Chéhe i léy Kheaing - haary (Ko eoudu

hin® omla s Ris . aaihmo @l =

They [the spoken utterances] are loosed with breath at the
tip of the tongue, which is the key to speech, and they gain
beats through some exhalation of breath, and with the
throat by some buzzings of inhaled air. Hymns and melo-
dies likewise sound out, in the air that is enclosed in the
mouth, wrapped around the teeth, and pressed by the lips.
And at the key [i.e., the tip] of the tongue, as is proper, by
a little opening and contracting that is shown and heard,
with a useful sound which is manifested for those things
which the mind conceives—whether they be learned or
formed of the intellect, or whether they be pure or false—
and in the beats of the sounds that are without written let-
ters, all units of human speech are fashioned and com-
bined. (Gottheil 1893, cxii, line 6—cxiii, line 3; see also, Fa-
rina 2021)
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As discussed above (chapter 2, 8§1.0), Dawid views ‘beats’
(nqoshoto, sing. nqoshto) as the basic unit of poetic metre, and the
only letters which can comprise a beat, in and of themselves, are
the ‘sounding letters’ (Catwato golonoyato). Since every beat of po-
etry contains a vowel, a reader can identify the number of beats
in a metre by counting the vowels, and thus the term nqoshto
could be rendered as either ‘beat’ or ‘vowel’ (see Segal 1953, 7,
54, 171). With this in mind, the above passage explains how vow-
els are necessary to speech, including in ‘hymns’ (ginoto) and
‘melodies’ (ne‘moto). The final statement about “the beats of the
sounds that are without written letters” is unambiguous: in the
medieval Syriac writing system, the only sounds without written
letters are the vowels. In this context, Dawid’s use of the words
‘opening’ (potah) and ‘contracting’ (*ssar) as articulatory actions
is significant for vocalisation. These words would seem to indi-
cate the movement of the lips during articulation, and just as we
saw with Jacob of Edessa’s ‘wide’ (pte) and ‘narrow’ (qattin) com-
parisons, they present a two-way phonetic contrast based on
openness. While Dawid’s contrastive word choice in this passage
may imply a link between him and Jacob of Edessa, it is not de-
finitive confirmation that he employed relative phonology to de-
scribe Syriac vowels.

More conclusive evidence of relative terminology appears
in Dawid’s scholion, in which he explains the changes in the real-
isation of the bgdkt letters in different contexts. Until recently,
this scholion was only extant in unpublished manuscripts held in

Middle Eastern libraries. I transcribed the following quotations
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by comparing MS SMMJ 356 from St. Mark’s Monastery in Jeru-
salem with MS ZFRN 192 from Dayr al-Za‘faran in Mardin.’ The
text begins with a heading, reading “The Scholion on Changeable
Letters by Dawid bar Pawlos (<hunalshes hahe N\ > (alasow

walad i now)”, and then:

afodmo adidm cain ¢ Chaalshes (i alen hdne W\
uicml Kis fud cmamiod al; Kosars e ¢ 3w hamsias
am FHERK 1B1 Emed Fluine Al ho o1 b ¢ @ @dia
* H cann d0s o0 ¢ i e o oo ifoa ¢ Karadh o asihes
Ao @1 grudul @aihe 2l B hueuha dcuo ¢ Chiuha aa ihoo
aiah=a @i ol; ¢ @sa oho dusa I\ o ¢ e madn s s

+ eoumiol hdheds

Regarding the letters which are called ‘changeable’: they
are softened and hardened according to what precedes.
Also, when what precedes them are nouns, it is customary
for the Syrians that they be softened. Thus, after an ’alaph
that is the end of a noun which precedes the letters, they
may be softened or hardened; and after a constrained waw,
a pressed yod, or an opened waw. But an opened yod is such
that [the letter] is not softened. These are [the changeable
letters]: dalat which is before a noun, gamal, bet, taw, and
kaph. They are softened or hardened by the letters which
precede them. (ZFRN 192 f. 199r, lines 11-18)

 See MS Jerusalem, St. Mark’s Monastery (SMMJ) 356, ff. 164v-166r
and MS Mardin, Dayr al-Za‘faran (ZFRN) 192, ff. 199r-200r. Both man-
uscripts are digitised in the Hill Museum and Manuscript Library’s vir-
tual reading room (https://www.vhmml.org/readingRoom/, accessed
24 November 2020). See now the recent edition of Farina (2021), which
was unavailable before this book went to print.
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While Dawid was certainly a Miaphysite, he spent most of his life
near Mosul on the Eastern fringe of ‘West’ Syriac territory (Rah-
mani 1904, 67-69; Baumstark 1922, 272; Barsoum 1987, 325-
29; Moosa 2003, 272-76; Brock 2011), and he seems to describe
a more typically ‘Eastern’ pronunciation system here. He recog-
nises only five Syriac stops that may become fricativised (s A_ =
% «), excepting pe’ in contrast to the six Western bgdkpt conso-
nants (see Noldeke 1904, §23; Robinson and Coakley 2013, 11,
147; Knudsen 2015, 47). However, he also notes that fricativisa-
tion can occur in an initial bgdkt letter of a word following the
final ’alaph of a separate noun. This phenomenon of fricativisa-
tion across word boundaries is observed mainly in West Syriac
(Knudsen 2015, 42, 51). Either way, what concerns us here is
Dawid’s description of the letters that cause the bgdkt letters to
become ‘softened’ (metrakkak). Besides the mater lectionis letter
’alaph, which usually represents /5/ or /e/ at the end of a word,
Dawid includes waw Sisto ‘constrained waw’ and yod hbisty
‘pressed-together yod’. These words—Sisto and hbisto—are
formed from the same roots that eventually became absolute
names for the vowels /u/ and /i/ in Syriac (see below, chapter 4,
§2.0, and Segal 1953, 170-72), and those appear to be the vowel
qualities that Dawid means. His examples of ‘softening’ caused
by final waw Sisto are the phrases manu ger and manu kay (ZFRN
192 f. 199r, lines 20 and 23), both of which contain /u/. He does
not give specific examples for yod hbisto, but in both codices in
which Dawid’s scholion appears, it is followed by an anonymous
scholion on the six bgdkpt letters (ZFRN 192 ff. 200r-200v and
SMMJ 356 ff. 166r-166v). This latter scholion supplies phrases
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with /i/, like sbi kino and sbi dino, for word-final yod hbisto (ZFRN
192 £. 200v, lines 10-12).

These Sisto and hbisto modifiers thus designate the rela-
tively-narrow realisations of the matres waw and yod. That is, /u/
and /i/ were considered relatively closed realisations, presuma-
bly in contrast to the relatively open /o/ and /e/. One of these
more ‘open’ vowels—/o/—eventually gained a name that con-
firms this relationship (i.e., rwihto ‘spacious, broadened’ com-
pared to /u/) (see below, chapter 4, §2.3), but that is not the
word that Dawid uses in his scholion. Instead, he contrasts both
‘sisto and hbisto with the word ptihto ‘opened’. The only example
that he gives for a yod ptihto is the phrase ’itay ger, and he states
explicitly that this yod does not cause the following gomal to sof-
ten. Instead, it is ‘hardened’ (metqashshys) (ZFRN 192 f. 199r,
lines 21-22). In later Syriac grammatical texts, ptiho and its de-
rivatives (e.g., ptoho) invariably designate the vowel /a/ or de-
scribe a consonant that is followed by the vowel /a/, but here the
pronunciation of yod ptihto seems to be a diphthong, /ay/. This
realisation differs from what we expected as the ‘opened’ version
of yod (i.e., /e/), but Dawid does specify that the word ’itay does
not induce fricativisation in the next word, so it cannot be a pure
vowel. It may be, however, that Dawid perceived some monoph-
thongisation of word-final /ay/ in certain contexts, with the ac-
tual pronunciation approaching /e/. Similar monophthongisa-
tion of /ay/ to /e/ in Syriac is known from other medieval man-
uscripts, though it occurs primarily in closed syllables (Knudsen
2015, 122). Dawid provides no examples for what he calls waw

ptihto, but based on analogy with yod ptihto and given his note
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that it does cause fricativisation at the end of a word, he likely
meant the monophthong /o/. In both of these cases then, the
word ptihto would indicate the relatively open vocalic quality of
a mater lectionis in contrast to a closed counterpart.

The works of Jacob of Edessa and Dawid bar Pawlos show
that the earliest extant phonetic analyses of Syriac vowels relied
on relative descriptions that contrasted qualities according to
varying degrees of openness and backness. Diacritic dots placed
above or below a word graphically depicted these relationships,
with the ‘dot above’ being linked to relatively open, backed vow-
els, while the ‘dot below’ indicated relatively closed, fronted
vowels. Similar descriptions of relative vocalisation also appear

in the early works of the Hebrew Masoretes.

1.2. Early Masoretic Vowel Phonology

Evidence of Masoretic activity dates back as far as the sixth cen-
tury, when three groups of Masoretes began to emerge: the Tibe-
rians, based in Tiberias; the Palestinians, located elsewhere in
Palestine; and the Babylonians, named for their native Iraq. Their
work in preserving Hebrew recitation traditions can be divided
into several overlapping stages (Khan 2000, 21; Dotan 2007,
648-49), but we are concerned with the period prior to the ninth
century, when some of them described vowels according to rela-
tive phonology.

In the seventh and eighth centuries, the first Masoretes rec-
orded their oral tradition related to the proper transmission of
the Bible (Dotan 2007, 650). They produced numerous notes and
lists, such as those compiled in Okla we-Okla (Frendsdorff 1864;
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see Dotan 2007, 621, 650) and the Masora magna (Yeivin 1983,
33, 126-30), containing details about problematic words, gram-
mar, and errors in the scribal transmissions of the Bible (Roberts
1969, 6-7; Dotan 2007, §3). Most of this work was done in Jew-
ish Babylonian and Palestinian Aramaic, which remained spoken
vernaculars until at least the ninth century (Khan 2000, 21; see
Fassberg 1990). Furthermore, like the Syriac tradition, many of
the Masoretic accent and cantillation signs had already emerged
by this stage, and possibly earlier. It seems the Masoretes were
not concerned with direct notation of vowel sounds before the
eighth or ninth century, and in contrast to Syriac scribes, they
lacked the single diacritic point which could graphically differ-
entiate vowels on a relative basis (Dotan 1981, 89, 93-94; 2007,
625; compare Segal 1953, 58-67). However, they did employ
contrastive language related to openness and frontedness, and
remnants of this relative terminology are evident from numerous
Masoretic sources.

Phonetic vowel terms based on the roots pth ‘opening’ and
gms ‘closing’ predate all other Hebrew vowel names, and in their
original forms they distinguished minimal pairs of vowels accord-
ing to lip movement (Steiner 2005, 379-80). The earliest hint of
this type of phonetic description appears to be a non-technical
occurrence in the poetry of Eleazar ben Qillir (fl. c. 600) (Ency-
clopaedia Judaica (Germany) 2007, 743-44), who writes that
one should speak with a ‘closed lip’ (sopo gamuss) when saying
the name of God (Fleischer 1972, 263).1° A number of scholars

19 Presumably he means >adonoy instead of ’adonay, but this is not cer-
tain.
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have also noted early Masoretic lists of Hebrew homographs that
differ by a single vowel, with headings such as had mole’ we-had
gomes ‘one fills and one closes’ or had gomes we-had potah ‘one
closes and one opens’. In these lists, the homograph with a rela-
tively open vowel is classed as mole’ or potah, while its counter-
part with a relatively closed vowel is considered gomes (Ginsburg
1880, II: §606, and III: §§529a-b; Graetz 1881a; Bacher 1974,
16, n. 6; Dotan 1974, 28-32; Steiner 2005, 379, n. 52; Posegay
2021d, 62). Most likely, these designations began as pedagogical
instructions to inform an unsure reader of how to move their
mouth when pronouncing particular difficult words, but over
time came to describe the words and vowels themselves (Steiner
2005, 375-77, 380). These relative classifications became less
relevant as the Hebrew vowel signs were introduced, but rem-
nants of them persisted in the later terminology used to describe
absolute vocalisation.

The best example of this ‘remnant’ relative terminology is
the appearance of derivations of the roots pth ‘opening’ and gms
‘closing’ to describe vowels in the Tiberian Masora, especially as
the Aramaic active participles potah and gomes (Khan 2020, 1:245,
esp. n. 4). None of the other modern names for vowels (holem,
sere, segol, etc.) occur in the Masora magna and parva, suggesting
that the contrastive ‘open-and-closed’ terminology predates them
(Khan 2000, 24; Steiner 2005, 374, 377-78). Furthermore, in
Masoretic notes, besides referring to /a/ and /5/, the words potah
and gomes can also mean /¢/ and /e/, respectively (Yeivin 1983,
80, 113-14). In these cases, /¢/ is relatively ‘open’ (potah) in com-
parison to the relatively ‘closed’ (qomes) /e/. The phrases potah
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goton ‘small potah’ and gqomes goton ‘small gomes’ appear in nu-
merous Masoretic sources and apply to /e/ and /e/ in the same
way (see below, chapter 4, §3.1). These terms add another layer
to the older relative system by indicating a pair of ‘small’ vowels
that were articulated with comparatively less openness than /a/
and /5/. Notably, this goton ‘small’ designation is cognate with
Jacob of Edessa’s description of relatively-closed vowels (usually
/e/ or similar) as qattin (see above, present chapter, §1.1, and
Posegay 2021d, 63).

The author of the tenth-century text which Allony calls
Kitab al-Musawwitat is likewise aware of this older, two-way di-
vision of vowels. Near the end of the extant text, they write:

25om [a]am Seam Svin g nrmendr 5Hp nel......ax]a [....]

TN 3 350 NRIORAOR ["a] 8N Pna 7571 Drabri pndr By STm

WOARED TR ARV wam HYRD AR 03 AP TM N

mnnRn Ana 57109 &Y AR NaRa RTR Ap 8NN ['nHR..A]R5
K197 [1v] RITOINR *THR ARIORAOKR T N0

S[ection on the]*! clarification of the reasons for the vow-
els: how they connect or separate, how they assert or ne-
gate, and how they indicate the meanings and divisions.
Likewise, everything in the mdsorat is from two: two, one
pt and one gm, in the same way as an actor and an acted
upon, a dependent and an independent, or a word [that is
ptl,'? when what is like it is gm, if [the] gm always occurs

! Allony suggests that this first word is bab ‘chapter, section’, in which
case the lacuna would be b[ab fi] wadh.

2 The lacuna here affects the last few words of MS AIU IX.A.24 f.1r.
Allony’s reconstruction of kalima allati is probably sound, as the tops of
a he’ and lamed are barely visible. Based on the rest of orthography, this
leaves enough space for approximately two letters at the end of the line,
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in that which is verified and accurate, on account of the

existence of the mdsorat, which for brevity we have not

mentioned. (Allony 1965, 154, lines 115-22)
In order to explain the “reasons for the vowels (musawwitat),” the
author states that everything in the mdasorat (an Arabic plural of
masora) is divided into one of two classes: pth or gms. The rest of
the passage is a list of two-way states that are meant to be anal-
ogous to the relationship between one pth and one gms. For ex-
ample, in grammar, a word can be an ‘actor’ (fa<l) or ‘acted upon’
(maf<l). A word can be ‘dependent’ (mudaf; usually implying a
genitive construction) or ‘independent’ (ghayr mudaf). These
grammatical distinctions are relevant given subsequent examples
listed in the text, which include words that vary by a single vowel
depending on their context in Tiberian recitation of the Bible.
One such example is mazore (771n; ‘scatters’ in Prov. 20.26) and
mazore (7n; ‘scatters’ in Jer. 31.10) (Allony 1965, 156, lines
125-26). The form with /¢/ is patah while the form with /e/ is
gomes. It follows then that a ‘word’ (kalima) can be potah while

‘what is like it’ (mithluhg; i.e., its homograph) is gomes. It is not

with the badly rubbed traces of two partial strokes still visible. There is
also a single dot, again badly rubbed, just above the ruled line over the
remnants of these letters. This position is consistent with the height of
other dots that the scribe used for abbreviations (i.e., no and f:p). I sus-
pect that the abbreviated word ns used to be here, such that the end of
the line was kalima °allati pt and the full clause read aw kalima °allati pt
mithluha gm ‘or a word that is potah, when what is like it is gomes’. This
reconstruction makes structural sense, as the clause ought to continue
the author’s list of two-way relationships that are analogous to “one pth
and one gms.”
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clear exactly what the author means by the ‘mdsorat’ that verify
the appearance of gomes, but they are probably referring to a
known corpus of Tiberian texts, including the Masora magna and
parva and perhaps some other ‘independent’ Masoretic works (see
Dotan 2007, 621).

Besides the Tiberian tradition, remnants of the open-and-
closed contrastive terminology also appear in the Babylonian
naming for /a/ and /5/, and redundancies among the Babylonian
terms reveal an older relative system. The Babylonian Masoretes
had three names for the vowel /2/: migpas pummo, mesap pummo,
and ’imso. This first name, migpas pummo ‘closing the mouth’
stands in contrast to one of the names for /a/, miptah pummo
‘opening the mouth’ in the same way as the equivalent Tiberian
terms. Similarly, ’imso> ‘closure’ opposes the second Babylonian
name for /a/, pitho ‘opening’ (Morag 1974, 71). Morag argues
that the remaining term—mesap pummo ‘caution of the mouth’—
is unique among the three, and it refers to the action required to
carefully articulate a vowel that falls between /a/ and /o/. As
such, it must have come into use after the Babylonian Masoretes
had specifically defined the quality of each vowel, at a time when
‘closing’ was no longer a logical concept to assign to /2/ (Morag
1974, 72). That is to say, migpas pummo and ’ims> must have been
derived according to contrastive principles prior to the introduc-
tion of absolute, one-to-one vowel names. This evolution matches
the development of the Tiberian relative vocalisation terminol-
ogy as well as its subsequent decline with the rise of absolute

vowel naming.
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These earliest relative descriptions of vocalisation began as
contrasts between physical articulatory motions, but both Syriac
and Hebrew scholars eventually associated those physical fea-
tures with phonetic ‘height’. This shared association led them to
develop notation systems for absolute vocalisation that each en-
coded vowel phonology according to graphemic principles of dot

position.

1.3. Connecting the Dots

Both Syriac and Hebrew scholars created a genre of writings spe-
cifically devoted to preserving the integrity of their biblical texts
between the eighth and tenth centuries. For Hebrew, we call
these scholars Masoretes, referring to those who compiled notes
about the Bible from their oral tradition of masora ‘passing
down’. Both East and West Syriac authors wrote similar notes for
the study of biblical and patristic texts, and this Syriac genre is
known now by the word mashlmonuto, also ‘passing down’ (Kiraz
2012, I:15). It has also been deemed the ‘Syriac Masora’, based
on direct analogy with the Hebrew tradition (Yeivin 1983, 36;
Loopstra 2014, I:I). Despite this comparison, the Syriac authors
of these texts refer to them as collections of shmohe ‘nouns’ and
grayoto ‘readings’, and they are more pedagogical tools for teach-
ing the reading tradition than anything else (Loopstra 2009, 13-
14; 2014, I:V-VI; see also, Hoffmann 1880, V). While in some
ways their work was similar to that of the Masoretes, these Syriac
teachers did not, for example, attempt to quantify and cross-ref-

erence the occurrences of rare words in the Bible. Instead, they
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produced a corpus of handbooks related to grammatical, ortho-
graphic, phonetic, and accentual rules, which a reader could ref-
erence in order to interpret difficult words even in an unvocalised
text (Loopstra 2009, 15; 2014, L:III-1V; see also, Balzaretti 1997).
Consequently, one aspect of these traditions where Syriac and
Hebrew scholars overlap is in the practice of writing homograph
lists, which they both used to track words that differed only in
their vowels (Balzaretti 1997, 75; Dotan 2007, 622-23; Loopstra
2014, LIV).

In the Hebrew tradition, most of these lists divided homo-
graphic pairs according to stress, separating them with the Ara-
maic terms mille‘el ‘above’ (penultimate stress) and millera‘ ‘be-
low’ (final stress) (Yeivin 1983, 102-3), often with the heading
had millera‘ we-had mill‘el ‘one is below and one is above’ (Graetz
1881a, 348; Dotan 1974; 2007, 623-24). Using these lists, Hein-
rich Graetz argued for a connection between the Tiberian Maso-
retic tradition and Syriac on the basis of diacritic dot positions.
He found that in a few of the homograph lists in Okla we-Okla,
the terms mille‘el and millera® actually distinguished Hebrew hom-
ographic pairs that differed by one vowel, rather than by stress
(Graetz 1881a; 1881b; Dotan 2007, 622-23). Graetz identified
this usage as part of a relative vocalisation system, reflecting a
further extension of the early comparative descriptions of He-
brew vowel phonology discussed above (Dotan 1974, 32; Steiner
2005, 379). He also hypothesised that mille‘el and millera‘ origi-
nally referred to the locations of diacritic dots that were placed
above or below Hebrew homographs to indicate the relative qual-

ity of their vowels, just as the diacritic dot functions in Syriac.
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However, very few diacritic dots have ever been attested in He-
brew mille‘el and millera‘ lists, and even in those rare cases, the
dots indicate stress rather than vowel quality (see Morag 1973;
Dotan 2007, 623).'2 As such, Aron Dotan has taken a hard stance
against Graetz’s theory, insisting that Syriac had no terms equiv-
alent to mille‘el and millera‘ that the Masoretes could have bor-
rowed, and that those terms would not have seen continued use
after the supposed ‘disappearance’ of Graetz’s hypothetical and
unattested Hebrew diacritic dots (Dotan 1974, 28; 2007, 622-23;
Posegay 2021d, 64-65).

The following discussion takes a different view, making
three assertions in challenging both Graetz’s and Dotan’s theo-
ries. First, there were, in fact, Syriac linguistic terms similar to
mille‘el and millera‘—specifically attested in Jacob of Edessa’s
writings—that Masoretes could have borrowed to describe vocal-
isation prior to the ninth century. Second, there was never any
diacritic dot in Hebrew that differentiated vowels in the same
way as the Syriac dot. Third, while both Syriac and Hebrew
scribes had knowledge of the same principles of relative vocali-
sation, they each manifested those principles differently in the
subsequent development of their respective absolute vowel point-
ing systems.

As previously mentioned, Jacob of Edessa explains how to
point Syriac homographs in his tractate, On Persons and Tenses,
where he states: “Every saying, that is, [every] form, when it is
thick or wide with sound, then it takes a point above. But when

it is narrow or thin, then below” (Phillips 1869, ; see above,

13 Also note the earlier view of Morag (1961, 17, n. 1).
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present chapter, 81.1). A word with ‘thick’ vocalisation takes a
dot men %l ‘above’, while its ‘thinner’ homograph is men ltaht
‘below’. Most often, that meant that words with more backed
vowels (e.g., /o/, /3/, /a/) took a dot above in comparison to
their homographs with comparatively fronted vowels (/u/, /e/,
/i/) (Kiraz 2015, 44-46; Posegay 2021d, 66). Notably, Jacob
does not repeat the word ‘dot’ (nugzo) in the latter half of his
statement, such that it could be read as a designation of ‘thin’ or
‘narrow’ words as phonetically ‘below’ (men ltaht). Fronted vow-
els would thus be considered ‘lower’ than their ‘above’ counter-
parts, which were relatively backed. This usage of men l‘el and
men ltaht seemingly as phonetic descriptors correlates with Ja-
cob’s descriptions of other ‘above’ and ‘below’ words elsewhere
in the tractate (Posegay 2020, 198-200). It likely arose from an
implicit association of relatively backed vowels with the ‘higher’
position of the supralinear diacritic dot in Syriac. When used in
this type of phonological context, these two phrases—men [‘el and
men ltaht—are plausible sources for the Masoretic mille‘el and mil-
lera‘ terms with the same meanings.

In the conclusion of his first article deconstructing Graetz’s
theory, Dotan critiques the utility of Jacob of Edessa’s phonolog-
ical analysis as evidence for connecting Syriac and Masoretic
ideas. Quite significantly, he does not seem to have noticed the
appearance of men ‘el and men ltaht in Jacob’s tractate, and so
makes the following statement:

Some Hebrew Masoretic lists of homographs are certainly

very ancient, but we cannot know the date of their compi-

lation. Thus much for the common aspects of Hebrew and
Syriac. As to all the rest, they have nothing in common,
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and that, not only in the technical graphic sense of the use

of the points, but what is much more important, in the as-

pect of contrasting the vowels. In Syriac the contrast is gen-

erally between forms with what is regarded as “fuller,

stronger pronunciation” and forms with a “finer, weaker”

one. These notions which cannot and could not be suffi-

ciently defined suffered, therefore, many deviations in ap-

plication, as Graetz has already pointed out, and rightly so.

In Hebrew, however, the contrast is always within the do-

main of a very clear scale, based on phonetic grounds

which hold true even today. (Dotan 1974, 33)
The common use of homograph lists is certainly a potential vec-
tor for intellectual exchange between early Masoretes and Syriac
grammarians, although it is true that we cannot date them pre-
cisely. As we have seen though, there is actually great similarity
between the early Syriac and Hebrew relative vocalisation sys-
tems. The earliest phonological vowel descriptions in both lan-
guages involve comparisons of openness between two vowels.
These contrasts occur in Jacob of Edessa’s (d. 708) and Dawid
bar Pawlos’ (fl. c. 770-800) grammatical writings, early Maso-
retic homograph lists, and the first vowel names of both the Ti-
berian and Babylonian Masoretes. Dotan’s interpretation of the
Syriac contrasts between “fuller, stronger” and “finer, weaker”
forms is thus misleading. The qualities that Jacob ascribes to the
vowels in On Persons and Tenses are not based on strength or
weakness, but rather are ‘be ‘thick’, nged ‘thin’, pte ‘wide’, and
gattin ‘narrow’. Dotan’s misinterpretation may originate with a
similar statement by Segal, who characterised the Syriac system
as dependant on the dominance and weakening of homographic
forms (1953, 11).
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The be and nged terms are borrowed from the Greek gram-
matical tradition, so while Jacob does describe open vowels as
thick or thin, he does so in order to fit Syriac phonology into a
Greek-inspired model (Revell 1972, 367; Talmon 2008, 166-67;
see also, Knudsen 2015, 77). These two most likely refer to the
relative backness of a vowel, which also happens to correlate
with relative openness for most Syriac vowels. The other two—
pte and qattin—are grounded in a conception of ‘wide-and-nar-
row’ phonology that explained vowels according to openness. Ja-
cob does not convey any measure of ‘strength’ or ‘weakness’ in
vowels (nor does Dawid bar Pawlos). Still, Dotan’s statement re-
garding the early Syriac ideas that “could not be sufficiently de-
fined” and thus “suffered... many deviations in application” high-
lights the problems of ambiguity inherent in a relative vocalisa-
tion system. It is for precisely this reason that Syriac scribes com-
pleted their absolute vocalisation system with discrete vowel
points and names around the end of Jacob’s life (Kiraz 2012,
1:20-21). This system took the ideas of ‘wide-and-narrow’ and
‘thick-and-thin’ phonology, as well as their association with pho-
netic ‘height’, as its defining principles.

On the other side, the statement that “in Hebrew... the con-
trast is always within the domain of a very clear scale” refers to
Dotan’s observation that the Hebrew mille‘el and millera‘ lists are
based on comparisons of phonetic backness, with more-back
vowels considered ‘higher’ in the mouth. This is the correct inter-
pretation of the mille‘el and millera‘ lists that compare vowels,
and Dotan also notes that this type of comparison according to

backness is the principle behind the arrangement of the ‘vowel
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scale’ in the fifth chapter of Saadia Gaon’s (d. 942) Hebrew gram-
mar, Kutub al-Lugha (The Books of the Language) (Dotan 1974, 29—
30; see below, chapter 4, §83.3-4). However, the persistence of
this conception of ‘height’ from the known early Masoretic lists
up through the tenth century does not indicate that the Hebrew
tradition always contrasted vowels according to that scale. Dotan
himself points out that Ginsburg’s homograph list with the head-
ing had gqms we-had pth ‘one closes and one opens’ (Ginsburg
1880, II:310-11, section 606) is identical to a list from Okla we-
Okla that has the heading had mille‘el we-had millera‘ ‘one is above
and one is below’ (Dotan 1974, 24; see Frendsdorff 1864, no. 5),
which suggests that the idea of comparing relative backness co-
incided with or superseded an idea of relative openness. This co-
incidence is not dissimilar to Jacob of Edessa’s connections be-
tween ‘wide’ and ‘thick’ vowels, and could well have evolved
from contact with a Syriac source.

It is impossible to say whether this list that appears with
two different headings was originally written for ‘opening-and-
closing’ or ‘above-and-below’ comparisons. Somewhat suspi-
ciously though, all of the examples of mille‘el ‘above’ words in
this list are also relatively gomes ‘closing’. This correspondence
only occurs when the Hebrew vowel /o/ is compared to /2/, /a/,
or /¢/; when /3/ is compared to /a/ or /¢/; or when /u/ is com-
pared to any vowel besides /o/. In all of these cases, the vowel
which is farther back in the mouth would also be more closed
than the vowel with which it is compared. Consequently, if a
Masorete had a homograph list that was arranged according to

relative openness, but they wanted to re-label it with mille‘el and



160 Points of Contact

millera‘, then they would have to remove any examples with
vowel pairs other than the ones mentioned. Those pairs would
include: /a/ with /¢/, /e/, or /i/; /e/ with /e/ or /i/; /e/ with
/i/; and /o/ with /u/. We find that all of these pairings are absent
from this list. Moreover, the mille‘el-millera‘ scale model of ‘back-
ness as height’ does seem to have continued on through the me-
dieval Hebrew grammatical tradition, and certainly into Saadia’s
grammatical writing.

Bearing all of this in mind, the following is a potential
framework for the parallel development of the Syriac and He-
brew relative vowel systems as they transitioned to absolute
vowel pointing. In both systems, the association of height with
backness directly informed the placement of the vowel points.

In the seventh century, or possibly earlier, Syriac teachers
and the first Masoretes began writing homograph lists to keep
track of words in the Bible that had identical consonants. They
judged these comparisons according to an easily observable phe-
nomenon—relative openness of the mouth—and various groups
used different words to describe these differences. In Syriac, Ja-
cob of Edessa called them ‘wide’ (pte) or ‘narrow’ (qattin), while
Dawid bar Pawlos referred to ‘opening’ (potah/ptiho) and ‘con-
tracting’ (°asar/hbiso/siso). Similarly, Tiberian Masoretes used pth
‘opening’ and gms ‘closing’, while their Babylonian counterparts
said migpas pummo ‘closing of the mouth’ and miptah pummo
‘opening of the mouth’ or ’ims> ‘closure’ and pitho ‘opening’.

Accompanying the Syriac versions of these homograph lists
was the diacritic dot system, which used a point ‘above’ (men [‘el)

to indicate a word with more open vocalisation, while a point
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‘below’ (men ltaht) marked the homograph with less open vow-
els.’ In the late seventh or early eighth century, the phrases men
‘el and men [taht acquired an additional function, coming to de-
scribe the comparative phonetic qualities of words or vowels, ra-
ther than just the locations of diacritic dots. The ‘more-open’
vowels also tended to be ‘more-back’, and Syriac scholars began
to associate dot height with phonetic backness. This principle
was foundational to the absolute vowel pointing system in Syriac,
which largely stabilised in its final form during the eighth cen-
tury (Kiraz 2012, 1:20-21). In this system, the ‘most-above’
(thick, backed) vowel, /5/, received two supralinear dots, the ‘in-
termediate’ vowel /a/ took one dot above and one below, and
the ‘below’ (thin, fronted) vowel /e/ got two sublinear points
(Segal 1953, 26-30; Kiraz 2012, 1:12-13, 21, 70-71; 2015, 41-
47, 98-101; Posegay 2021d, 67-68). A mater lectionis yod usually
indicated /i/, but as another ‘below’ vowel, one or two dots un-
der a yod could also represent it. Then the ‘above’ vowel /0/ took
a single supralinear dot—always above a waw—while a single dot
beneath waw indicated its ‘below’ contrast, /u/. This pointing
system remained the standard system for most East and West Syr-
iac scribes until the beginning of the tenth century, and remained

in use for East Syriac scribes after that (Coakley 2011; Kiraz

!4 Recall that the Syriac diacritic dot system, invented prior to Jacob of
Edessa’s lifetime, was likely based on a phonetic system in which the
vowel now called zqopo was pronounced unrounded (close to /a/), and
was thus both more open and more back than /a/ (Kiraz 2015, 45;
Knudsen 2015, 90-98, 115; Butts 2016, 89-90).
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2012, 1:79-80). The authors who applied it to grammatical writ-
ing also maintained this connection between height, openness,
and backness, and eventually named the vowels according to
principles of ‘wide-and-narrow’ and ‘high-and-low’ qualities (see
below, chapter 4, §2.0).

At roughly the same time—no later than the eighth cen-
tury—the Tiberian Masoretes adopted the idea of mille‘el ‘above’
and millera‘ ‘below’ vowel phonology. They most likely heard of
this concept from Syriac teachers, and like their Syrian counter-
parts, they associated ‘above’ and ‘below’ with phonetic back-
ness. They thus wrote homograph lists that distinguished relative
vowel pairs according to that attribute. Crucially, however, they
did not at any point adopt the Syriac usage of a single diacritic
dot to differentiate homographs. They merely took the ideas of
mille‘el and millera‘ (or men ‘el and men ltaht) as descriptions of
phonetic backness and applied them to Hebrew accordingly.
Eventually, the link between backness and ‘height’ led to the no-
tion of a full vowel scale, now well-known from later medieval
sources, like Kutub al-Lugha.

This backness principle also informed the creation of the
absolute system of Tiberian vowel points, similar to Syriac’s first
absolute vocalisation system. However, due to the earlier inven-
tion of a Tiberian cantillation system, accent signs filled much of
the supralinear space in a Tiberian Bible, so the Tiberian Maso-

retes favoured sublinear vowel signs (Dotan 1981, esp. 98).'° As

!> This chronology also matches that of the Syriac tradition, which had
a complex system of accent points (or ‘reading dots’) before an absolute
vocalisation system (Segal 1953, 58-78; Loopstra 2019, 161-66).
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such, they needed a graphical method for conveying movement
along a vertical scale using primarily sublinear dots, and that is
precisely what they created. In the Tiberian vocalisation system,
each dot represents a step on the mille‘el-millera scale (Posegay
2021d, 69-71).

First, /o/, the most-back, and thus most-mille‘el Hebrew
vowel, received a high supralinear dot (&). By maximal contrast,
the most-millera‘ vowel, /i/, took a single sublinear dot (&). These
two dots represent the two farthest ends of the vowel scale, and
correlate conceptually with the single diacritic dots placed above
or below a Syriac homograph. In this manner, almost as Graetz
hypothesised, the Masoretes did have ‘diacritic’ dots that func-
tioned like the Syriac relative dot, but they were already absolute
vocalisation signs. The reason for this development is that the
Tiberian Masoretes introduced these vowel points comparatively
later than Syriac scribes, at a time when absolute vocalisation
was already replacing relative descriptions, and so they assigned
each dot a single phoneme (/o/ or /i/).

After /i/, each step up the scale gains a single dot. The vow-
els /e/ and /¢/ each occupy one or two steps, respectively, above
/i/ on the scale, and so take one (&) or two (%) additional dots.
Then the signs for /a/ (8) and /5/ (&)—each including a sublinear
line segment—are graphically unique in the Tiberian system, and
the Masoretes likely prioritised their differentiation in biblical
reading due to a lack of distinction between /a/ and /5/ in spo-
ken Jewish Palestinian Aramaic (Fassberg 1990, 28-31, 53; Stei-
ner 2005, 380; Posegay 2021d, 63). These line segments may
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have been modified from the sign for /a/ in the Palestinian vo-
calisation system (&),'¢ probably already in use near Tiberias in
the eighth century, which the Tiberians simply shifted to a sub-
linear position. This comparison also explains the single dot be-
low the line segment for /3/,'7 as it represents a single step up
from /a/, which has no dot.

Furthermore, similar to Syriac, when a mater lectionis waw
was present, /u/ only needed to contrast with /o/, so it received
a single dot within the waw in the middle of the line. This middle
position represented /u/’s status as more fronted—that is, more
millera‘“—than /o/, but more mille‘el than the rest of the vowels.
Finally, the sublinear three-dot sign for /u/ is somewhat anoma-
lous, but given that it is the second most backed vowel, it ought
to have the most sublinear dots to represent the most ‘steps’ up
from /i/. It is also the least common vowel sign in Tiberian He-
brew, which may suggest that it was the last to be added to the
system. Notably, later descriptions of the vowel scale actually re-
move /u/ from its position next to /o/ and place it at the lowest
possible position, outside the mouth.'®

Once the Tiberian Masoretes had their full absolute vocali-
sation system, they had no need for relative vowel phonology,
and the terms mille‘el and millera‘ became unnecessary for de-
scribing vowels. It was at this time that the terms probably gained

their more well-known use for indicating stress positions, as such

' On this sign, see Dotan (2007, 625-26).

7 The original gomes sign was a horizontal stroke with a dot beneath it,
but most modern fonts do not render this form.

18 See Posegay (2021, 70, n. 72); see also below, chapter 4, §§3.3—4.
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distinctions were still useful when reading a vocalised text with
no cantillation signs. In this form, the two words were eventually
codified into the Masora of the Leningrad Codex, and they con-
tinue to represent a small hint of the time when Hebrew and Syr-
iac scholars had a mutual understanding of vocalisation.

This proposed development of the Tiberian vocalisation
system remains highly speculative, but it is a plausible interpre-
tation of the principles of relative vocalisation and phonetic
‘height’ that Hebrew Masoretes seem to have shared with Syriac
scribes and grammarians. The Tiberians clearly did not borrow
the Syriac vowel points for use in their biblical text, but they may
have heard of these ‘relative’ principles or terms like men [‘el and
men ltaht from Syriac contemporaries. Intellectual exchange of
this type was certainly possible between Jewish and Syriac Chris-
tian scholars in the eighth century. Both groups had a long par-
allel history of scholastic institutions in the East Syrian school
systems and the Rabbinic academies (Becker 2003, 387-91;
2006, 16, 18, 219 n. 98; 2010, 98-99, 103-8; see also, Voobus
1965), they still retained Aramaic (in some form) as a shared ver-
nacular, and a number of early medieval sources report direct
contact between Jewish and Christian intellectuals (Siegal 2018;
Butts and Gross 2020, 18-23; Posegay 2021d, 75; see also above,
chapter 2, §1.0). Even Jacob of Edessa himself mentions Jews in
nearby communities a few times in his writings (Hoyland 2008,
17, 20-21), and he seems to have had an affinity for the Hebrew
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language not seen among other Syriac grammarians (Salvesen
2001, 457-67; Butts and Gross 2020, 17-18).%°

This kind of intellectual exchange might also explain the
relatively sudden appearance in the historical record of the com-
plete Tiberian vocalisation system, without any evidence of prior
developmental stages. If the Tiberians intentionally designed a
new absolute vocalisation system, and they decided that that new
system should encode phonetic height, then we would expect it
to be complete and internally consistent from the outset (see
Morag 1961, 29). The Tiberian vocalisation system, at least as we
know it, fits this description much better than the Palestinian and
Babylonian systems, both of which are comparatively incon-
sistent with longer periods of evolution (Dotan 1981, 87; 2007,
525, 630, 633; Yeivin 1985; Khan 2013). In any case, there is no
evidence of a long Tiberian developmental process such as we
find in Syriac, with the gradual introduction of signs that evolved
organically from earlier, less precise diacritic dots.

Even if this reconstruction of the Tiberian vocalisation sys-
tem is not sound, the fact remains that both Syriac and Hebrew
linguists employed relative terminology based on openness and
backness to describe their vocalisation before the introduction of
absolute vowel points. At the same time as these Syriac and He-
brew scribes were creating those absolute systems, Qur’anic vo-
calisers were also adapting the Syriac diacritic dot to function as

an absolute vocalisation system in Arabic. This development was

19 Jacob probably could not actually read Hebrew, and most of his in-
formation about the language came from Greek sources. See also,
Salvesen (2008).
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itself related to the system of diacritic dots that Arabic scribes
used to differentiate consonants, which also depend on ‘relative’
distinctions of phonetic height. Additionally, relative phonetic
terminology similar to that discussed above actually appears in
eighth-century discussions of Arabic vocalisation, although it ap-

plies mainly to allophones, rather than to phonemic vowels.

2.0. Relative Phonology in Arabic

Using principles similar to the early Syriac and Hebrew descrip-
tions of vowel phonology, the first Arabic linguists also applied a
relative system to identify the vowels of their recitation tradition.
Like seventh- and eighth-century Jews and Christians, Qur’anic
readers first identified some of their vowels using terms derived
from connections between backness and height. The earliest Ar-
abic diacritic dots provide evidence for this relative phonology,
as they were placed using the same ‘high’ and ‘low’ phonetic as-
sociations as seen in the Syriac dot systems, albeit for consonants
rather than vowels. The concept also carried into the invention
of the Arabic red-dot vocalisation system, which took shape
around the end of the seventh century. Early Arabic grammatical
sources, specifically Kitab Sibawayh and Kitab al-‘Ayn, also pre-
serve two-way contrastive phonetic terminology that, like in Syr-
iac and Hebrew, linked the back of the mouth to phonetic
‘height’. This early tradition used nasb ‘standing upright’ and
’imala ‘bending down, inclining’ to describe the various allo-
phones of “alif in Qur’anic Arabic, according to their relative

points of articulation. Also, as in Syriac and Hebrew, this two-
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way comparison of vowels contributed to an absolute naming

system during the eighth century.

2.1. Inverting the Alphabet: Letters and Dots in Arabic

The earliest Arabic script evolved from Nabatean writing in the
fifth and sixth centuries, possibly spurred on by the spread of
Christianity in the Arabian Peninsula during the century before
Islam (Abbott 1939, 17; George 2010, 21-26; see also, Robin
2006; Hoyland 2008a). This Arabic lacked the diacritic dots and
vocalisation marks seen in modern Arabic, but the rise of Islam
and the necessity of unambiguously representing the words of the
Qur’an accelerated the development of Arabic pointing systems.
The earliest system of Arabic ’ijam ‘distinguishing dots’ emerged
by the first half of the seventh century at the latest,?° consisting
of short strokes or ovoid dots that differentiated consonants with
similar forms (Abbott 1939, 38; Rezvan 2004, 95; Ghabban and
Hoyland 2008; George 2010, 29-31, 51).

E. J. Revell has shown that Arabic scribes did not place
these dots arbitrarily, but rather the positions of the dots encode
information about the relative phonetic quality of consonants. He
identifies three stages of ’ijam development, but the first is most
pertinent here. In this stage, scribes distinguished consonants
which were identical in writing, but had different points of artic-
ulation. A consonant articulated farther back in the mouth re-

ceived a dot above, while its graphemic twin with a more fronted

% Though note al-Shdaifat et al. (2017), who argue for the application
of a Nabatean diacritic dot in an Arabic inscription that might be from
the sixth century.
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position received a dot below (Revell 1975, 178-79). For exam-
ple, medial niin and ba’ were identical in writing, so the alveolar
niin took a dot above () in contrast to the relatively fronted bi-
labial ba@’ (). Likewise, the velar kha’ (C) was farther back than
the palatal jim (C)' The pair of qaf and fa’ also falls into this cat-
egory, as early manuscripts show the uvular gaf with a single dot
above (<), while the labio-dental fa’ takes a dot below () (see
Khan 1992, 43; Gruendler 2001).>' Additionally, some manu-
scripts distinguish the palatal shin (_3) with three dots above,
while the dental sin takes three dots below (_.) (Gruendler 2001,
140).%2 The diacritics of these consonant pairs thus reflect an un-
derstanding of the back of the mouth as ‘higher’ than the front.
This correlation of phonetic backness with height mirrors
that of the Hebrew and Syriac relative vocalisation systems, dis-
cussed at length in the previous section. Revell argues that such
ideas about backness led Arabic-writing Christians or Jews to de-
velop these first contrastive ’ijam dots in the pre-Islamic period
(Revell 1975, 184-85, 190),% although none of the dots are at-
tested prior to the advent of Islam (George 2010, 29). Reports

21 This practice of dotting gaf and fa@ has continued in some maghrebi
scripts up to the present day (George 2015, 12).

22 Three dots were also necessary to distinguish sin and shin from medial
combinations of ba’, t@’, tha’, and niin (see Déroche et al. 2015, 220-21;
Witkam 2015).

3 He also posits that the association of backness and articulation points
with height in Arabic, Syriac, and Hebrew is ultimately derived from
Indian phonetic concepts. This argument is not necessary to explain the
perceived similarities between the Semitic phonological systems, and
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within the Arabic linguistic tradition do acknowledge some Syr-
iac influence in the invention of the script, but evidence from
early Arabic papyri and inscriptions suggest that the earliest
forms of the letters themselves were mainly the result of its Nab-
atean origins (Abbott 1939, 38; George 2010, 22, 26-27). How-
ever, hijazi scripts from the first few decades of Islam do show
Syriac calligraphic influences in the thickness and slanting angles
of their strokes. They also tend to have ovoid dots for their ’ijam,
rather than the slanting strokes which become more prevalent in
later Qur’ans, which may have been an attempt to match the
round diacritic dots of Syriac precursors (George 2010, 51-52,
75). They may also have favoured the use of ’ijam on specific
difficult words or grammatical categories, following similar
tendencies among Syriac scribes to mark only ambiguous homo-
graphic forms with the diacritic dot (Kaplony 2008, 101). Fur-
thermore, there is at least one Arabic inscription from the sixth
or seventh century that appears to have diacritic dots held over
from earlier Aramaic writing systems (al-Shdaifat et al. 2017).
Regarding the connection between phonology and ’ijam
dot position, Revell concludes that “once the theory had served
its purpose, it was likely forgotten, and never passed on to adher-
ents of Islam” (Revell 1975, 190), but this is not completely true.
The same principle persisted in the creation of the first ‘red-dot’
vowel points applied to the text of the Qur’an near the end of the
seventh century. Nabia Abbott argues that these signs were intro-

duced first in Iraq, where there was less resistance to modifying

the connection with Indian linguistic theory is probably a coincidence;
see Versteegh (1993, 27-28, 31).
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Qur’anic orthography than in the Hijaz (1939, 21, 59). Extant
manuscripts suggest Syria is a more likely location than Iraq,
though it is difficult to identify the place of origin with certainty
(George 2010, 78; 2015, 7). Either way, the first attested red dots
appear in Qur’an manuscripts from the Umayyad era, including
MSS Marcel 13, BNF Arabe 330c, and TIEM SE321 (see Déroche
2014, figs. 1-44). While it remains possible that red dots were
added some decades or even centuries after the completion of
these manuscripts’ consonantal texts, their script style is similar
to that of the inscriptions on the Dome of the Rock, suggesting
they were produced as part of the Caliph ‘Abd al-Malik’s (d. 705)
scribal programmes (George 2010, 75-78). This period corre-
sponds with the timeframe given in traditional Arabic sources for
the introduction of the red dots, as the majority of accounts claim
that either the Caliph °Ali (d. 661) or the Iraqi governor Ziyad
ibn Abihi (d. 673) asked the grammarian Abii al-Aswad al-Dw’ali
(d. 689) to invent a system to preserve the correct recitation of
Yiisuf (d. 714) who asked the grammarian Nasr ibn ‘Asim (d.
707) to create a vowel system, and a few sources give credit to
Hasan al-Basri (d. 728/9) or Yahya ibn Ya‘mar (d. 746) (Abbott
1939, 39).

24 The ‘modern’ Arabic vocalisation system, with slanted strokes for /a/
and /i/ and a small waw for /u/, does not appear regularly in Qur’an
manuscripts until the tenth or eleventh century. It is attested in non-
Qur’anic texts from the ninth century (Déroche 2003; George 2015, 13-
14; Posegay 2021).
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While it is possible that Abt al-Aswad was the true ‘inven-
tor’ of the red-dot system, its creation has been mythologised in
the Arabic grammatical tradition. As the Andalusian tajwid
scholar Abii ‘Amr al-Dani (d. 1053) tells it in al-Muhkam fi Naqt
al-Masahif (The Rules for Pointing the Codices), Ziyad ibn Abihi
asked Abii al-Aswad to make something for the Qur’an that
would prevent the corruption of its recitation. At first, Abi al-

Aswad refused, but then:
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Ziyad brought up a man and said to him, “Sit by the path
of Abii al-Aswad, and if he passes by you, then recite part
of the Qur’an, but make a mistake intentionally.” And he
did that. When Abtu al-Aswad passed by him, the man
raised his voice and said, “God is disassociated from the
polytheists and from His messenger.”® Abii al-Aswad no-
ticed this, and said, “How great can the design of God be,
that He would disassociate from His messenger?!”

% Q. 9:3 (al-Tawba). The man said anna llaha bari’un mina l-mushrikina
wa-rasiilihi, but the proper reading is with wa-rasiiluhi, i.e., “that God
is disassociated from the polytheists, and so is His messenger.”
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He went straight back to Ziyad and said, “Now look here:
I have an answer for you, to what you requested. I have
decided to begin making ’i7ab in the Qur’an. Bring me
thirty men.” And Ziyad brought them. Abii al-Aswad se-
lected ten from among them, and he only stopped once he
had chosen a man from ‘Abd al-Qays.

Then he said, “Take a codex and some dye of a different
colour than the ink. When I open my lips, make a single
dot above the letter. When I press them together, put the
dot next to the letter. Then when I break them, put the dot
below it. If I follow any of these vowels with a nasal sound,
then make two dots” (al-Dani 1960, 2b-3a).

At the core of this system, a red dot above a letter marked the
vowel /a/, a dot to the left marked /u/, and a dot below marked
/i/.%6 Two dots marked nunation (tanwin) at the end of a word.
Although al-Dani does not suggest that Abii al-Aswad actually
named the Arabic vowels, he does describe the lip movements
that happen when one articulates /a/, /u/, and /i/, using verbs
that share roots with the Arabic vowels fatha ‘opening’, damma
‘pressing together’, and kasra ‘breaking’. Still, al-Dani is likely too
late a source to know with any certainty what Abt al-Aswad said
on the day of the first red dots.? Interestingly, the notion that he
changed his mind with respect to recording the ’i7rab is reminis-

cent of his Syriac contemporary, Jacob of Edessa (d. 708), who

% Other dot colours and diacritic signs could represent additional fea-
tures (e.g., hamza and shadda) or record multiple gira’at in a single man-
uscript. See Dutton (1999; 2000) and Muehlhaeusler (2016).

%’ For further analysis on the historical reliability of the tradition behind
the dots, see George (2015, 5-7).
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reluctantly created Syriac vowel letters after initially believing
that they were unnecessary.?®

While it is difficult to definitively date any vocalised man-
uscripts to Abii al-Aswad’s lifetime (George 2015, 4-5), it is safe
to conclude that vowel dots first appeared in Arabic sometime
between 675 and 725. This period also coincides with the time
prior to absolute Syriac vocalisation, in which the diacritic dot
system was at its peak, and overlaps with the end of Jacob of
Edessa’s life. This coincidence has not gone unnoticed, as Abbott
points out that “Arabic traditionists acknowledge the influence
of Syriac” in the creation of the red-dot system (1939, 38), and
Versteegh remarks that its inventor “borrowed the system of
punctuation from the Syrians” (1993, 29). Versteegh further
claims that it is “obvious” the red dots were arranged in accord-
ance with the placement of the Syriac diacritic dots (Versteegh
1993, 30; see also, Lipiniski 1997, 163), which seems to be accu-
rate. As we have seen with Jacob of Edessa’s writings (above,
present chapter, §1.0), the seventh-century Syriac diacritic dot
system marked vowels by contrasting them between homo-
graphs. In general, a supralinear dot marked a homograph with
/3/ or /a/, a sublinear dot marked /e/ or /i/, and a supralinear
dot with a sublinear dot on the same word marked /a/ (Kiraz
2015, 41-47). Arabic scribes adapted this system for their smaller

vowel inventory,? taking the dot which most often indicated a

8 See above, chapter 2, §1.0, and Wright (1871, «~, Bodl. 159 fol. 1a,
col. 1).

2 Medieval Arabic scholars distinguished only three cardinal vowel
qualities in Classical Arabic: /a/, /i/, /u/.
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type of a-vowel—the dot ‘above’ (men [‘el)—for their /a/. Natu-
rally, the dot which most often indicated a type of e- or i-vowel—
the dot ‘below’ (men ltaht)—became /i/. This vocalisation was
first used sparingly, usually on difficult or foreign words and not
to fully vocalise a Qur’an (Abbott 1939, 39; 1972, 9; Dutton
1999, 123). As Dutton (1999, 117) observes, an account in Abi
Bakr ibn Abi Dawid’s (d. 929) Kitab al-Masahif (The Book of the
Codices) even suggests that “they were not used for all vowels,
but rather those that indicated grammatical endings, or that dis-
tinguished two different words (e.g., fa-mathaluhu rather than fa-
mithluhu).” That is to say, they were sometimes used to differen-
tiate homographs that differed only in their vowels, exactly like
Syriac.

With dots already accounting for two-thirds of their vowels
(/a/ and /i/), Arabic scribes had no need for an ambiguous rela-
tive vocalisation system, and they placed a single intralinear red
dot to the left of a letter to represent /u/. Al-Dani explains the
intralinear position for /u/ simply because it was the last remain-
ing space (al-Dani 1960, 20a),*® and, as far as I know, there is no
evidence for the regular use of a two-dot sign to represent any
vowel in Arabic. There is, however, an anomalous papyrus letter
from the Khalili Collection in which the writer applies an oblique

pair of sublinear dots to designate /i/, or a similarly fronted

%0 He also claims that there was once a Hijazi practice that marked /u/
with a supralinear dot, /a/ with an intralinear dot, and /i/ with a sub-
linear dot, but this system is unattested in manuscripts (al-Dani 1960,
4b-5a; George 2015, 6, 14).
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vowel, in five separate instances (MS Khalili Inv. No. 368). Geof-
frey Khan notes that this sign matches the form and usage of the
sublinear two-dot sign that represents /e/ and /i/ in Syriac man-
uscripts from the seventh century onwards, and may be a “loan
from Syriac” in the period before the red-dot system stabilised
(Khan 1992, 43-44, 234-37).%! He also highlights a papyrus pe-
tition from the same collection in which a dot ‘above’ marks /a/
and a dot ‘below’ marks /i/, both conspicuously in the same col-
our as the main script (MS Khalili Inv. No. 69) (Khan 1992, 43,
136-40).** This matching colouration is irregular, as medieval
Arabic vocalisers explicitly instruct to use different colours for
the dots and main script (hence ‘red’ dots) (al-Dani 1960, 2b-3a,
9b). It is worth noting that Syriac scribes often used red and black
inks for different types of dots in the same manuscript, and their
vowel points were usually black or brown (i.e., the same colour
as the script). Both of these papyri documents thus reinforce the
conclusion that the red-dot system is derived from the Syriac di-
acritic dots.

This adaptation of the Syriac relative vocalisation system
to fit the Arabic language could have occurred in several different

ways, including within the scribal bureaucracy of the late Ra-

31 For the function of these particular dots in Syriac, see Kiraz (2012,
1:70; 2015, 98-101).

32 Abbott suspects the Arabic red dots cannot have seen much use in
non-Qur’anic texts, with the system quickly giving way to the modern
vocalisation system in works of literature and poetry due to the incon-
venience of swapping ink colours (1972, 7-8).
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shidun or early Umayyad Caliphate. As Versteegh (1993, 29) re-
marks, “we know that during the first century of the conquests
Arabs had to rely on Christians to handle the archives of the
newly founded empire.” The lack of a complex Arabic bureau-
cratic system or written literary tradition in the pre-Islamic pe-
riod prompted the early caliphate to employ non-Arabic scribes,
specifically Greek and Persian, for bureaucratic work until the
reforms of ‘Abd al-Malik at the end of the seventh century (Hoy-
land 2008b, 13-15). Even into the 690s, many of these scribes
were bilingual Syriac Christians (Hoyland 2008b, 13, n. 6; King
2012, 196-97), and when ‘Abd al-Malik ordered them to begin
keeping records in Arabic, it would have been trivial to transfer
the Syriac dots to a vowelless Arabic script. On the other hand,
with the possible exceptions of the two papyrus documents men-
tioned above, both the Syriac dots and the Arabic red-dot vocal-
isation are practically unattested in non-Qur’anic texts. It is more
likely that the ’ijam entered Arabic from Syriac via this pathway,
as they are attested earlier than the red dots and do appear in
bureaucratic documents (Kaplony 2008).

Another option for the introduction of the red dots is
through pedagogical practices aimed at teaching children to read
Arabic. Several scholars have observed that in Jacob of Edessa’s
canons, he accedes that it is permissible for a Christian priest to
teach reading and writing to Muslim (and Jewish) children (Merx
1889, 43; Hoyland 2008b, 17). Versteegh (1993, 29) argues that
such teacher-student relationships must have existed in the late
seventh century, or there would be no need to address such a

question. More than likely, these Syrian teachers were teaching
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Arabic reading to Muslim children, and we know from Jacob of
Edessa’s Turros Mamll that vowel marking was a powerful tool
for explaining grammar (see above, chapter 2, §1.0). Similarly,
in the years following ‘Abd al-Malik’s reforms, Syriac Christian
children would have needed to learn Arabic in order to pursue
careers in the scribal bureaucracy. In these scenarios, the intro-
duction of Syriac vowel dots to the Arabic script would have oc-
curred in a pedagogical setting, with Syriac-speaking teachers
utilising them to educate Arabic-reading children.

More generally, Arabic vocalisation would have spread af-
ter the invention of the red dots as a result of pedagogy. Though
much later than Jacob of Edessa, al-Dani records at least one tra-
dition which forbids vowel pointing, except for pedagogical pur-
poses. He writes: “Malik said... As for the little codices which
children learn from, as well as their tablets,?® I do not think
[pointing them] is so bad ( v.bw &5:” Sl Ca-laad) Lﬁj el Je
(WAPIES LS Ls’ 3t ("@"\Jjb olaall L8)” (al-Dani 1960, 6a).>* Draw-
ing a brief modern parallel, also note that children’s books are
the only Arabic texts besides the Qur’an that are fully and con-

sistently vocalised.

3 These were wooden tablets with wax surfaces that students could use
to practice writing, then scrape clean to use again.

34 This was also the rule for medieval Hebrew Bible manuscripts. Per-
sonal codices and teaching aides could be vocalised, but Torah scrolls
meant for use in synagogues could not (Khan 1990, 54; 2020, 1:20). For
vocalisation in common Bible codices, see Outhwaite (2020).
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Still, the red-dot vowel points are not widely attested in
non-Qur’anic texts, so bureaucratic archives and schoolkids’ tab-
lets may not be the most likely entry points for Syriac diacritic
dots into the Arabic script. Another possibility is implied by sev-
eral early hadith reports that claim seventh- and eighth-century
Muslims hired Christian scribes (or recent Christian converts to
Islam) to write copies of the Qur’an for them (Déroche 2004, 263,
n. 83; George 2010, 52-53 and nn. 112-16). These scribes would
have first learned Syriac calligraphy before adapting to Arabic,
and would have had the perfect opportunity to convert Syriac
diacritic dots into an Arabic vocalisation system. Such reports
also correlate with the observed Syriac influences on the palae-
ography and codicology of early Qur’an manuscripts (George
2010, 34-51). Abii al-Aswad and other late seventh- or early
eighth-century scholars would have been aware of these prac-
tices, or something similar. Some of them may even have learned
to read from native Syriac-speakers before adding red dots to the
Qur’anic text themselves. Moreover, it may be that the compara-
tively early introduction of an absolute vowel pointing system in
Arabic actually accelerated the transition to absolute vocalisation
in Syriac during the eighth century.

Regardless of the precise origins of the red dots and “ijam,
it is clear that their inventor(s) modelled them after the Syriac
diacritic dots, thereby importing the concept of ‘high’ and ‘low’
phonology into the Arabic writing system. Revell was correct to
observe that later Muslim grammarians did not always adopt ex-
actly the same principles to describe Arabic, and the difference
may be due to the work of al-Khalil ibn Ahmad (d. 786/791). If
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the older perception of farther-backed articulation points as
‘higher’ (as evidenced by the °ijam positions) became universal
in Arabic, then the ‘lowest’ consonant should always be the bila-
bial mim. However, the introduction to Kitab al-‘Ayn explains
how al-Khalil rearranged the letters of the Arabic alphabet to as-

cend in order from back to front:
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So he considered it, for he could not begin his composition
from the beginning of the ’dalif, b&@’, t&’, tha’ [alphabet],
which is “alif, because the °alif is a sick letter. But when he
passed the first letter, he was loath to begin with the sec-
ond (which is b@’) without pretext and careful considera-
tion. He organised and observed all of the letters; he tested
them, [finding the exit of all speech is from the throat].
Thus he made first, at the beginning, the innermost letter
among those in the throat.

His test of them was just that he would open his mouth
with °alif, then make the letter appear, for example: °ab,
’at, °ah, ’a‘, ’agh. He found the ‘ayn was the innermost of
the letters in the throat, so he made it the first of the book,
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and then whatever [letter] was next to it was higher, and
then higher still until he came to their end, which is the
mim.

So if you were asked about a word and you wanted to know
its location [in the lexicon], then examine the letters of the
word, and when you find the one earliest in the book, then
it is that volume.

And al-Khalil inverted the “alif, b&’, ta@’, tha’ [alphabet], and

he placed them in proportion to [the distance of] their ar-

ticulation point from the throat. This is his arrangement:

‘ayn, ha@’, ha@’, kha’, ghayn.... (Makhzumi 1985, 1:47-48)
The narrator of this passage—likely al-Khalil’s student, al-Layth
ibn al-Muzaffar (d. 803) (Sellheim 2012; Schoeler 2006, 142-
63)—explains that al-Khalil did not want to arrange his lexicon
in the normal Arabic alphabetical order (°dlif, b@’, t&’, tha’), be-
cause ’alif is not a sound root letter. He observed that the throat
is the source of all speech, and so concluded that ‘ayn should be
the first letter because it is produced deepest in the throat.*
Then, in contrast to the comparisons found in the relative vocal-
isation and diacritic systems, al-Khalil designed a consonantal
scale that moves upwards from the back of the mouth to the front
(see Revell 1975, 183-84, 190 n. 1; Kinberg 1987, 17-18). He
further clarifies this arrangement when he states that the inner-

most letters are ‘ayn,*® ha’, and ha@’, and that “these three are in

% This letter’s name is the reason why the lexicon is called Kitab al-‘Ayn
(The Book of the ‘Ayn), but al-Khalil was also punning on the noun ‘ayn,
which means ‘source’.

% Hamza (glottal stop) is actually articulated farther back than ‘ayn
(voiced pharyngeal fricative), but al-Khalil considered it one of the ‘airy’
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one space, each one higher than last (4>y 2> 5 J;J EW oda
RN A @ j L@.:b.'.g)” (Makhzumi 1985, 57-58). Sir}lilarly, he says,
“qaf and kaf are both velar-uvular, and the kaf is higher ( 3l o
23 Sl (ol s SIS1)” (Makhzumi 1985, 58). That is, kdf is
farther forward. This consonantal scale remained the alphabeti-
cal order for the lexical entries in Kitab al-‘Ayn even as later schol-
ars compiled it after al-Khalil’s death. The influence of this first
Arabic lexicon may have disrupted the continuity of the earlier
phonological system where ‘back’ was ‘high’.

Al-Khalil’s work was foundational to the Basran school of
grammar (Talmon 2003, 279), and his consonantal arrangement
appears in the Kitab of his student, Sibawayh (d. 793/796).
Sibawayh expands on this notion equating ‘height’ with fronted-
ness, and he explicitly incorporates the Arabic vowels into the
order of articulation points. In a chapter on verbs of the fa‘ala
pattern containing pharyngeal consonants that inflect with the
vowel /a/, he writes:

o L ol 158,55 ) 3 S WY Dyl an Ny L
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letters which lacked an articulation point in the mouth (Makhzumi
1985, 58; al-Nassir 1993, 13-14).

%7 Kaf never represented a uvular consonant, so al-Khalil’s term lahawi
here designates a region around the back of the tongue between the
uvula and the velum (Alfozan 1989, 10-11; al-Nassir 1993, 11, 41; Bri-
erley et al. 2016, 162-63).
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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 ’alif, ya’, and
waw.

They likewise vocalise [these consonants] when they are
in second position, but this is not done in instances of waw
or ya@, because they are both among the letters which are
raised up. The raised letters are a separate space. For what
is raised up, you only take a vowel that is [also] from what
is raised, and taking a vowel from this space for whatever
is low should be avoided. (Sibawayh 1986, IV:101)

For Sibawayh, since the consonants ha’, ‘ayn, h@’, ghayn, and kha’
are articulated far back at the throat, they are the lowest letters.
They frequently take the vowel /a/ because it shares a ‘space’
(hayyiz) with them. More precisely, /a/ shares an articulation
point with ’alif (and thus hamza), so it is the vowel that is physi-
cally closest to the low consonants. By contrast, if ya’ or waw
occur in these same verbal contexts, they usually take /i/ or /u/.
This tendency occurs, at least according to Sibawayh, because ya’
and waw are murtafi‘a ‘raised up’, higher in the mouth than the
letters articulated in the throat. These raised letters are farther
forward, and thus it is easier for them to take /i/ and /u/, which
are also ‘raised up’ at their articulation points (see Kinberg 1987,
16-17). The same explanation appears in Ibn Jinni’s (d. 1002)
Sirr Sind‘a al-I‘rab, where he places fatha (/a/) as the lowest
vowel, followed by kasra (/i/), and then damma (/u/) (Kinberg
1987, 18; Ibn Jinni 1993, 53-54).
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Given the influence that al-Khalil and Sibawayh’s writings
had on later Arabic grammarians, it is not surprising that the wa-
ters are somewhat muddied with respect to the perceptions of
‘high’ and ‘low’ in medieval Arabic linguistics. For indeed, even
while al-Khalil’s consonant scale survived in al-‘Ayn and the work
of some of his successors, there was a concurrent system which
considered the velum the highest point in the mouth, and all
spaces both in front of and behind it were lower (Kinberg 1987).
This system appears much more similar to the mille‘el-millera“
scale and the Syriac relative vocalisation system, which both
identified ‘high’ vowels as those pronounced farthest back, clos-

est to the velum.

2.2. Nasb, ’Imala, and Phonological Height in Arabic

The arrangements of the consonants in the introduction of Kitab
al-‘Ayn, Sibawayh’s Kitab, and Ibn Jinni’s Sirr Sind‘a al-I‘rab all
suggest that they conceived of an ascending scale that located
pharyngeals as the ‘lowest’ letters in contrast to the ‘highest’ la-
bials (e.g., Ibn Jinni 1993, 45). However, Naphtali Kinberg has
shown that the prevailing perception among Arabic grammari-
ans—including Sibawayh and Ibn Jinni—is to regard the space
between the velum and uvula as the highest point in the mouth.
As such, the letters pronounced from articulation points both in
front of and behind the velum (i.e., palatals, dentals, labials,
pharyngeals, glottals) are relatively ‘low’ (Kinberg 1987, 8). This
organisation appears in the work of several later grammarians,
but is best summarised by Ibn Jinni, who classifies all the letters

into two groups: musta‘liya ‘elevated’ and munkhafida ‘lowered’.
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The elevated letters are the velars kha’, ghayn, and qaf, as well as
the ‘emphatic’ pharyngealised consonants sad, dad, ta’, and za’.
All other letters are lowered, including hamza, ‘ayn, ha@’, and ha@’
(Ibn Jinni 1993, 62; Bakalla 2011). Two details stand out here.
First, munkhafida comes from the same root as khafd ‘lowering’,
the Kufan name for the genitive case and a name for the vowel
/i/ until at least the early ninth century (Versteegh 1993, 18-19).
Second, Sibawayh uses the same mustaliya term and group of
seven ‘elevated’ letters to explain the rules which prevent ’imala
‘bending down, inclination’ in the Kitab.

’Imala in Arabic is a phonetic phenomenon of fronting a
vowel so that its pronunciation approaches /i/. Most often, this
occurs with long /a/ represented by ’alif, resulting in allophonic
qualities between /a/ and /i/ (e.g., /¢/ or /e/) (Alfozan 1989,
18, 35, 213-16; Levin 2007). Sibawayh’s Kitab is the earliest
source that describes the comprehensive rules for determining
whether or not an ’alif undergoes °imala, and he devotes several
chapters to it (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:117-43). The most common
cause is /i/ in an adjacent syllable. Throughout this discussion,
Sibawayh refers to the default quality of alif (/a/) as nasb ‘stand-
ing upright’ (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:123, line 4; Talmon 1996, 291;
2003, 239), while variants in which /a/ is fronted towards /i/
are ’imala ‘bending down’. He usually does this by saying that a
speaker ‘bends down’ (yumilu) or ‘sets upright’ (yansibu) the alif
(Sibawayh 1986, 1V:123, 125-26, 127, 143). Some later gram-
marians also delineated two different types of ’imala—’imala
khafifa ‘light inclination’ (likely around /¢/) and ’imala shadida
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‘strong inclination’ (closer to /e/ or /i/)*—but Sibawayh does
not make that distinction in this section (Alfozan 1989, 18, 35—
36; Dutton 1999, 121). However, he does say that some instances
of ’imala are ‘weaker’ (’ad‘af) (Sibawayh 1986, IV:122), and he
mentions ‘strong ’imala’ in his section on the alphabet (Sibawayh
1986, 1V:432), suggesting his idea of ’imala encompassed more
than one vowel quality. As such, in the Kitab and elsewhere, the
term ’imala has a relative function, and, depending on context,
can indicate multiple fronted allophones of “alif (e.g., /¢/, /e/).

Nasb is the name for the accusative case in Classical Arabic,
but prior to the ninth century it was also a name for /a/, the
vowel that most frequently marks the accusative case ending. Ev-
idence for this usage as a vowel name appears in early Qur’anic
exegesis and the lexical sections of Kitab al-‘Ayn (Versteegh 1993,
125-26; Talmon 1997, 157, 194-97; 2003, 235-40). The identi-
fication of /a/ with ‘standing upright’ indicates that the vowel is
articulated higher up in the mouth—that is, not fronted, not
’imala ‘bending down’. However, besides /a/ and /e/, Sibawayh
includes another allophone of “alif in this discussion of nasb and
’imala. He states that the seven mustadiya letters—kha’, ghayn,
qaf, sad, dad, ta@’, and za’>—prevent ’imala when they precede alif
(see Kinberg 1987, 8-9), explaining:
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3 Sibawayh does not describe the exact quality of ’imala, so we can only
estimate here. See discussion in Levin (2007).
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You prevent ’imala for these letters because they are letters

which are elevated towards the upper palate, and the

’alif—if it is pronounced from their position—is elevated

towards the upper palate. When [the °alif] is adjacent to

these elevated letters, then they overpower it, just as the

kasra overpowers it in maséjid and other variations [that

have ’imala]. So when the letters are elevated while the

“alif elevates, and they are adjacent to the °alif, then the

articulation is in a single manner, which is less burden-

some for them [the Arabs] (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:129).

This passage describes the production of a non-’imala allophone
of ’alif from the same articulation point as the ‘elevated’
(musta‘liya) letters, so called because the back of the tongue is
‘elevated’ to the high point between the velum and the uvula (Ibn
Jinni 1993, 62; see Bakalla 2011). A speaker also retracts the
tongue in order to shift the vowel back towards that point, real-
ising it somewhere between /a/ and /o/ (e.g., /a/ or /3/) (al-
Nassir 1993, 97, 103-4; Bakalla 2011). Sibawayh suggests that
this pronunciation is “less burdensome” because a speaker does
not have to move quickly from the high articulation point of the
musta‘liya letters to the comparatively low articulation point of a
vowel that has undergone ’imala.

Kinberg interprets this passage to mean that the °alif rises
towards the velum from a low position in the throat, since that is
the same position as the other munkhafida pharyngeal consonants
and the place which Arabic grammarians indicate for the articu-
lation point of “alif (Kinberg 1987, 9). However, this interpreta-

tion cannot be correct. When Sibawayh says °alif in this passage,
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what he is really describing is not the letter itself, but rather the
phoneme /a/ as represented by a written “alif. By default, this
long vowel has the same quality as /a/, but when it undergoes
’imala then it is realised between /a/ and /i/. If Sibawayh per-
ceived the default /a/ as being articulated from low in the throat,
then it could not ‘bend down’ towards /i/—it would either rise
or remain level. As such, the ‘elevation’ of ’alif in the passage
must be from the articulation point of /a/ in the centre of the
mouth, between the points of /i/ and the musta‘liya letters, and
up towards the velum.* This analogy of the transition from a
front vowel to a back vowel as movement from a low position to
a high position is the same as that seen in Syriac and Hebrew
relative vocalisation. In this Arabic system, °imala indicates a
downward movement from a default phonemic vowel, while nasb
is a comparatively steady or upward movement.

Sibawayh’s discussion of ’imala with the vowel /u/ rein-
forces this interpretation. He says that one ‘bends down’ the sec-
ond vowel in the word madhfr ‘frightened’, with the resulting
vowel fronted from /u/ to /u/ (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:142-43; Al-
fozan 1989, 143; al-Nassir 1993, 102; see also, Ibn Jinni 1993,
53). Sibawayh’s description is a relative comparison of two allo-
phones, with the more-fronted, ‘lower’ vowel /#/ explained as
‘inclined’ or ‘bent down’ in comparison to the ‘higher’, more-
backed /u/. In fact, as Kinberg notes, the articulation point of /u/
is also at the velum—the same as the mustaliya letters—so it is
the ‘highest’ vowel (Kinberg 1987, 7-8), and any ’imala from that

% Though see al-Nassir (1993, 32-33). Sibawayh may not have had a
definite sense of the locations of the articulation points of the vowels.
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point results in a relatively-fronted vowel between /i/ and /u/
(i.e., /&/). Further reinforcing this position is a note in Kitab al-
‘Ayn that equates raf* ‘rising’ with tafkhim ‘thickening’, the term
which Sibawayh applies to the backed realisation of an ’alif in a
way that resembles waw (i.e., /o/) (Makhzumi 1985, IV, 281;
Sibawayh 1986, 1V:432; Talmon 1997, 141). Raf‘ was also an
early name for the vowel /u/, so called because it indicates the
relatively high position of the vowel’s velar articulation point. It
comes from a separate ‘high-and-low’ dichotomy in Arabic pho-
nology, contrasting with the fronted ‘lowering’ of khafd (/i/) (see
below, chapter 4, §1.1). Arabic grammarians eventually com-
bined this pair of terms with nasb as a name for /a/, but only
after nasb had been established as the phonetic opposite of ’imala.

Sibawayh also remarks that the waw in madhr does not
undergo complete ’imala, “because it does not resemble ya’, and
if you bend it down, then you [actually] bend down what pre-
cedes it, but seeking towards /i/ (L <Jal L@.:,\,J o el i Y Le_sgl
8 Sl S d)fﬁj l3)” (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:143; al-Nassir 1993,
102).% The implication is that °alif (and /a/) resembles ya’ (and
/i/) more than waw (and /u/), which is why ’alif can undergo
more complete downwards inclination. Based on this infor-
mation, we can estimate that Sibawayh’s arrangement of allo-
phonic vowels from low to high would match their approximate
order of relative backness: /i/, /e/, /a/, /&/, /a/, /o/, /u/.

At the end of the section on ’imala, Sibawayh says, “We
have heard all that we have mentioned to you, regarding ’imala
and nasb in these chapters, from the Arabs (U LS5 L o Lrow

0 See discussion of rawm ‘seeking, desiring’ below, chapter 4, §1.2.



190 Points of Contact

ol e ;.Aj;v\ sda b wadly ALY .0)” (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:143).
This comment could be read as an indication that all the exam-
ples in the preceding chapters—including those with /a/ and
/u/—are classified as either nasb or ’imala. This usage is actually
inconsistent with the terminology that Sibawayh uses in the rest
of the Kitab. In one of its first chapters, he specifically details a
system to differentiate the vowel names fath, kasr, and damm
from the ’irabi case names nasb, jarr, and raf‘ (Sibawayh 1986,
I:13; K. Versteegh 2011).*! This was a novel distinction, as prior
to the Kitab, all of these terms were used interchangeably for both
vowel and case names (Versteegh 1993, 17-19, 125; Talmon
1997, 194-97; 2003, 235-40, 283).** Following his own rules,
Sibawayh avoids using nasb, raf‘, and jarr to name non-inflec-
tional vowel phonemes the vast majority of the time (Talmon
2003, 238). The section on ’imala is thus significant for contain-
ing an abnormally high density of instances where he describes
the phonology of /a/ and its allophones with terms derived from
nasb. He seems to be transmitting an inherited tradition (Talmon
2003, 239) in which nasb and ’imala were binary terms for de-
scribing allophonic pronunciations, without always updating it
to match his own terminological system. In this tradition, each
term included a range of possible vowel qualities, depending on
its specific context, with ’imala ‘bending down’ indicating rela-

tively fronted ‘low’ vowels (e.g., /¢/, /e/, /®/), and nasb ‘standing

41 On all of these terms as vowel names, see below, chapter 4, §1.1.

2 Talmon suspects that al-Khalil created the distinction between vowel
names and ’i7abi terms at the end of his career, just before Sibawayhi
wrote the Kitab. See also, Versteegh (1977, 17-18).
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upright’ indicating relatively ‘high’ backed vowels (e.g., /a/, /a/,
/3/).

Previous scholars have put forth similar explanations for
the meaning of these two terms, though they have focused on the
idea of nasb as ‘stable’ in contrast to the ‘deviation’ of ’imala
(Talmon 2003, 239, n. 2). For example, Morag emphasises the
binary relationship between nasb and °imala, suggesting that a
mansib allophone is ‘stable’, while a mumal form is ‘deviating’
(Morag 1979). This explanation is unconvincing, as nasb means
‘standing upright’, ‘erecting’, or even ‘elevating’ more than ‘sta-
bilising’ (Kazimirski 1860, 1286; Lane 1863, 2799).*® If, instead,
we take nasb as ‘standing upright’ to indicate a high position in
the mouth, then ’imala as ‘bending down’ is the logical antonym
for a lower position. Meanwhile, Kinberg (1986, 172) argues that
nasb and °’imala were part of a triad with tafkhim ‘thickening,
magnifying’, indicating either a lack of inclination (/a/), inclina-
tion towards the front of the mouth (/e/), or inclination towards
the back of the mouth (/0/), respectively. Sibawayh does men-
tion ’alif al-tafkhim in his account of the alphabet as a variant of
“alif that is opposite to ’imala. It signifies an apparently Hijazi
dialectal shift from /a/ to /6/ in the final syllables of salat, zakat,
and hayat (all written with waw in the Qur’an) (Sibawayh 1986,
IV:432; Alfozan 1989, 259-60; al-Nassir 1993, 91, 103; Talmon

43 Lane even notes that nasb can be “a kind of song, or chant, of the
Arabs, or of the Arabs of the desert, or poetry such as is commonly
recited, well-regulated and set to an air, so called because, in singing or
chanting it, the voice is raised, or elevated” (Lane 1863, 2799). See also,
Talmon (1997, 197).
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1997, 141). However, he does not use the word tafkhim in any of
his chapters devoted to ’imala, not even when describing the
quality of ’alif after musta‘liya letters. As such, it does not appear
that tafkhim originated as part of a conceptual triad with nasb and
’imala. It may instead be related to Jacob of Edessa’s Greek-influ-
enced classification of /2/ and /o/ as ‘thick’ (‘be), in contrast to
‘thinner’ vowels like /e/ and /i/ (see above, present chapter,
§1.1).

A contrastive, binary origin for nasb and ’imala can be in-
terpreted with the same height-based associations as the Hebrew
and Syriac relative vocalisation systems that correlated height
with backness. These systems were contemporaneous with the
earliest pre-Sibawayhan Arabic grammarians, and those gram-
marians could have adopted the same explanations for their
vowel phonology from a shared source. The most likely possibil-
ity would be an element of the Syriac grammatical tradition that
was in contact with the ‘Old Iraqi’ school of Arabic grammarians
(Talmon 2003, xi),** which included many of Sibawayh’s sources,
during the late Umayyad or early Abbasid period (see Versteegh
1993, 28; 2003, 32-33; Talmon 2008, 174-76; King 2012, 195—
205, esp. 199-201). Like the early Hebrew and Syriac relative
vocalisation systems, the terms nasb and ’imala likely began as
part of an oral teaching tradition to instruct the reading and rec-

itation of modified ‘alifs, particularly from a Qur’anic text that

4 This is Talmon’s designation for the early milieu of Arabic grammar-
ians in Iraq, prior to the emergence of the distinct ‘Kufan’ and ‘Basran’
strains of grammatical thought.
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did not have dedicated symbols to represent vowel qualities be-
sides /a/, /i/, and /u/.* It seems, then, that Sibawayh recorded,
with only minor updates, part of an early relative system that
used each of these terms to identify multiple allophones: ’imala
could include /¢/ and /e/, while nasb included /a/ and /a/. This
vowel terminology was part of the same overarching phonologi-
cal system that construed the back of the mouth as ‘higher’ than
the front, and which informed the placement of the Arabic con-

sonantal diacritic dots and the red-dot vocalisation system.

3.0. Summary

The earliest systems for describing vowels in Syriac, Hebrew, and
Arabic relied on comparisons of vowel qualities, rather than ab-
solute pointing and terminology for indicating each individual
vowel. The first extant evidence of this methodology is the Syriac
diacritic dot system, which appeared at least as early as the fifth
century and distinguished homographic pairs of words according
to the relative quality of their vowels. Syriac scribes placed a dot
above to indicate a word with relatively open and back vowels,
while a dot below marked its homograph with closed and fronted

vowels. By the seventh century, multiple diacritic dots could even

% There was a rare practice in early Qur’an manuscripts to indicate
’imala by the addition of a green dot, but it is not widely attested (Dut-
ton 1999, 116). In general, the red-dot system could not explicitly mark
’imala. Later manuscripts include additional symbols for *imala, includ-
ing a kasra beneath an alif or a small rhombus (Morag 1961, 15, n. 11;
Alfozan 1989, 12, n. 33). See also, Connolly and Posegay (2020, 344-
45).
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indicate multiple vowels within a single word. This system led to
an association of ‘thick’ or ‘wide’ vowels (e.g., /2/, /0/) with the
notion of ‘above’ (men l‘l), and ‘thin’ or ‘narrow’ vowels (e.g.,
/e/, /u/) with ‘below’ (men ltaht). In the seventh and eighth cen-
turies, these principles informed the final placements of dots in
the Syriac absolute vowel pointing system. Around the same
time, the phonological ideas of ‘above’ and ‘below’ entered the
Masoretic linguistic tradition in the form of mille‘el and millera“
homograph comparisons. The Masoretes used these ideas to cre-
ate a conceptual ‘scale’ of vowels, placed according to relative
backness within the mouth, with the most-back vowels consid-
ered the ‘highest’ or ‘most-mille‘el’. They did not adopt the Syriac
diacritic dot directly, but in the eighth or early ninth century, the
conceptual framework of ‘above-and-below’ phonology also in-
formed the placement of the dots in the Tiberian pointing system.

In the early seventh century, Arabic scribes—likely influ-
enced by Syriac scribal practices—developed a similar system of
diacritic dots to differentiate consonants according to their rela-
tive ‘height’ within the mouth. Then, in the late seventh or early
eighth century, this principle informed the adaptation of the Syr-
iac diacritic dot system for the Arabic script as the red-dot vocal-
isation points. Also around this time, Arabic grammarians devel-
oped terminology to instruct allophonic variants of vowels that
their script and vocalisation system could not represent. Follow-
ing a similar arrangement to Syriac and Hebrew scholars, they
referred to relatively backed ‘high’ variants of “alif (/a/, /a/) as
nasb ‘standing upright’, while ‘low’ fronted allophones (/¢/, /e/)

were called ’imala ‘bending down’. However, relative terms like
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these were less prominent in Arabic than in Syriac and Hebrew,
as the Arabic script could adequately represent the three main
Arabic vowel qualities from an early stage. This situation led to
a comparatively early adoption of absolute vowel names in Ara-
bic, though often still rooted in the earlier ‘high-and-low’ relative
terminology. Beginning with these Arabic names, we will now
explore the emergence of absolute vowel names in all three tra-

ditions.






4. THE DEVELOPMENT OF ABSOLUTE
VOWEL NAMING

The vowels have names which are suitable for them, indicating

their meanings in the Arabic language, so that they are easy to

recognise and clear for the reader. (Anonymous Masorete [c.

10th century]; Allony 1965, 140, lines 28-30)
The idea that particular vowel phonemes might have ‘names’ de-
veloped fairly late in the chronology of Semitic vocalisation tra-
ditions, and such names emerged only after the culmination of
the early relative vowel systems and the introduction of absolute
vowel pointing. Prior to the eighth century, there is little evi-
dence that any Arabic, Syriac, or Hebrew linguists had discrete
names like kasra, zqopa, or segol for their vowels, but rather they
relied on relative terms that compared vowel qualities in differ-
ent contexts. This situation gave way to absolute vowel naming
first in the Arabic tradition, likely because the small number of
phonemic Arabic vowels—only three, compared to six or seven
in Hebrew and Syriac—made the transition from two-way com-
parative terms to three absolute names fairly simple. Arabic
grammarians implemented these vowel terms in the mid-eighth
century at the latest, at a time when Syriac and Hebrew scribes
were still transitioning from relative to absolute vowel pointing.
With the completion of their absolute dot systems, Syriac and
Hebrew linguists then began creating unique vowel names, but
neither tradition had a full set of names until the late ninth or

tenth century. While some of these new terms evolved from the

© 2021 Nick Posegay, CC BY 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/0BP.0271.04
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earlier relative terminology, some described the vowel dots
themselves, and others were adapted from Arabic vowel names.

By examining the chronology of vowel naming in Arabic,
Syriac, and Hebrew, it is possible to discern the original meaning
of these names, as well as identify further points of contact be-
tween the three traditions. For the purposes of this discussion,
most vowel names can be classified as one of two main types:
graphemic and phonetic. Graphemic names are those which de-
scribe the form of a grapheme that represents a vowel in writing
(e.g., mpaggdono, segol, zujj), while phonetic names describe some
aspect of the articulatory process required to produce a vowel
(e.g., ptoho, sirys, damma).

The conceptual relationship between the Arabic and Syriac
phonological traditions is closely intertwined with the develop-
ment of the Arabic vocalisation system, since the earliest Arabic
vowel points—the red-dot system—are a direct import from the
Syriac scribal tradition. However, Arabic scribes adopted these
dots at the time when the Syriac vocalisation system was still
relative and based on comparative diacritical points. Within this
context, eighth-century Arabic grammarians developed two sep-
arate sets of vowel names: one that described the openness of the
mouth during articulation (fath, damm, kasr), and another that
corresponded to the ‘above-and-below’ scales of height and back-
ness (nasb, raf*, khafd). The first set has rough equivalents in both
the early Syriac and Masoretic vowel terminology. Meanwhile,
the second set evolved from the pre-Sibawayhan tradition of nasb
and ’imala in Qur’anic recitation, and it later became the source

of a few Syriac vowel names (2qop2, massaqo) after Syrian scribes
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completed their own absolute pointing system. In addition to
these six names for their three cardinal vowels, some Arabic
scholars refined their naming system by adding additional terms
for vowels which appear only in specific morphosyntactic con-
texts.

Besides the few later Arabic calques, most of the vowel
names in the Syriac tradition evolved as extensions of the ‘wide-
and-narrow’ relative comparisons of earlier Syriac grammar. One
exception is actually the earliest absolute name in Syriac,
mpaggdono ‘bridling’, which appears in Jacob of Edessa’s work at
the end of the seventh century. The earliest attested Syriac
sources with semblances of absolute vowel naming systems are
Dawid bar Pawlos’ (fl. c. 770-800) scholion on bgdkt letters and
Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s (d. 873) version of Ktobo d-Shmohe Domyoye
(The Book of Similar Words), although they still only contain par-
tial sets of terms. Other terms appear in the mashlmonuto material
of the codex BL Add. 12138, which was completed in 899 but
certainly copies from earlier sources. Additional names occur in
the Syriac lexica of Isa ibn “Ali (d. c. 900) and Hasan bar Bahlul
(fl. 942-968), both of whom recorded and transmitted the work
of scholars like Hunayn, who participated in the Syriac and Ara-
bic translation movements. However, they too lacked names for
every discrete Syriac vowel, and it was not until the eleventh-
century grammars of Elias of Nisibis (d. 1046) and Elias of Tirhan
(d. 1049) that complete sets of absolute Syriac vowel names ap-
peared. Even then, the names of the two Eliases differ from one

another.
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Like in Syriac, the first absolute names in the Hebrew tradition
were based on earlier relative phonology, with potah ‘opening’
and gomes ‘closing’ solidifying as the absolute names for /a/ and
/9/. Then, during the ninth and tenth centuries, four different
conventions emerged that Hebrew linguists used to supplement
potah and gomes: expansion of the earlier relative terminology,
descriptions of graphemes that represented vowels, descriptions
of articulatory processes, and terminology borrowed from the Ar-
abic grammatical tradition. These conventions overlapped and
mixed with each other, and all four are still present in the modern
names for the Hebrew vowels. Hebrew scholars also took the
unique step of organising their vowels into phonetic groups lo-
cated along the earlier mille‘el-millera‘ scale, a practice which
spans Masoretic sources in both Hebrew and Judaeo-Arabic and
features in Abt al-Faraj’s (d. c¢. 1050) Hidaya al-Qari (The Guide
for the Reader).

1.0. Vowel Names in the Arabic Tradition

The Syriac scribal and grammatical traditions influenced Arabic
linguistics from the earliest period of Qur’anic vocalisation in the
late seventh and early eighth centuries. While this influence di-
rectly affected the introduction of diacritic and vowel points to
the Arabic script, it did not introduce absolute vowel names into
Arabic linguistic vocabulary. Instead, Arabic grammarians devel-
oped absolute vowel names at a time when Syriac grammarians
were still using a relative vocalisation system, and most absolute

Syriac vowel names are unattested until at least half a century
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after they first appear in the Arabic tradition. That said, the Ara-
bic set of fatha (/a/), damma (/u/), and kasra (/i/) (henceforth:
‘non-’i‘rabi set’) is conceptually similar to earlier Syriac descrip-
tions of “wide-and-narrow” vowels. These Arabic names are at-
tested in the earliest sources, and likely saw use in Qur’anic ped-
agogy before the first Arabic grammarians put pen to parchment.
Additionally, the meanings of the set of nasb (/a/), raf‘ (/u/), and
khafd (/i/) (henceforth: “irabi set’) are based on the same prin-
ciple of phonetic ‘height’ that determined the position of the di-
acritic dots and the two-way comparisons of ’imala and nasb.
These terms were names both for vowel phonemes and for the
grammatical cases that those phonemes represent from as early
as the first half of the eighth century.

In addition to terms for the cardinal vowels, some Arabic
grammarians refined their naming system by introducing termi-
nology for vowels produced in specific morphosyntactic contexts.
These refinements include allophones of the cardinal vowels as
well as different names related to syllable position and length.
Our most concise source for this terminology is a list in the ency-
clopaedia Mafatih al-‘Ulim (The Keys to the Sciences) by
Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Khwarizmi (d. 997). Many of the terms
in this list can be linked to passages in Kitab al-‘Ayn and Kitab
Sibawayh, but later sources like Ibn Jinni’s (d. 1002) Sirr Sind‘a
al-Irab further clarify their usage, and it seems that al-

Khwarizmi’s vowel ‘system’ is somewhat idiosyncratic to him.
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1.1. Names for Cardinal Vowels

The modern names for the three cardinal Arabic vowels are the
non-’irabi set of fath ‘opening’, kasr ‘breaking’, and damm ‘bring-
ing/pressing together’, and all three are attested from the mid-
eighth century onwards (Versteegh 1993, 18, 125-30; Talmon
1997, 194-97).! They are phonetic names, each describing a
physical process required to articulate a vowel. Fath is the ‘open-
ing’ of the mouth when saying /a/ while damm is the ‘pressing-
together’ of the lips when saying /u/. The phonetic meaning of
kasr is less certain, and depends on which portion of the vocal
tract it originally meant to describe. For example, in his version
of the story of Abti al-Aswad (see above, chapter 3, §2.1), al-Dani
(d. 1053) connects the vowels to the movement of the ‘lips’
(shafatan) (al-Dani 1960, 2b-3a). By contrast, an earlier record
of the story in Abii al-Tayyib’s (d. 962) Maratib al-Nahwiyyin (The
Ranks of Grammarians) instructs that the vowels depend on the
movement of the ‘mouth’ (fam). If kasra applies to the whole
mouth, then it may describe the ‘breaking’ of the vocal tract into
two sections by the raising of the tongue towards the palate (al-
Nassir 1993, 33; Versteegh 2011).2 Alternatively, if kasr is de-
rived from the movement of the lips, then it presents a logical
contrast as an antonym of damm: ‘breaking [apart]’ as opposed

to ‘pressing together’.

! They usually appear as fatha, kasra, and damma when indicating the
vocalisation sign rather than describing the mode of articulation.

2 Versteegh’s translation of wa-’idha kasartu fami as ‘when [you see me]
folding my mouth’, while lexically possible, does not seem plausible to
me.
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These names are based on an easily observable physical
phenomenon and double as instructions for how a speaker should
move their lips to properly articulate a vowel. They also have
notable parallels in Syriac and Hebrew. Fath (/a/) reflects the
same thinking as Jacob of Eddessa’s pte ‘wide’ descriptor for rel-
atively-open vowels, while damm (/u/) corresponds to his idea of
qattin ‘narrow’ for relatively-closed vowels. Moreover, fath is cog-
nate with the ptihto descriptor for /a/ and the open pronuncia-
tions of the matres lectionis letters waw and yod in Dawid bar Paw-
los’ scholion on bgdkt letters (see above, chapter 3, §1.1), as well
as the common Syriac vowel name ptoho. The same can be said
for potah ‘opening’, the early Masoretic term for relatively-open
vowels and later the name for /a/ alone. Damm corresponds lex-
ically to several Syriac vowel names, including hboso (/i/, /u/),
zribo (/e/), rbasa (/e/), and ‘252 (/u/), all of which indicate some
idea of ‘compressing’ or ‘constraining’ in the articulation of rela-
tively closed vowels. The same applies to the Masoretic gomes
(/2/), which means ‘closing’ in reference to the mouth and indi-
cated relatively-closed vowels before stabilising as the Tiberian
name for /5/. Then kasr may be the source of sere ‘crack, crack-
ing’, the Tiberian name for /e/, but it does not seem to have a
Syriac parallel. Versteegh has argued that it is related to hbaso
‘squeezing, pressing together’ (Versteegh 1993, 30; see also Ver-
steegh 2011), but this is not a common definition for kasr, and
probably not a calque (see Kazimirski 1860, 895-97; Lane 1863,
2610-12; Wehr 1993, 967-68). All of these connections rely on
the same principles of opening and closing the mouth that were

current in the relative vocalisation systems of the seventh and
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eighth centuries, and there is no clear way to determine which
ones are calques and which are independent derivations based on
similar phonological thinking.®

As for the ’irabi set, they are best known as the names for
the noun cases and verbal moods in Classical Arabic. Nasb ‘stand-
ing upright’ is the name for the accusative case, raf* ‘rising’ is the
nominative case, and khafd ‘lowering’ is well-known as the geni-
tive case in the Kufan grammatical school. Additionally, jarr
‘dragging, drawing, pulling’ is the name for the genitive case in
the Basran school (Kinberg 1987, 15; al-Zajjaji 1959, 93; Ver-
steegh 1993, 18). However, as we have seen, prior to Sibawayh’s
Kitab, these words served interchangeably as both case names
and the names for the vowels that most often marked those cases
(Talmon 2000, 250). Versteegh identifies a Qur’anic tafsir by
Muhammad al-Sa’ib ibn al-Kalbi (d. 763) as one of the earliest
sources that employs the ’irabi set as vowel names. In it, he uses
fath and nasb for /a/; damm and raf* for /u/; and kasr, khafd, and
jarr for/i/; even applying the ’i‘rabi names to internal vowels with
no grammatical import (Versteegh 1993, 125-30). The lexical
sections of Kitab al-‘Ayn contain further examples of this inter-
changeability, suggesting it was common in the ‘Old Iraqi’ school
of Arabic grammar some decades before al-Khalil and Sibawayh
(Talmon 1996, 288; 1997, 194-97; 2000; 2003, 159, 235-40).
Due to this lack of distinction between these two sets of terms,
Versteegh (1993, 126) concludes that “the later terms for the case

endings were once part of a system to indicate vowels.”

® Though note Merx (1889, 154), among others, who holds that the Syr-
iac names are the sources of the Arabic names.
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The prevailing notion as to the origin of the ’i‘rabi set is
that they are calques from Syriac vowel names, possibly also af-
fected by the influence of Greek grammar (Revell 1975, 181; Ver-
steegh 1993, 26-32, 127-29; Talmon 1996, 290-91; 2000, 248-
50; Versteegh 2011). Specifically, the thinking goes that nasb and
khafd are calques of the Syriac vowel names zqops ‘standing up-
right’ and rboso ‘compressing’ (although Versteegh and Revell in-
terpret it as ‘lowering’). Versteegh and Revell both propose that
early Arabic linguists adopted these Syriac names at the same
time that they adapted the Syriac diacritical dots to Arabic (Rev-
ell 1975, 181 n. 2; Versteegh 1993, 31-32). Talmon generally
concurs, but also emphasises that the reconstruction of this bor-
rowing relies on the list of vowel names that Bar Hebraeus (d.
1286) attributes to Jacob of Edessa (d. 708) (see Merx 1889, 50),
even though most Syriac vowel names are not actually attested
before Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s (d. 873) version of the Ktobo d-Shmohe
Domyoye (The Book of Similar Words) (Talmon 2008, 165; see
Hoffmann 1880, 2-49). Meanwhile, the ’iabi names are attested
from no later than approximately 750, and nasb may have de-
scribed relatively-backed allophones of °alif even earlier.

I previously argued that since zqopo was unattested prior to
Hunayn Ibn Ishaq, and since rbaso, hbaso, and ‘soso were unat-
tested prior to the eleventh-century Syriac grammars, none of
them could be sources of the Arabic vowel names (Posegay 2020,
202-6). However, several of the Syriac terms are actually attested
earlier, some even before Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s work. Most notable
for the discussion of Arabic vowel names is the occurrence of

zqipto ‘stood upright’, hbisto ‘pressed’, and Sisto ‘constrained’ to
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describe vowel qualities in the scholion on bgdkt letters by Dawid
bar Pawlos (fl. c¢. 770-800).* Dawid was a contemporary of
Sibawayh, about 30 years younger than al-Khalil, and his career
pushes zqipto much closer to the presumed introduction of nasb
as a vowel name in first half of the eighth century. Despite this,
the evidence from Kitab al-‘Ayn and other sources of vowel nam-
ing in the Old Iraqi school still suggest that the ’irabi names pre-
date Dawid’s zqipto by several decades at least, and perhaps as
much as 75 years. The fact remains that chronologically, the clos-
est descriptions of Syriac vowels to the introduction of the Arabic
dots are those in Jacob of Edessa’s writings, and even at the end
of the seventh century, he describes the Syriac relative vocalisa-
tion system without any hint of the later absolute names. Unless
additional early Syriac sources emerge, it remains more likely
that the Arabic ’irabi names are the sources of later Syriac vowel
names, rather than the converse. This chronology correlates with
the adoption of the red-dot absolute vocalisation system in Ara-
bic, which preceded the final developments of absolute pointing
in both Syriac and Hebrew.

Nevertheless, as Revell and Versteegh note, the principles
of phonetic height that determined the placement of the Arabic
diacritic and vowel points do seem to originate with the high and
low homograph comparisons of seventh-century Syriac. It was
those same principles that likely led to the first binary usage of
nasb ‘standing upright’ and ’imala ‘bending down’ to designate

relatively backed or fronted allophones of /a/ and /a/ in Arabic

4 MS Mardin, ZFRN 192 f. 199r, lines 11-18 and f. 200r, line 5; MS
Jerusalem, SMMJ f. 166r, line 10. See Farina (2021).
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(see above, chapter 3, §2.2). These two terms would have been
necessary to teach the recitation of variant vowel qualities that
the Arabic script had no way of recording. As the red-dot system
spread, nasb became the absolute name for /a/, while the term
tafkhim ‘thickening’ became the standard word for backed allo-
phones, like /0/ in salat ‘prayer’ and /a/ after musta‘liya letters.>

’Imala remained in use to indicate fronted allophones like
/e/, but it was also associated with the concept of khafd. This
likely resulted in part from grammarians perceiving letters pro-
duced in front of the velum as munkhafida ‘lowered’ in contrast
to the elevated mustaTiya letters. As we have seen, Ibn Jinni at-
tests to this contrast in his division of the alphabet (Kinberg 1987,
13; Ibn Jinni 1993, 4, 62; al-Nassir 1993, 51). When the gram-

case in his al-Idah fi Illal al-Nahw (The Clarification of the Reasons
of Grammar), he says: “And regarding the one called khafd among
the Kufans, they explained it in the same manner as the explana-
tion of raf® and nasb, for they said [it was] due to the lowering of
the lower jaw during its articulation, and its bending toward one
of two directions ( s> sy b N Qaais oSl e e olow g
) by cay sl e oY sl plissY i ozl caji\r.mm
oee>d))” (al-Zajjaji 1959, 93; see Kinberg 1987, 15). Al-Zajjaji

® Fukhkhama and the phrase °alif mufakhkhama appear in the lexical ma-
terial in Kitab al-‘Ayn, likely stretching back to the period of the Old
Iraqi school. This ‘thickening’ of ’alif is presented as contrasting ’imala
and resembling waw (Makhzumi 1985, II1:317; IV:103, 281; Talmon
1997, 136, 141). Note that Sibawayh does not use tafkhim for this pur-
pose, and only applies it to the /6/ allophone of “alif in salat, zakat, and
hayat (Sibawayh 1986, 1V:432).
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uses the word mayl ‘bending, inclination’ to explain the direction-
ality of khafd’s articulation, taking the same root as ’imala to in-
dicate the fronted articulation point and low tongue position of
the vowel /i/. There is also one passage in the lexical sections of
Kitab al-‘Ayn that presents munkhafid ‘lowering, lowered’ and
ma’il ‘bending, inclining’ as synonyms when describing the posi-
tion of a relaxed shoulder, both as opposed to a raised shoulder,
which is called muntasib ‘standing upright’ (Makhzumi 1985,
IV:79; Talmon 1997, 139).

This continued association of the front of the mouth with a
comparatively ‘low’ position led to the addition of khafd ‘lower-
ing’ as a name for /i/. Along with nasb for /a/, the only remaining
cardinal vowel was /u/, which was called raf® ‘rising’. This ‘rising’
reflects the comparatively-backed position of the velar vowel
/u/, which was ‘raised up’ with the tongue retracted near the
position of the musta‘iya letters. The lexical material in al-‘Ayn
supports this interpretation while defining tafkhim, where it
states: “The tafkhim of speech is magnifying it; raf in speech is
tafkhim; and °alif mufakhkham resembles waw ( . a«Joxs p&i\ ey
M pla e iy s SIS 5 w)ly)” (Makhzumi 1985,
IV:281; Talmon 1997, 141). Furthermore, the entry on nasb says:
“Nasb is your raf* [raising] of something, you setting it upright,
standing straight up (w (WIE s LM Exi—2dls)” (Ma-
khzumi 1985, VII:136). Al-Azhari’s (d. 980) later addition to this
section is similar, as he says: “The mansib word, its sound is
yurjja( [raised up] toward the upper palate (ceji i seiadl LIS
SV W ) 5,0)” (Makhzumi 1985, VII:136). Al-Ayn further

suggests that raf® was the natural antonym for khafd, as the raf
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entry reads: “Raf* is the opposite of khafd (_jzis\ 2. & 1) (Ma-
khzumi 1985, 1I:125; Talmon 1997, 198). The entry for khafd
then states: “Khafd is the opposite of raf* (& )| o asdl)” (Ma-
khzumi 1985, 1V:178). It seems that when Arabic phonologists
implemented the absolute ’irabi vowel vowels, they added khafd
and raf¢ as a natural binary pair to the pre-existing pair of nasb
and ’imala.

Besides this phonetic meaning, raf® was also linked to nasb
in the grammatical teaching of the Old Iraqi school, where it
formed an early distinction between perfect and imperfect verbs
in the ’irab system. Again in the nasb entry of Kitab al-‘Ayn, the
text reads: “Nasb is opposed to raf¢ in °i‘rab ( & C’Jj‘ Lo el
<,£Y¥1)” (Makhzumi 1985, VII:135), apparently referring to an
Old Iraqi method of distinguishing verbal aspects. Talmon notes
that despite Sibawayh’s instructions to separate the ’irabi and
non-’i‘rabi vowel sets, he also applies the term nasb to the non-
inflectional /a/ ending of a few perfect verbs, likely in contrast
to imperfect verbs which end in /u/. He thus argues that in this
case, Sibawayh “seems to follow an early theorem that considers
the a vs. u contrast in the perfect vs. imperfect verbs a significant
’irabi feature” (Talmon 2003, 238).

In sum, the ’irabi set of vowel names reflects the same prin-
ciple of phonetic height that informed the placement of the Syr-
iac and Arabic diacritic dots, the Tiberian vocalisation points,
and the red-dot vowel system. Nasb ‘standing upright’ meaning
/a/ is a remnant of an earlier system for describing allophones of
“alif, representing relatively ‘high’ backed vowel qualities in com-

parison to the relatively fronted ‘low’ qualities of ’imala ‘bending
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down’. The perception among Arabic grammarians of the front of
the mouth as low led to the classification of munkhafid conso-
nants and the use of khafd ‘lowering’ as a name for the vowel /i/.
They also introduced raf* ‘rising’, the logical opposite of khafd, as
a name for /u/, indicating its raised articulation at the top of the
mouth near the place of the musta‘liya letters.

Lastly, rather than khafd, the Basran grammatical school
referred to both /i/ and the genitive case as jarr ‘dragging, draw-
ing, pulling’. This term is attested in the same early sources as
the other three ’irabi names (e.g., Ibn al-Kalbi’s tafsir and Kitab
al-‘Ayn’s lexicon), and it can be interpreted as a phonetic name
in contrast to damm ‘pressing together’, describing the action of
‘pulling’ or ‘drawing’ back the lips to pronounce /i/. However, it
may be more likely that the original meaning referred to the ex-
tension (‘drawing out’) of a word by adding /i/ to facilitate the
pronunciation of an unvocalised consonant. Talmon argues that
this usage of jarr is derived from the West Syriac cognate and
accent name gorord (Talmon 1996, 290-91; 2000, 250; 2008,
174), which also means ‘drawing’ or ‘pulling,” and informs a
reader to “draw out or prolong in recitation, and hence to stress,
the syllable to which it is attached” (Segal 1953, 123). For this
explanation, he cites al-Khwarizmi’s (d. 997) example of jarr in
Mafatih al-Ulim (The Keys to the Sciences), which refers to the /i/
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vowel added to the end of a jussive verb to connect it to a subse-
quent “alif wasl (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 45, lines 7-9; Fischer 1985,
99).6

To this evidence we may add a statement from al-Zajjaji,
who writes: “As for jarr, it is only called that because the meaning
of jarr is idafa [addition]; and that is, the jarra letters pull what
precedes them, connecting it to what follows them, as you say ‘I
passed bi-zayd™,’ for the ba’ has connected your passing to Zayd
()bl oyl o) sy ¢l ol me oY SI o Wil ) Ly
s o U6 sy o IS e b ) o 3 L o
A:;)” (al-Zajjaji 1959, 93). For al-Zajjaji here, jarr is the /i/ added
to the preposition b- ‘by, with’ to connect it to the noun Zayd. In
that sense, Talmon’s interpretation of the term’s meaning seems
correct. Moreover, unlike the other Syriac terms that have been
proposed as sources for the °i‘rabi names, gororo is actually at-
tested prior to the time of the Old Iraqi school in the accent list
attributed to Thomas the Deacon (fl. c. 600) (Martin 1869, ~.,
line 17; see also, Phillips 1869, 77; Segal 1953, 120).

In conclusion, both the °irabi (nasb, khafd, raf, jarr) and
non-’i‘rabi (fath, kasr, damm) sets of vowel names are attested in
the earliest eighth-century Arabic grammatical sources. In this
early period, the two sets were used interchangeably, represent-
ing both final ‘inflectional’ vowels and internal vowel phonemes.

The non-’irabi set shares its meanings with vowel names in both

6 Al-Khwarizmi attributes his list of vowel terms to al-Khalil, and
Talmon treats it as genuinely Khalilian, but this is not certain (Talmon
2003, 263-65). The vowel list in Mafatih al-‘Uliim is discussed below.
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Syriac and Hebrew, but it is not clear whether one tradition bor-
rowed from the others or vice versa. It is equally possible that
‘open-and-closed’ phonetic naming was a kind of areal feature in
early Islamicate Semitic phonology, and Arabic linguists derived
their vowel names without directly calquing Syriac terminology.
Meanwhile, the ’i‘rabi set (except jarr) emerged out of the wide-
spread perception of ‘high-and-low’ phonology that also perme-
ated the Syriac and Hebrew relative vocalisation systems. These
explanations suffice for the names of the three cardinal vowels in
Arabic, but Arabic grammarians also refined their phonological
vocabulary by creating terms for vocalic allophones and vowels

in specific morphosyntactic positions.

1.2. Refining the Arabic System: Al-Khwarizmi and

the Keys to the Sciences

Arabic grammarians and Qur’an reciters developed numerous
technical terms for addressing the allophonic realisations of vow-
els in certain contexts, and we have already seen a bit of this
terminology in the analyses of °imala and tafkhim (see above,
chapter 3, §2.2). This section will discuss additional pertinent
vowel terminology through the lens of the chapters on grammar
in Muhammad ibn Ahmad al-Khwarizmi’s (d. 997) encyclopae-
dia, Mafatih al-‘Ulim (The Keys to the Sciences) (see Bosworth
1963; Fischer 1985). Al-Khwarizmi claims to transmit two sepa-
rate non-standard traditions of °irab, one from al-Khalil ibn
Ahmad (d. 786/791) and one from “the school of the philosophy
of the Greeks” (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 44-46). Both mention multi-

ple vowel names besides those covered above. The division of the
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text suggests that al-Khwarizmi perceived the ’irab systems of al-
Khalil and the Greek philosophers as different from that of the
majority of Arabic grammarians, who essentially followed the
system laid out by Sibawayh (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 42-44).

We have already addressed the most likely source for al-
Khwarizmi’s Greek school—namely, the Arabic grammar of
Hunayn ibn Ishaq (see above, chapter 2, 83.3)—but his attribu-
tion of information to al-Khalil is more problematic. First, while
al-Khwarizmi was an accomplished encyclopaedist, he was not a
grammarian, and several inconsistencies in the text of these chap-
ters suggest he might have made some mistakes (e.g., Fischer
1985, 96, 99). His goal with Mafatih al-‘Uliim was to provide a
useful reference book for tenth-century Islamicate scribes, and
compiling a wide range of obscure (and perhaps dubious) linguis-
tic terminology may have been preferable to only recording a few
terms with well-known meanings. Second, as Wolfdietrich
Fischer notes, in more than 550 quotations from the Kitab,
Sibawayh never cites al-Khalil using al-Khwarizmi’s terminology
(Fischer 1985, 97; see Reuschel 1959). Sibawayh does not quote
his teacher in any of his own chapters on phonetics (Troupeau
1958; 1976, 16-17; Versteegh 1993, 16), but many of al-
Khwarizmi’s ‘Khalilian’ terms are not phonetic in nature, so the
absence is still striking. Talmon does locate most of the Khalilian
terms in linguistic contexts in the lexical portions of Kitab al-‘Ayn,
but besides those names which are shared with the typical ’irabi
system, their meanings do not closely match al-Khwarizmi’s
(Talmon 1997, 264).
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Fischer (1985, 98) concludes that “we may regard them
as al-Khalil’s true technical terms, until we get proof to the con-
trary,” despite the fact that they suggest al-Khalil’s approach to
grammar and °’i7ab differed considerably from Sibawayh’s
(Fischer 1985, 98-101).” We know this is not the case (Versteegh
1993, 17; Talmon 2003, 279-80). Talmon is slightly more cau-
tious, but still concludes that

the list is a unique attempt, probably by al-Khalil himself,

to create a most accurate terminology of the vowel system.

This set was probably neglected by the inventor himself,

but was recorded by posterity as a curious attempt. It does

not undermine the attribution to al-Khalil of the vowel ter-

minology and related terms, although it does not support

it in any significant manner (Talmon 1997, 265).
The present study accepts that many of al-Khwarizmi’s ‘Khalilian’
terms are undoubtedly based on linguistic terminology from the
eighth century, but it remains sceptical that Mafatih al-‘Ulim
faithfully transmits their original meanings or that al-Khalil him-
self actually employed them as a vowel-naming ‘system’. The fol-
lowing discussion refers to them collectively as ‘pseudo-
Khalilian’.

Al-Khwarizmi lists 21 items among the pseudo-Khalillian
terms in his encyclopaedia, 18 of which are names for vowels.
Seven of these are the ’i7rabi and non-’i‘rabi names (see above,

present chapter, §1.1), including jarr. He describes each of these

7 Specifically, Fischer argues that these terms suggest al-Khalil did not
recognise Sibawayh’s fundamental principle of ‘amal ‘governance’ in
analysing *irab. On this concept, see Rybalkin (2011).
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as having essentially the same function as they do in most gram-
matical texts, albeit with contextual restrictions (e.g., rafc only
applies to words with tanwin) (Fischer 1985, 98-100; Talmon
1997, 264).% The other 11 have no parallels in the names for car-
dinal vowels. They are, in the order that they appear: tawjih,
hashw, najr, ’ishmam, qa‘r, tafkhim, °irsal, taysir, ’idja‘, °imala, and
nabra (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 44-46).

Al-Khwarizmi writes that tawjih ‘guidance, direction’ is
“what occurs at the beginnings of words, for example, the ‘ayn in
‘umar and the qgaf in qutam ( G, ,o.’o o5 520 (,,/KJ\ s S b Le
(":‘é)” (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 44, lines 6-7). That is, tawjih is /u/ that
occurs in the first syllable of a word (Fischer 1985, 100). This
term does not appear in Kitab al-‘Ayn, but in the context of this
list it belongs with hashw ‘stuffing’, a name for /u/ in an internal
syllable of a noun (e.g., rajul®), and najr ‘natural form, condition’
(Kazimirski 1860, 1202; Lane 1863, 2830), a name for /u/ in the
final syllable of a noun (e.g., al-jabalu) (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 44,
lines 7-8; see Versteegh 1993, 18).° Each of these three repre-
sents the same vowel in different syllabic positions, a distinction
which has little importance in grammar (where damm can cover
all three), but which would have been useful in analysing poetic
metre. Talmon notes that hashw can refer to any internal letter in
Kitab al-‘Ayn (Talmon 1997, 264), but it is also the prosodic term

8 Three further terms are names for ‘silence’ or ‘lack of vowel’ (jazm,
taskin, tawqif) (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 45, lines 9-11). They are related to
the *i‘rabi and non-’irabi sets of vowel names, but are not analysed here.
® Al-Khwarizmi specifies that najr does not apply to a word with tanwin.
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for a verse’s internal feet, excepting the last foot of each hemi-
stich (Abbas 2002, 48).'° Tawjih is also a technical term in poetry,
where it indicates a verse that has two different meanings (Abbas
2002, 300). Najr is not a prosodic term, and in general it relates
to carpentry, but its meaning of a ‘natural form’ may indicate the
default function of /u/ as the marker of nouns in the nominative
case. While it is not clear why al-Khwarizmi connects /u/ to these
three terms in particular, it does seem that the tradition which
he transmits is somehow derived from prosodic vocabulary.
Given al-Khalil’s outsized influence on Arabic prosody (Frolov
2011; Sellheim 2012), al-Khwarizmi’s attribution of these terms
to him is unsurprising.

The next pseudo-Khalilian term is ’ishmam ‘giving a scent’,
which al-Khwarizmi says is “what occurs at the beginning of de-
ficient words, for example, the gaf of gila when it is given a hint
of damma (i (“,.,,«; 131 |8 OB goui Lo giinall (,.}:Q\)jw & 3 L)” (al-
Khwarizmi 1968, 44, lines 10-11). This explanation describes the
pronunciation of the long /i/ in gila ‘it was said’ as slightly
rounded and backed (i.e., /i/), approximating /u/ (i.e., damma)
(Alfozan 1989, 35; see also, 16, n. 49, no. 2). ’Ishmam appears in
the lexical portions of Kitab al-‘Ayn, where it indicates “pronun-
ciation of a shade of a vowel,” mainly /i/ with shades of /u/
(Makhzumi 1985, VI:224; VIII:13, 92; Talmon 1997, 141, 264).
Sibawayh also defines it in his discussion of the endings of words

in pausal form (see Hoberman 2011):

19 Cf al-Dani’s (1960, 39, 53-54) usage of hashw when explaining
Qur’anic pointing.
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A o il BY 1 3 113] u&u\)‘wu\ﬂfwmw
Vm@f%&djﬂ\uﬂcpjﬁd\ J;L..Jc,a.sd\)u\.mwb
cb)\gg&Jmew\)chuangafufMWQy :J.a.a.:u

O gy oody 2N

As for ’ishmam, it is not towards a particular way, but ra-

ther it is in raf because damma is from waw, so you are

able to put your tongue in whatever position of the letters

that you want, and then bring together your lips, since

your bringing together of your lips is like your imparting

movement to part of your body. Your *ishmam in raf* is vis-

ual, not with any sound for the ears. (Sibawayh 1986,

Iv:171)
Sibawayh’s explanation emphasises that ’ishmam is a visual phe-
nomenon that is only possible because damma is articulated with
the same lip movement as waw. As such, a speaker can use their
tongue to pronounce another letter at the end of a word in pause
while also pressing their lips together in the shape of damma, but
not fully pronouncing /u/. The letter is thus given a ‘scent’ or
‘hint’ of damma, while not actually being vocalised as such (Al-
fozan 1989, 16, n. 49, no. 4). This phenomenon contrasts al-
Khwarizmi’s explanation, which refers to an internal vowel and
indicates an aural change.

Ibn Jinni (d. 1002) also uses ’ishmam to describe blended
allophones, similar to al-Khwarizmi’s mixed vowel. He connects

these allophones to the sense of smell, writing:

e Uj;.w <y 1LY & OV REETE WS - NN 906 | Le\
J.MQ\ Lw\.e_w.wu c;)\ojwf)ws;U\ju*d\ ujw ‘J)"J’\
(w0 ojwiyj cWWM}}\JASﬂ\ oda d\ LaSs
B9 s ohde Mg Ul Sl Dste oa Ladey Lal ) elliss

Flya



218 Points of Contact

As for the damma mixed with kasra, for example in *imala

as you say ‘marrartu bi-madh%@r™ and ‘hadha ibn bar™, you

make the form of the damma on the ‘ayn and the ba@’ re-

semble the kasra of the ra’, so you give it the scent of a bit

of the kasra. Just as this vowel before this waw is not a

pure damma, neither is it a slackened kasra, and likewise

the waw after it is mixed with the odours of y@. This is the

school of Sibawayh, and it is correct. (Ibn Jinni 1993, 53)

Ibn Jinni interprets the same example of the ’imala of /u/ (i.e.,
madh@r™ ‘frightened’) that Sibawayh used in the Kitab (see above,
chapter 3, §2.2), and says that the blending of /u/ occurs when
‘you give it the scent’ (P"ashmamtaha) of /i/. The result is that the
long vowel of the waw takes on rawa’ih ‘odours’ of ya@’, and its
quality is realised as /u/ with a hint of /i/ (i.e., a fronted rounded
vowel). Ibn Jinni uses the same olfactory language to describe
other vowel blends (e.g., /a/ mixed with /u/ or /i/) (Ibn Jinni
1993, 53-54), as well as the changing of a particular consonant
to approximate another consonant (e.g., sad like zay) (Ibn Jinni
1993, 51; see Alfozan 1989, 16, n. 49, no. 1).

Al-Khwarizmi also gives a second description of ’ishmam,
this time from the “school of the philosophers of the Greeks.”!!
According to them: “Rawm and ishmam are to the harakat as the
harakat are to the letters of lengthening and softness; I mean, ’alif,
waw, and ya@ ( J) oSl LS’ S8l oda I Ligrens (Lw\!\j OJJ\
Wy olglly atV) ) oy 2! 9 >)” (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 46, lines
8-10). In this ‘Greek’ analysis of vowels, the harakat—the ‘short’
vowels—each have reduced quantity in comparison to the length

of the matres lectionis. Al-Khwarizmi suggests that by the same

1 ¢School’ as in ‘doctrine, methodology’. The Arabic word is madhhab.
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reckoning, rawm and ’ishmam are each a portion of the quantity
of a haraka. This quantitative interpretation of ’ishmam seems to
have nothing to do with the long blended °ishmam vowel that he
said is in qila, but it does relate to Sibawayh’s description of
’ishmam, by which a speaker articulates only the slightest amount
of /u/ while stopping on a letter. Sibawayh also mentions rawm
as a reduced vowel and another way that a word in pause can
end:
o b o e 2l s ) ale r@f-u Sl gl Ul Ly
warﬁmt@)uu\ww‘J\}y&u&wszudu
Jusy dal Vg ST elgaal Ll sl ellsy  Jl 87 Je c8a b

As for those who desire [i.e., make rawm] the vowel, they

are motivated by that desire to pronounce something when

normally it must be silent, to make known that its condi-

tion for them is not like what was normally silent. That is

also what those who did °ishmam intended, except that

they were more strongly restrained. (Sibawayh 1986,

IV:168)
Sibawayh’s rawm ‘seeking, desiring’ is similar to ’ishmam, in that
it is a partial vowel pronounced instead of sukiin on a letter at the
end of a word in pause, but it is stronger, in that it is not just a
visual phenomenon. Instead, a speaker pronounces an ultra-short
vowel, ‘seeking’ towards a complete haraka, but only reaching a
fraction of its length (Hoberman 2011). It is not limited to /u/,
and can also occur as a shortened /a/ or /i/ at the end of a word
that is nasb ‘accusative’ or jarr ‘genitive’ (Sibawayh 1986,
IV:171). This rawm is distinct from ’ishmam for Sibawayh, but al-

Khwarizmi does not attempt to distinguish the two in the °i‘rab
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of the Greeks, and he does not list rawm among the pseudo-
Khalilian vowel terms.

The next pseudo-Khalilian term is qaT ‘lowest depth, de-
pression’, “which occurs at the beginnings of words, like the dad
of daraba (S, Lo s (,./@J\ e S L)” (al-Khwarizmi 1968,
45, line 1). Like nasb and fath, qa‘r refers to the vowel /a/, alt-
hough it only applies to the first syllable of a word. Like tawjih
and hashw, this feature may indicate that it was originally a term
used in the analysis of prosodic metre. Its meaning is likely re-
lated to the association of /a/ with the articulation point of
hamza, deep in the throat, and hence at the lowest depth of all
the vowels (see Kinberg 1987 and above, chapter 3, §2.2). The
term may also be connected to the anatomical description of the
‘laryngeal prominence’,'* for which Ibn Sina (d. 1037) says: “its
taq‘ir ‘depressing, deepening’ is inwards and backwards ( _J] o2&
il JIy J=15)” (al-Tayyan and Mir Alam 1983, 64; see also, Lane
1863, 2546). Given that al-Khwarizmi’s only example of ga‘r is a
fatha on the musta‘liya letter dad, he might also be alluding to a
degree of velarisation in the articulation of /a/.

After qa‘r is tafkhim ‘thickening’, a common term that ap-
pears as early as Kitab al-‘Ayn to indicate the allophonic realisa-
tion of fatha as /5/ or /o/, especially in contrast to ’imala (i.e.,
/e/) (al-Nassir 1993, 103-4; Talmon 1997, 264; see above, chap-
ter 3, §2.2). It was certainly in use from the earliest stages of
Arabic linguistics to describe variations in recitation that could
not be marked by the vowel points, but there is no reason to as-

sociate it specifically with al-Khalil. It is also lexically similar to

12 The Adam’s apple.
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Jacob of Edessa’s vowel descriptor be ‘thick’, which he applied
to relatively-backed Syriac vowels like /5/ and /o/ in the second
half of the seventh century. That said, al-Khwarizmi does not
demonstrate this usage of tafkhim. Instead, he writes: “Al-Tafkhim
is what occurs in the middles of words on °alif with hamza, for
example, sa’ala (J;Lﬂ > ey gl LY e (,,/KJ\ Jm\j u} S, L)”
(al-Khwarizmi 1968, 45, lines 1-2). The vowel on the hamsza in
sa’ala is a regular fatha (/a/)," so it is not clear what distinction
al-Khwarizmi is trying to make. He may mean a vernacular pro-
nunciation of the medial hamza in which long /a/ replaces the
glottal stop (sala instead of sa’ala). This specific usage of tafkhim
as the vowel of a medial hamza does not occur in Kitab al-‘Ayn.
The next pseudo-Khalilian vowel is °irsal ‘unbinding, eas-
ing, slackening’, which al-Khwarizmi says is “what occurs at the
ends [of words] on alif with hamza, for example, the ’alif of gir’a
(13 Call g 8jsagadl oY) e lajlnel @ & L)” (al-Khwarizmi
1968, 45, lines 2-3).'* This vowel, too, is /a/, corresponding to
the fatha before ta’ marbiita, and again it seems that al-Khwarizmi
may be alluding to a vernacular pronunciation in which the glot-
tal stop is lost (thus gira or the like). Talmon reports that in Kitab
al-‘Ayn, ’irsal denotes short /a/ in contrast to the lengthening of

madd, but his only example states that for the ya’ (i.e., the alif

13 Or a hamza bayna bayna; see above, chapter 2, §2.2.

4 The reading of gir’a ‘endemic disease’ is based on the orthography as
given by Van Vloten, which is o/ 3 or o\je (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 45, n. G).
Talmon (1997, 264) suggests that this word should instead be read
gara’(a). It may also be a defective spelling of gir@’a ‘reading, recita-
tion’.
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magqsiira) at the end of the word al-mar‘izza ‘fine-haired’ (s 2J1),
“they hang the ya’ as mursila [slackened] (i, ¢\J! \jﬁé)” (Ma-
khzumi 1985, 11:334; Talmon 1997, 264). This line corresponds
with al-Khwarizmi’s definition of ’imala ‘bending down, inclina-
tion’, which reads: “’Imala is what occurs on the letters before
slackened ya’s, for example, Isa and Miisa; and tafkhim is op-
posed t0 it ( owyry cwus 559 Ao ol Ul s g;"J\ g e & (A
el llzy)” (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 45, line 12, to 46, line 1).
Here he does recognise that tafkhim is opposed to ’imala, and he
identifies the “slackened ya’s” of Isa and Miisa (pronounced Tsé
and Miisé) as indicators of the /e/ allophone of “alif.

The concept of ’irsal thus seems to indicate two related phe-
nomena: the long vowel that results from the ‘slackening’ of a
glottal stop in the final syllable of words like gir’a,'® and the long
’imala vowel represented by ‘slackened’ “alifs that hang below the
line as ’alif maqsiira. However, Ibn Jinni also uses mursila to des-
ignate a type of kasra that is not blended with /u/. Writing again
regarding the waw of madh<r, he says: “Just as the vowel before
this waw is not a pure damma, neither is it a slackened kasra (L.Sy
Ao p 3,8 Vg (lizoes dads o gl 0k L3 33\ 0k o1 )7 (Ibn Jinni
1993, 53). This description may be a reference to ’imala (and /e/)
as a type of kasra blended with fatha instead of damma.

Taysir ‘facilitation, simplification, making easy’ is one of
the few pseudo-Khalilian terms that does not appear at all in
Kitab al-‘Ayn, though Talmon (1997, 264) suggests it comes from

the vocabulary of Qur’anic recitation. Al-Khwarizmi says that “it

!5 perhaps notably, if pronounced without the glottal stop, then the long
/a/ in qird could also undergo ’imala.
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is the “alifs which are removable from the ends of words, like the
saying of God most high, fa-adallina al-sabila [Q. 33.67] ( »
Yo GIEE Jls Bl s i S Slone) o ) LD (al-
Khwarizmi 1968, 45, lines 3-5). He is referring to the alif at the
end of al-sabila ‘the path’, which is a mater lectionis representing
the /a/ of the accusative case ending. Typically, a fatha alone
marks the accusative, so this orthography is extremely irregular.
This verse is the only instance in the Qur’an where the case end-
ing of al-sabil is written plene. Al-Khwarizmi apparently considers
this alif ‘removable’ (mustakhraja); it could be deleted without
changing the meaning of the verse. Exactly how this property re-
lates to taysir is not clear, but perhaps al-Khwarizmi means that
it ‘facilitates’ the reading of the final /a/ (notably at the end of
the verse), or that the removal of this ’alif would ‘simplify’ the
orthography.

Al-Khwarizmi lists ’idja‘ ‘laying something down, lowering
something’ as the name for /i/ in a medial syllable, giving the
example of the ba’ in °ibil ‘camels’ (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 45, line
7). Talmon notes one line from Kitab al-‘Ayn’s entry on the root
dj, which reads: “’
(L@Jyﬁ ;j u")“” gs’ &\gh'p}{\))” (Makhzumi 1985, 1:212; Talmon
1997, 264), which seems to indicate that ’idja‘ has a similar qual-

idja‘ is in the rhymes which you make ’imala

ity to the approximate /e/ of ’imala. It also suggests that the
term’s origin is in the technical vocabulary of prosody, which is
appropriate given al-Khwarizmi’s attribution of it to al-Khalil and

his note that it only occurs in specific syllables.'® °’Idja‘ appears

16 See tawjih discussion above and Fischer (1985, 100).
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among the other terms for /i/ in the pseudo-Khalilian list (includ-
ing kasr, khafd, and jarr), and Lane (1863, 1769) has already ob-
served that its meaning relates to the phonetic ‘inclination’ and
‘lowering’ of ’imala and khafd. This connection tracks with the
idea of ‘bending down’ towards the front of the mouth as a pho-
netic feature of /i/ and /e/.

The last pseudo-Khalilian term is nabra ‘rising outward,
raising the voice, swelling’, which al-Khwarizmi says is “the
hamza that occurs at the ends of verbs and nouns, like saba’,
gara’a, and mala’ (Lé) [ 5 slaYly Jwﬂﬁl\ J,>-\j\ &P g;:J\ 550g))
S)uj)” (al-Khwarizmi 1968, 46, lines 1-2). Nabra does mean
hamza at least once in the lexical portion of Kitab al-‘Ayn, and
Talmon suspects that it comes from a non-technical usage
(Talmon 1997, 264, see also, Makhzumi 1985, VIII:269), perhaps
related to hamza ‘rising outward’ from the lowest articulation
point in the throat or chest (Sibawayh 1986, IV:101, 176, 433;
Ibn Jinni 1993, 7, 43). Al-Khwarizmi may be stressing that a
speaker raises the intensity of the voice to articulate full glottal
stops for the hamzas of saba’ ‘Sheba’, gara’a ‘he read’, and mala’
‘assembly’,'” rather than eliding them into a vernacular pronun-
ciation with long final /a/.

Al-Khwarizmi’s definitions and evidence from other Arabic
linguistic texts suggest that the vowel names which he attributes
to al-Khalil come from a variety of disparate sources. Besides the
seven ’irabi and non-’i‘rabi names—all of which likely predate al-

Khalil—the other 11 pseudo-Khalilian terms are a mixture of

7 The three examples are unvocalised in Van Vloten’s edition.
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items from prosody (tawjih, hashw, perhaps najr and ’idja®), pho-
nology (’ishmam, tafkhim, ’imala, perhaps nabra), and Qur’anic
recitation (taysir, perhaps ’irsal). It might be correct to connect a
few of the prosodic terms to al-Khalil, but even then, many of al-
Khwarizmi’s definitions do not match the usage of these words in
other contexts. Fischer (1985, 100) remarks that “undoubtedly,
the list of technical terms attributed al-Khalil is very incomplete,
and does not allow one to conclude a consistent concept of his
grammatical ideas from it.” However, it seems that this chapter
is merely a collection of miscellaneous words that al-Khwarizmi
recognised as related to grammatical inflection or other spoken
phenomena, the technical nuances of which he did not always
understand. As such, there is no grammatical system to discern,
save perhaps one that al-Khwarizmi himself construed to supple-
ment the more mainstream °i‘rab analysis in his preceding chap-
ter. This ‘system’ cannot be linked to al-Khalil with any degree of
confidence. Nevertheless, many of the vowel names given in
Mafatih al-‘Uliim, especially the ones found in other philological
sources (e.g., rawm, ’ishmam, tafkhim, °imala, °irsal, ’idja), repre-
sent genuine innovations to describe the phonology of non-cardi-
nal vowels, whether for linguistic analysis, prosody, or Qur’anic

recitation.

2.0. Vowel Names in the Syriac Tradition

In the third chapter of the most recent edition of Robinson’s Par-
adigms, J. F. Coakley records the Syriac vowel names zqops (/2/),
ptoho (/a/), rbaso (/e/), hbaso (/i/), and s2s2 (/u/) (Robinson and
Coakley 2013, 13, n. 5; see also, Noldeke 1904, §9). These names
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are based on the thirteenth-century terminology of Bar Hebraeus,
and some scholars have suggested that they are the sources of
Arabic vowel terminology (Hoffmann 1880, XV-XVI; Merx 1889,
50; Versteegh 1993, 29-31). However, as we have seen, the ear-
liest Syriac grammatical tradition did not have specific names for
each vowel, instead describing them in terms of relative openness
and backness with terms like ‘wide’ (pte), ‘narrow’ (qgattin), ‘thick’
(‘be), and ‘thin’ (nged). The following section traces the develop-
ment of Syriac vowel names from their conceptual origins in the
‘wide-and-narrow’ language of Jacob of Edessa through to the
eleventh-century grammars of the Eliases of Nisibis and Tirhan.
This development begins with the first hints of absolute
naming in the scholion on bgdkt letters by Dawid bar Pawlos (fl.
770-800) before progressing to the more complete systems at-
tested by Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s (d. 873) Ktobo d-Shmohe Domyoye
(The Book of Similar Words) and the late ninth-century mash-
Imonuts> manuscript BL Add. 12138 (Loopstra 2014; 2015). Evi-
dence from the Syriac-Arabic lexica of ‘Isa ibn ‘Ali (d. c. 900)
Hasan bar Bahlul (fl. 942-968) reinforces this progression, show-
ing a transition from partial sets of names to the complete—albeit
unstandardised—sets in the grammars of Elias of Nisibis (d.
1046) and Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049). This history is also inter-
twined with parallel developments in the Arabic linguistic tradi-
tion, but even in its latest stages, Syriac grammarians maintained
their basic principles of the early ‘wide-and-narrow’ comparative

analysis.
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2.1. The Earliest Sources for Absolute Names

The first Syriac term that might be considered an absolute vowel
name comes from Jacob of Edessa’s (d. 708) grammatical trac-
tate, On Persons and Tenses. He refers to the pair of a supralinear
dot plus a sublinear dot that represents the “intermediate” vocal-
isation of a three-way homograph as mpaggdons ‘bridling’ (Phil-
lips 1869, ., line 15). It is apparently a graphemic name, com-
paring the two points on opposite sides of a word with the ends
of a bridle on the sides of a horse’s mouth. Theoretically, this
term can indicate any vowel between two other vowels on the
Syriac scale, but it almost always applies to a word with /a/. It
is thus a de facto absolute name in most cases, even though Jacob
of Edessa did not use it exactly as such.'® Some later grammarians
(c. thirteenth century) and modern(ish) scholars refer to
mpaggdonos with the related term pugods> (Hoffmann 1880, XVI,;
Segal 1953, 23, n. 16, 172), but this form of the word does not
appear in Jacob of Edessa’s grammatical works.

After Jacob, the next source of vowel names is Dawid bar
Pawlos (fl. 770-800), although we have seen that some of his
terminology was still transitioning between relative and absolute
vocalisation (see above, chapter 3, §1.1). He utilises four terms

that approximate some absolute vowel names found in later

18 See discussion in Segal (1953, 23). It should be noted here that the
‘vowel diagram’ in the appendix of Segal’s book is misleading. Even
though the Syriac authors in the diagram appear to represent an evolu-
tionary trajectory, Segal does not list them chronologically. He also
‘modernises’ some of the names to match the ptoho pattern (i.e., CC2C5),
even when they do not appear in that form in the Syriac sources.
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sources, including: zqipto ‘stood upright’, ptihto ‘opened’, hbisto
‘pressed together’, and Sisto ‘constrained’.’® His hbisto and sisto
describe the letters yod and waw realised as /i/ and /u/, respec-
tively. Ptihto then indicates a letter with /a/, though it also seems
to be a relative term that can describe relatively-open realisations
of yod and waw.*® Meanwhile, Dawid applies zqipto only to letters
with /2/.

As addressed above (present chapter, 81.1), this earliest at-
testation of zgp ‘standing upright’ to indicate /3/ post-dates the
first usage of the ’i‘rabi term nasb ‘standing upright’ to name the
Arabic /a/ by at least several decades. Recall that this term even-
tually became the name for the Arabic accusative case, but prior
to Sibawayh’s (d. 793/796) Kitab it commonly referred to both
the case and the vowel. Moreover, some grammarians—most no-
tably, the Kufan al-Farra’ (d. 822) in his Ma‘ani al-Qur’an (The
Meanings of the Qur’an)—continued to name vowels with the
’irabi terms even in the first half of the ninth century (Owens
1990, 59; Versteegh 1993, 18-19). As a result, the use of nasb as
an Arabic name for /a/ was still current during the entire lifetime
of Dawid bar Pawlos and the early career of Hunayn ibn Ishaq
(d. 873), who likewise refers to /5/ with zgp. Furthermore, even
as late as Sibawayh, nasb could also designate relatively backed

allophones of “alif, approximating /a/ and /3/, in contrast to the

19 MS Mardin, ZFRN 192 f. 199r, lines 11-18, and f. 200z, line 5; MS
Jerusalem, SMMJ f. 166r, line 10. See Farina (2021). These forms are
feminine past participles because they describe ‘letters’, which are fem-
inine in Syriac (°oto, pl. *atwat?).

0 Either as /e/ and /o/ or as diphthongs (see above, chapter 3, §1.1).
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fronted allophones of ’imala (/¢/, /e/) (see above, chapter 3,
§2.2).

This usage of nasb is the most likely source of zgp for the
Syriac name for /3/. It appears that when Syriac grammarians
began naming vowels in their absolute system, they followed
their fundamental principles of ‘wide-and-narrow’ phonology, so
pth ‘opening’ was an obvious term for /a/. This association would
have been reinforced by the cognate Arabic name fath ‘opening’,
which referred to Arabic /a/ from at least the early eighth cen-
tury. Then when Syriac grammarians needed a name to describe
/3/, their secondary a-vowel, they calqued nasb ‘standing up-
right’, the second Arabic name for /a/ which also covered backed
allophones similar to /2/.

The next earliest evidence of absolute vowel terms comes
from the work of Hunayn ibn Ishaq (809-873), an Arab Christian
physician who lived in Abbasid Baghdad and played a critical
role in the ninth-century translation movement (Talmon 2008,
165). He expanded the lexicographical text known as Ktobo d-
Shmohe Domyoye (The Book of Similar Words), which was origi-
nally written by the seventh-century monk, ‘Enanisho‘ (Childers
2011, 144; see edition of Hoffmann 1880, 2-49). The bulk of the
vowel terminology within was added as part of Hunayn’s ninth-
century recension (Hoffmann 1880, XIII), but, despite his fame
in both Syriac and Arabic history, this text has been somewhat
neglected in studies that discuss Syriac vocalisation. Kiraz does
not deal with it, and Segal mentions it only in passing (see Kiraz
2015, 94-113; see also, Segal 1953, 32, n. 1, 52, n. 1). Revell and

Versteegh likewise do not mention it in their comparisons of the
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Arabic and Syriac phonological traditions, even though it is per-
tinent to their proposed chronologies of vowel naming (Revell
1975, 181, n. 2; Versteegh 1993, 29-32; see above, present chap-
ter, §1.1). In this expanded version of Ktobo d-Shmohe Domyoye,
Hunayn distinguishes six vowel qualities of Eastern Syriac—/2/,
/a/, /e/, /i/, /o/, and /u/*—using a combination of phonetic
and graphemic descriptors.

Hunayn consistently indicates /a/ either by saying that a
letter is ptiho ‘opened’ (Hoffmann 1880, 6, lines 18-19, 14, lines
21-23, 33, line 22), or that “you potah [open] the [letter]” (Hoff-
mann 1880, 15, lines 1-2), where ‘opening’ is the act of adding
/a/ to a consonant. This second construction also appears in a
section of the text attributed to ‘Enanisho¢ (Hoffmann 1880, 18,
lines 6-8), suggesting that if Hunayn’s transmission is reliable,
then the use of potah to describe Syriac /a/ may have begun as
early as the seventh century. Such an early usage could predate
even the ‘wide-and-narrow’ terminology used by Jacob of Edessa
(d. 708). Although less frequent than /a/, Hunayn designates /5/
by saying that a letter is zqipo ‘stood upright’ (Hoffmann 1880,
10, line 13, 14, line 21), or that “you zoqep [stand up] the [let-
ter]” (Hoffmann 1880, 14, line 23). He never uses the compara-
tively modern nominal forms zqops or ptoho.

Hunayn also refers to the two supralinear dots that indicate
/3/ as sheshlty ‘chain’ (Hoffmann 1880, 6, line 13). In contrast to
the phonetic terms of ‘opening’ and ‘standing upright’, this is a
graphemic name that describes the appearance of the oblique

vowel points, which look like a ‘chain’ above the letter. Sheshlto

% On the Eastern vowel inventory, see Knudsen (2015, 90-91).
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is a cognate of the Tiberian Hebrew accent shalshelet, and zoqgep
is a cognate of the Hebrew accent with the same name (see Dotan
2007, 638-39). It remains to be seen whether these similarities
are simply coincidences or evidence of a greater conceptual con-
nection.

Potah (/a/) and zogep (/3/) are Hunayn’s only terms that
are similar to those listed by Bar Hebraeus, but they function
more as adjectives that describe effects on letters than as inde-
pendent names. As for /e/, Hunayn instructs to “put ‘two dots’
(treyn nuqze) below the [letter]” (Hoffmann 1880, 6, lines 18-19,
21, lines 16-17, 30, line 22, 31, lines 14-15), with horizontal and
vertical pairs indicating variations of the vowel’s quality.?* He
does not specifically describe /i/, and while he does not have
explicit phonological terms for /o/ and /u/, he does write:

T kel aml @ Kz MmD @woim A ewoih ool xiad

el @ arhm bdad oo o] hiEis o1 hwdi L ;la

Fn auehe 1 ama ¢ (om) @odHo Wamel FLRL awoi

il @woimi (s s 2d A ;) e Rlrr A ol

~hasmlr hards @) was ahs e Kl ok L sl o

i > ml Kan fula hoshed

Also, distinguish maruhin from mrowhin by this sign: the
one whose mim is opened relates to relief, which is said to
be from evils or miseries. The rich give relief to the poor
and do good to them. As for the one whose mim is not
opened, but rather has the sheshlts [i.e., zqopo] on the rish:
it relates to those who open wide a gate or house or some
cleft, and it is said that they endow them with, as it were,

22 On such variation, see Segal (1953, 28-32), Kiraz (2012, 1:70-71),
and Knudsen (2015, 112-14).
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breadth and wideness, which they did not have before.

(Hoffmann 1880, 33, line 17 to 34, line 2)
This passage offers a mnemonic device for remembering the dif-
ference between the homographs maruhin ‘relieving ones’ and
mrowhin ‘widening ones’. Hunayn says the first word “relates to
relief (‘al rwahts),” specifically relief “from evils (bishoto) or mis-
eries (‘ulsone).” But rwahto has a double meaning here: besides
‘relief’, it also means ‘space’. The phrase ‘al rwahto can thus be
read as ‘against space’. Similarly, men ulsone can be interpreted
as ‘from/among narrow things’. In this way, Hunayn indicates
that maruhin has the lexical meaning of ‘those giving relief’, but
on a phonological level, it is ‘narrow’ with respect to ‘space’. That
is, its vowel is the narrow /u/. Meanwhile, its homograph
(mrowhin) has the comparatively open /ow/,*® approximating the
rounded back vowel /o/. As we will see, the Eliases of Nisibis and
Tirhan eventually used the roots of “ulsone and rwaht> when nam-
ing the vowels /u/ and /o/ (Paloso and rwaho), likely due to a
familiarity with Hunayn’s mnemonic device or a related concept.

As for mrowhin, Hunayn says it “relates to those who open
wide a gate or a house,” bestowing them with ‘breadth’ (shtihut)
and ‘wideness’ (ptoyuto). Here we again see combined lexical and
phonological meanings, as the articulation of /ow/ (or /o/) re-
quires the opening the mouth and granting of ‘wideness’, at least
in comparison to /u/. The word ptoyuts even shares a root with
what Jacob of Edessa called pte ‘wide’ vowels. These links suggest

that that this line of ‘wide-and-narrow’ phonological thinking

% On representations of this diphthong in Syriac, see Knudsen (2015,
115, 135).
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persisted within the Syriac tradition from Jacob of Edessa,
through Hunayn ibn Ishaq, and into the eleventh century.

Similar mnemonic devices are found in Masoretic explana-
tions of homographs. In fact, the Masoretes refer to such mne-
monics as simanin ‘signs’ (Dotan 2007, 619), just as Hunayn re-
marks that the reader will distinguish these Syriac homographs
‘by this sign’ (b-nisho hono). Steiner notes an example of a Maso-
retic mnemonic, writing:

Another Masoretic note, preserved only in later sources,**

provides even clearer support: pnp a8 8571 'm0 N0 R

mma. This note refers to the contrast between Ezekiel

18:11 558 bni~x and Ezekiel 18:6, 15 Hax 85 bnn-Hw/8.

Its literal meaning is: “He who eats opens his mouth; he

who does not eat closes his mouth.” As a directive for read-

ing, it means: “He who reads ’kl opens his mouth (in the

final syllable); he who reads I’ °kl closes his mouth (in the

final syllable).” (Steiner 2005, 376)
This siman equates ‘eating’ (°okal) with ‘opening’ (potah) the
mouth, because 3% ‘eating’ in Ezek. 18.11 is pronounced with
/a/. By contrast, it equates ‘not eating’ (lo *okol) with ‘closing’
(gomes) the mouth, because 528 &% ‘not eating’ is pronounced
with pausal /5/ in Ezek. 18.6. This explanation parallels the one
that Hunayn gives for maruhin and mrowhin, incorporating both
lexical and phonological information into a single line of instruc-
tions.

Another source of vowel names is the Eastern mashlmonut>
manuscript BL Add. 12138. However, while the scribe Babai

completed this codex in 899, he did not provide any vowel names

24 This one is from a fourteenth- or fifteenth-century source.
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himself, and the names that do appear are in marginal notes that
were mostly added by later hands (Loopstra 2015, IL1:XXXVII).
Jonathan Loopstra (2015, ILXXXVIII-XXXIX, 439) identifies sev-
eral examples of vowel terminology from zqp (/3/) and pth (/a/)
among these notes, including imperative forms like zqup ‘stand
upright’ and b teptah ‘do not open’ to instruct the vocalisation of
particular words. While these instructions are the results of later
emendations to the codex after 899, such terms correspond with
Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s vocabulary, and would have been current in
the late ninth and early tenth centuries. This connection implies
that these notes are not necessarily much later than Babai, though
they certainly could be. The only other vowel name in BL Add.
12138 is in six separate notes containing the active participle 9ss
and the noun ‘2$5 ‘constraining’, all of which indicate /u/ (Loop-
stra 2015, 11:439). This term shares its root with Dawid bar Paw-
los’ term for describing a mater lectionis letter waw that represents
/u/, as well as the name which Bar Hebraeus would eventually
give to /u/. None of the notes in BL Add. 12138 provide addi-
tional explanations for the usage or pronunciation of the East
Syriac vowels, and as Loopstra points out, no treatises on them
are extant from before the eleventh century. There are, however,
further sources for the names of the vowels prior to that time;
specifically, the extant Syriac-Arabic lexica written in the wake

of the ninth-century translation movements.
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2.2. Vowel Names in Syriac-Arabic Lexica

Hunayn ibn Ishaq was one of the most prolific scholars of the
early Islamicate translation movement, and throughout this ca-
reer he amassed knowledge of many Arabic, Syriac, and Greek
technical terms. He compiled much of this information into a Syr-
iac-Arabic lexicon, but his original text is no longer extant (Brock
2016, 11-12; see also, Versteegh 1977, 3), and its contents sur-
vive only via the work of later lexicographers. One such lexicog-
rapher was Hunayn’s student, ‘Isa ibn ‘Ali (d. c. 900),% another
Christian physician who compiled a Syriac-Arabic Lexicon in the
latter half of the ninth century (Hoffmann 1874; Gottheil 1908;
1928; Butts 2009, 59-60). In the preface to this lexicon, Ibn ‘Ali
explains that he based his book on the lexica of Hunayn and an-
other scholar, Isho¢ of Merv, expanding their work with addi-
tional words (Hoffmann 1874, 3, lines 3-7; Butts 2009, 61). This
text seems not to have been considered a closed corpus, and was
expanded in at least four recensions after Ibn ‘Ali completed the
original version. It is not clear precisely when all of these recen-
sions occurred, but at least one happened near the end of the
ninth century (Butts 2009, 61-62), and the following discussion
assumes that most of the others took place before the Eliases of
Nisibis and Tirhan completed their grammars in the first half of

the eleventh century. This assumption is based on the fact that

% Also known as Isho¢ bar ‘Ali. There is some confusion among both
medieval and modern sources that conflate this individual with other
medieval scholars who have similar names. Butts (2009) has shown that
the author of this lexicon is most likely the ‘Isa ibn ‘Ali who was the
student of Hunayn.
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Ibn ‘Ali’s Lexicon does not define any of the technical terms that
the eleventh-century Eliases use to name vowels, but does de-
scribe vocalisation using phonetic participles like Hunayn did.
Furthermore, this discussion relies on the editions of Hoffmann
and Gottheil. The former published a handwritten version of the
first half of the Lexicon (’alep—mem) in 1874, based a single re-
cension, while the latter published a critical edition of the second
half as two volumes in 1908 (nun—‘ayn) and 1928 (pe—taw) (see
Butts 2009, 59).

As a source for technical definitions of vowel names, Ibn
‘Ali’s Lexicon is surprisingly unhelpful. None of the entries on
words from the roots pth, zqp, rbs, hbs, or ss, nor any of the roots
used for vowel names in other sources, contain a definition that
explains a technical linguistic term. However, the text does indi-
cate the proper pronunciation of certain words by describing
their letters with passive participles, specifically: zqips ‘stood up-
right’, ptiho ‘opened’, hbiso ‘pressed-together’, rbiso ‘compressed’,
and zribo ‘narrowed, contracted’. Each of these terms may also be
abbreviated (e.g., zr and zri), rather than written with full orthog-
raphy. They occur infrequently, but when they do appear, it is
usually after the text introduces a new word, using the construc-
tion: “[lexeme], while [participle] is [letter].” This construction
matches that in Hunayn’s Ktobo d-Shmohe Domyoye.

For example, with zqips ‘stood upright’, the Lexicon reads:
“owkel, while the ’alaph is zqipt) (< <heuor 1= Jaow)” (Hoffmann
1874, 16). That is, for the word *owkel, the initial letter ’alaph is
‘stood upright’, indicating that it is pronounced with /5/. Ptiho
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‘opened’ occurs more frequently in the text than zqipo, but it fol-
lows the same construction: “’alep, while the ’alaph is ptiho ( a\«
~ ha 1n)” (Hoffmann 1874, 31).2° This line means that in the word
’alep, the letter °alaph is pronounced with /a/. Hbiso ‘pressed to-
gether’ is the rarest of the five vowel terms in the lexicon, but in
at least one instance, the text has: “ziro, while the yod is hbiso
(s ®eanw 1 ~i)” (Hoffmann 1874, 126). In accordance with Ja-
cob of Edessa’s original principles of ‘wide-and-narrow’ vowels,
hbiso here describes the closure of the mouth when articulating
/i/. However, in contrast to the descriptions of a-vowels—which
are not written with matres lectionis—rather than hbiso modifying
the consonant zayin, here it is the mater letter yod that is ‘pressed
together’. Hbiso is also the first of the Lexicon’s terms that does
not appear in Ktobo d-Shmohe Domyojye, as Hunayn used no spe-
cific term for /i/.

The Lexicon’s two terms rbiso ‘compressed’ (e.g., Hoffmann
1874, 23, 31) and zribo ‘contracted, narrowed’ (e.g., Hoffmann
1874, 16, 26, 29, 31, 32) also do not occur in Ktobo d-Shmohe
Domyoye. Both describe letters with e-vowels, clearly contrasting
the relative closedness of their articulation with the openness of
/a/, but their exact nuance is difficult to determine. It seems that
they are broadly interchangeable, or at least that the person who
added them (either Ibn ‘Ali himself or a redactor) perceived them
as representing the same vowel quality (/e/). A more extensive
study is needed to determine their precise applications. It may

simply be that the instructions with zribo and rbiso are the prod-

% Note the abbreviated Syriac a for ptiho.
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ucts of separate recensions of the Lexicon by editors who pre-
ferred different terminology. In any case, it is significant that the
literal meaning of both terms for e-vowels indicate ‘narrowed’
articulation in contrast to the ‘wider’ a-vowels. This contrast is a
clear continuation of Jacob of Edessa and Dawid bar Pawlos’ ear-
lier relative vowel comparisons even after the Syriac absolute vo-
calisation system had solidified.

Rbiso here is also our first hint of a vowel name (the later
rboso) that has caused some confusion in the realm of Syriac and
Arabic vocalisation. Revell and Versteegh suggest that rboso is
lexically equivalent to khafd ‘lowering’, an Arabic name for /i/,
and thus khafd is a potential calque of rboso (Revell 1975, 181, n.
2; Versteegh 1993, 30-31).”” Such a calque would imply that
eighth-century Arabic grammarians borrowed a Syriac vowel
name for use in Arabic. However, vowel terminology derived
from rbs is not attested prior to the ninth-century Lexicon of Ibn
‘Alj, far too late for it to have been adopted by pre-Sibawayhan
Arabic grammarians.?® The proposed calque is also lexically un-
tenable. Khafd does mean ‘lowering’, and as we have seen, it oc-
curs in the Arabic grammatical tradition to indicate the relatively
‘low’ position of the front of the mouth in contrast to the ‘higher’
positions of nasb ‘standing upright’ (/a/) and raf* ‘rising’ (/u/).*
By contrast, rbogo means ‘compressing’, ‘confining’, ‘gripping’, or
‘squeezing’ (R. Payne Smith 1879, 3801; J. Payne Smith 1903,

% For khafd as a vowel name in Arabic, see §4.1.1.
% Compare Posegay (2020, 210), which is mistaken.
2 See §3.2.2 and §4.1.1.
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527; Sokoloff 2009, 1430). The same root can indicate ‘depress-
ing’ only in the sense that compressing an area of ground will
create a ‘depression’,*® and it is from this sense that Revell and
Versteegh seem to have come up with the glosses of ‘depressing’
or ‘lowering’.*! Instead of stretching for this less common defini-
tion, it is simpler to interpret rboso as the ‘compressing’ move-
ment of the lips while articulating /e/ relative to more-open vow-
els like /a/. This interpretation is wholly unrelated to khafd and
follows the logic of the ‘wide-and-narrow’ convention that per-
vades practically all other Syriac vowel naming.

The second major extant Syriac-Arabic dictionary is the
Syriac Lexicon of Hasan bar Bahlul (fl. 942-968), a tenth-century
lexicographer who compiled his work from the earlier lexica of
translators like Hunayn ibn Ishdq and Henanisho¢ bar Se-
rosheway (d. c. 900). We have already seen him as a key link for
connecting the idea of musawwitat ‘sounding’ letters between the
Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew traditions (see above, chapter 2,
81.0), and his Lexicon also provides information for the use of
Syriac absolute vowel names in the mid-tenth century. However,
like Ibn ‘Ali’s lexicon, Bar Bahlul’s book underwent several revi-
sions after his death, and Duval’s edition contains some additions

that are at least as late as the thirteenth century (Taylor 2011).

%0 This gloss is confirmed by the medieval lexica (Duval 1901, 1868;
Gottheil 1928, 11:376).

3! A confounding factor may be R. Payne Smith’s (1879, 3801) entry on
the Syriac verb rbas. He begins it by listing the apparent Arabic etymo-
logical cognate rabada, which does mean ‘to lay down’, but this mean-
ing does not apply to the Syriac verb.
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Also like Ibn ‘Ali, Bar Bahlul does not give many explicit
definitions of technical linguistic terms, and instead only explains
the literal meaning of words that are used as vowel names in
other sources. Nevertheless, his entry on zqipo> does hint toward
the use of the Arabic damma (/u/) to name at least one vowel,
and he connects the word sheshlo with jarr, an Arabic name for
/i/. More often, he uses the passive participle terms to describe
the pronunciation of particular words, including: zqipo, ptiho,
rbiso, and zribs. Hbiso may also occur, though much less often
than these other four terms. I have only noticed it in a single
footnote, where Duval (1901, 385, n. 1) claims it appears in one
manuscript instead of zribo. I have searched approximately one
fifth of Duval’s edition, but the text is over 2000 pages and it is
inevitable that some terms evaded me. I have found no evidence
of terms for /o/ and /u/, which notably are (almost) always writ-
ten with a mater lectionis in Syriac.

Zqip is the most frequent term that occurs in this text (e.g.,
Duval 1901, 45, 385, 401, 404, 406, 408, 417, 438, 448, 449,
1452), followed by ptiho (e.g., Duval 1901, 28, 398, 406, 408,
413, 432, 518). Like Ibn ‘Ali, Bar Bahlul uses these passive parti-
ciples as attributes of consonants with the vowels /5/ and /a/,
respectively. He even follows the same syntax as Ibn ‘Ali, includ-
ing lines like: “bali‘ (~.\5), while the bet is ptiho” (Duval 1901,
398). Rbiss (e.g., Duval 1901, 9, 45, 438) and zribo (e.g., Duval
1901, 385, 418, 441) are much less common than zqipo and ptiho,
which again makes it difficult to determine their exact functions,

but they both indicate some type of e-vowel.
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In addition to the regular use of the aforementioned Syriac
terms, in his entry on the lexeme zqipo, Bar Bahlul includes the
line: “The zoqupe set up a finger. I say one should not give al-
damma (&2 6}@ YJ jéi oo aao ~ada).” Al-damma ‘pressing
together’ is the Arabic name for /u/, so this sentence seems to
suggest that, at least according to Bar Bahlul, one should not pro-
nounce /u/ in the word zoqupe ‘crucifiers’. His implied preference
would be an East Syriac pronunciation with /o/: zoqope. I have
found no evidence in the Lexicon of other names that refer to /u/,
so in this case Bar Bahlul may have adopted an Arabic vowel
name to supplement his Syriac terminology. It is also worth not-
ing that the lexical meaning of damma overlaps with two other
Syriac names for /u/, ‘250 ‘contracting, constraining’ and ’aloso
‘narrowing, pressing, crowding’, although neither occurs as a
vowel name in Bar Bahlul’s Lexicon.

Furthermore, Bar Bahlul (or at least, the copyist of the man-
uscript for Duval’s edition) makes an interesting statement in a
lexical entry on sheshlo ‘chain’, the same word as the term that
referred to the two-dot vocalisation points in Hunayn’s Ktobo d-
Shmohe Domyosye and would eventually come to mean /e/ in the
eleventh-century grammars. They write, “Sheshlo, in another
manuscript, is jarr, that is, the letter when it is ‘dragged’ (jurra)
(G 130 Bl el 55 2o lew). This line seems to identify sheshlo
with jarr ‘dragging, pulling’, an Arabic name for the genitive case
that also served as an early name for /i/ (see Versteegh 1993,
125-30; Talmon 1997, 194-97).%

%2 See also, al-Zajjaji and al-Khwarizmi’s discussions of jarr above, pre-
sent chapter, §81.1-2.
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While Dawid bar Pawlos’ (fl. 770-800) scholion on bgdkt
letters and Hunayn Ibn Ishaq’s (d. 873) Ktobo d-Shmohe Domyoye
are the earliest extant sources for Syriac absolute vowel termi-
nology, the Syriac-Arabic lexica of Ibn ‘Ali (d. c¢. 900) and Bar
Bahlul (fl. 942-968) provide an important link between their ear-
lier naming conventions and those of later grammarians. Like
Hunayn, these two lexicographers applied the convention of de-
scribing vocalisation with passive participles, but they also ex-
panded on Hunayn’s terminology with the addition of hbiso
‘pressed together’, rbiso ‘compressed’, and zribo ‘narrowed’. These
terms all have similar meanings, and they deliberately contrast
the Syriac e- and i-vowels as relatively ‘closed’ in comparison to
the relatively ‘open’ a-vowels. This contrast echoes the earlier
‘wide-and-narrow’ relative comparisons of Jacob of Edessa and
demonstrates a continuity in the Syriac conceptions of vowel
phonology between the seventh and eleventh centuries. Still,
none of Dawid, Hunayn, Ibn ‘Ali, and Bar Bahlul had full sets of
terms that named every Syriac vowel. Such a set is not attested
until the eleventh-century grammars of the Eliases of Nisibis and

Tirhan.

2.3. Absolute Naming in the Eleventh-century

Grammars

The two most prominent representatives of eleventh-century Syr-
iac grammar are Elias of Nisibis (d. 1046) and Elias of Tirhan (d.
1049) (Merx 1889, 109, 137, 154; Teule 2011b; 2011a), two
bishops who inherited the terminological conventions of earlier

Syriac vocalisation. They were both bilingual and well-versed in
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Arabic and Syriac grammar, and many of their works are either
in Arabic or tailored for Arabic-speaking audiences. Through
these works—particularly their respective Syriac grammars—it is
clear that they described vowels in much the same way as Ibn
‘Ali and Bar Bahlul, but they also adapted terms from the Arabic
grammatical tradition to name the Syriac vowels. Their vowel
names approach the forms of the names that appear in Bar He-
braeus and modern Syriac grammars, but they do not exactly
match these later terms (Segal 1953, 32-33). Perhaps more inter-
estingly, the Eliases’ vowel names do not even match each other,
and each must be explained by different interpretations of the
‘wide-and-narrow’ or ‘high-and-low’ principles of earlier Syriac
vowel phonology.

Elias of Nisibis was born in northern Iraq in 975, and he
became the Metropolitan of Nisibis in 1008 (Bertaina 2011, 198).
In the second chapter of his Turros Mamllo Surysy>s (The Correct
Form of Syriac Speech), Elias discusses the ‘moved letters’ (Catwoto
mettzi‘Onyoto), by which he means the vowels (see above, chapter
2, 82.2). He begins by comparing the Arabic and Syriac vowel
inventories:

Leo adadrm i AN Ksid Lo Fhalahds Lae hihe

i ol ¢ s La e et g R e ot Kuice

dads

Then the moved letters, among the Arabs, are divided into

three types, and among the Western Syrians, into five

types. Then among we Easterners, they are divided into

seven types. (Gottheil 1887, s, lines 20-25)

Being an Eastern Metropolitan himself, Elias apparently attached

some level of prestige to larger vowel inventories, and from here
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we must proceed with caution. He does name seven vowels, but
that does not necessarily mean that he also distinguished seven
discrete vowel qualities in his pronunciation of Syriac. Instead,
he may be preserving a historical classification of a seventh
vowel as a point of pride; as we will see, his Eastern contempo-
rary, Elias of Tirhan, distinguishes only six vowel qualities (Segal
1953, 33; Loopstra 2015, I1:XXXVII).
Elias of Nisibis proceeds with a simple list, writing:

(umﬂo . Hssai oo (umﬂo ~rsushala r(énj.-:ﬂo i Chaiol
R it 01 @inla .hams pied @wmnlo i g\ oo

I say: the zqipoto, the rbisots, and the ptihots; those which
are before the rwihoto and those before the °alisoto; those
before the massqoto and those before the hbisots. (Gottheil
1887, w, lines 25-28; see also, Merx 1889, 112)

Elias uses feminine plural passive participles for each vowel term,
with the implication that they describe ‘letters’ (Catwato) in the
same way as earlier writers like Hunayn, Ibn ‘Ali, and Bar Bahlul
who said zqipo and ptiho. However, Ibn ‘Ali and Bar Bahlul’s lex-
ica each only had Syriac terms for four or five vowels, and they
did not name the vowels that are typically represented by matres
lectionis. By contrast, Elias does refer to those vowels here. For
example, when he says “those before the hbisoto” he means letters
which come immediately before a yod that represents the vowel
/i/. This construction implies that the mater lectionis itself is the
letter which is hbisto ‘squeezed, pressed together’.

Elias then describes each vowel individually, including in-
formation on their function and their graphemes. He begins with
zqipoto ‘ones stood upright’, saying that they include the °alaph

and dalat in *odom ‘Adam’, and the lamad and he’ in ’albhs ‘God’
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(Gottheil 1887, «, lines 29-30). Additionally, a letter which is

)«

zqipto is marked by treyn nuqze ‘two dots’ “placed one over the
other in a straight line above the letter, and they are called sheshlo
da-l‘el ‘a chain above’ (cu= s\ eid )jiams 19 Js 19 asumhhs
Ly ler Giodma. hoda)” (Gottheil 1887, ), lines 6-8). Both
of these descriptions have parallels in Ktobo d-Shmohe Damyoye,
where Hunayn ibn Ishaq also referred to letters with /5/ as zqipo
and to the two-dot supralinear sign of this vowel as a sheshlty
‘chain’ (see above, present chapter, §2.1). Elias also quotes at
least two of Hunayn’s other books in this grammar and in the
sixth dialogue of his Kitab al-Majalis (The Book of Sessions)
(Gottheil 1887, 36, n. 49, 29*-30%, no. 49; «, line 32; Bertaina
2011, 202-3; see Samir 1975), reinforcing the possibility that
they had access to the same pedagogical tradition of vowel nam-
ing.

Next, the rbisoto ‘compressed ones’ are like the het in helmo
‘dream’ (Gottheil 1887, s, lines 30-31). Like in the tenth-century
lexica, and even extending as far back as Jacob of Edessa’s pte
‘wide’ and qattin ‘narrow’ comparisons, this ‘compression’ is most
likely a description of the relative closedness of the mouth when
articulating /e/, in contrast to more open vowels like /a/. This
vowel is marked by ‘two dots’ (treyn nuqze) straight below a let-
ter, called sheshlo da-ltaht ‘a chain below’ (Gottheil 1887, ), lines
9-10). In contrast to Hunayn, who only used sheshlts for the su-
pralinear sign of /5/, Elias adopts sheshly> as the name for any
vertical two-dot vocalisation sign, regardless of its position.

The next vowel is on letters that are ptihoto ‘opened’, which

Elias says is the ’alaph in °aloho and the ‘ayin in ‘apro ‘dust’
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(Gottheil 1887, «, lines 31-32). Like his predecessors, Elias’ use
of this term again maintains the contrast between the ‘openness’
of the mouth when articulating /a/ and the ‘compression’ of /e/.
He states that the sign for this /a/ is two dots, with one above
and one below the letter (Gottheil 1887, )\, lines 11-13). These
first three terms—zqipo, rbiso, and ptiho—form an important triad
for Elias, as they are the vowels that do not typically occur with
a mater lectionis in Syriac orthography.

Elias’ fourth vowel is on letters which come before the
rwihoto ‘broadened ones’, like the “alaph in ’o ‘or’ and the kaph in
’arkono ‘magistrate’. The ‘broadened one’ in each of these cases
is the mater lectionis letter waw, which signifies the vowel /0/ on
the consonant that precedes it. The term itself describes the
‘broadening’ of the mouth during the articulation of /o/ in con-
trast to the closedness of /u/, the other vowel which a waw can
represent in Syriac. The term rwiho shares a root with rwahto ‘re-
lief, space’, the word that Hunayn used as part of his mnemonic
device to explain the difference between the homographs
maruhin ‘relieving ones’ and mrowhin ‘widening ones’ (Hoffmann
1880, 33, line 17, to 34, line 2; present chapter, §2.1). Elias may
have adopted a term for /o/ specifically related to ‘space’ due to
familiarity with this mnemonic from Hunayn’s work, or a related
pedagogical source in the same vein. He further notes that the
sign of waw rwihts is a single dot placed above waw (Gottheil
1887, \,, lines 13-14).

The fifth vowel is on letters that are before the alisoto ‘nar-
rowed ones’, meaning instances where a mater lectionis waw rep-

resents /u/, like the nun in nurs ‘fire’. These waws are ‘narrowed’
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specifically in contrast to the ‘broadened’ /o/. Compared to every
other vowel, /o/ would be considered more ‘closed’, and /u/
alone requires more closure during its articulation. The two terms
rwiho and °aliso> thus make sense in the context of each other—
and in context of their shared mater lectionis—by maintaining the
principle of relative comparisons that extends back to Jacob of
Edessa. °Aliso also shares a root with ‘ulsone ‘miseries, narrow
things’, another word from Hunayn’s mnemonic which he associ-
ated with maruhin (with /u/), rather than mrowhin (with /ow/).
The sign for this vowel is waw with a dot below it (Gottheil 1887,
)\, lines 14-15).

Elias’ sixth vowel is on letters before the massqoto ‘raised
ones’,* which are instances where a mater lectionis yod represents
/e/. He gives examples of the ’alaph in el ‘El’ and the bet in bel
‘Jupiter’ (Gottheil 1887, ), lines 1-2), and here we see a problem
reminiscent of the rbiso-zribs distinction in the tenth-century lex-
ica. By the eleventh century, the East Syriac quality of the vowel
in both of these words was probably the same as the first vowel
in helmo (see Knudsen 2015, 91-92); that is, the vowel which
Elias described as rbiso (/e/). Based on his citations of el and bel,
the only apparent difference between a letter which is before a
yod massaqty and a letter which is rbiso is the presence of a mater
lectionis yod, though it may also be relevant that both of these
examples are non-Syriac loan words. It would seem then that
Elias differentiates rbiso and yod massaqto solely on the basis of

orthography, even though they likely sounded the same in his

33 This term is distinct from the accent dot with a similar name (Loopstra
2015, ILXLI, n. 142).
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speech, and it is this distinction that allows him to count seven
vowels in the Syriac of the ‘Easterners’. He notes that the sign of
this vowel is two dots below the letter which precedes the yod
massaqta (Gottheil 1887, \, lines 15-16).

The phonetic meaning of massag>** ‘raised up’ here is not
based on the wide-and-narrow comparisons of the other vowel
names. It is a C-stem participle from the root slq ‘raising’, which
stands out from the G-stem participles that Elias uses to describe
the other vowels. This discrepancy suggests that it came into use
separately from the other terms. It is not a technical term in the
earlier lexica, nor is there a similar name in the works of Hunayn,
Dawid bar Pawlos, or Jacob of Edessa, so it is most likely a tenth-
or eleventh-century innovation. Its closest analogue in Syriac lin-
guistics might be the early relative use of men [‘el ‘above’, which
indicated that a word’s vowels were pronounced farther back
than those of its homograph (see above, chapter 3, §1.1). Elias
likely had sufficient knowledge of Jacob of Edessa’s work to make
this same analysis, as he cites Jacob’s Turros Mamllo Nahrayo in
the introduction of his own Turros Mamllo Suryoyo (Gottheil 1887,
).

By analogy with Elias’ description of the two vowels that
waw represents (i.e., /o/ and /u/), his massaqo (/e/) should be
understood in relation to the second vowel which yod can repre-
sent: /i/. In that sense, /e/ is indeed the more-backed of the pair,
and is thus ‘raised’ above the position of /i/. As we will soon see

with Elias of Tirhan, it is also likely that massaqgo is a calque of

34 Never °assaqo, despite what Merx (1889, 157, n. 2) and Segal (1953,
33) suggest.
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the Arabic inflectional term marfii¢ ‘raised up’, (i.e., given /u/),
likewise related to a ‘high’ backed position (see above, chapter 3,
§2.2). While it is not clear that Elias of Nisibis is actually calquing
marfii‘ here, it is certain that he could have, as he displays a pro-
ficient understanding of the Arabic inflectional system in the
sixth dialogue of his Kitab al-Majalis (Samir 1975, 634-49).

Elias’ seventh and final vowel is on letters before the hbisoto
‘squeezed, pressed-together ones’, which include the ’alaph in ’id>
‘hand’ and the dalat in zaddiqo ‘righteous’ (Gottheil 1887, \,, lines
2-3). The hbisto in this case is a yod acting as a mater lectionis for
/i/, which corresponds to the rare occurrences of hbiso in the Syr-
iac-Arabic lexica. It is clearly another phonetic description,
meant to contrast the closedness of /i/ with the comparatively
open articulation of /a/ and /5/, and in some more precise sense
Elias may have considered it a greater indicator of closure than
rbiso ‘compressed’ (i.e., /e/). Its sign is a yod with a sublinear dot
(Gottheil 1887, \,, lines 17-18).

At the end of his list of vowels, Elias also introduces nomi-
nalised forms of the Syriac vowel terminology, naming ‘alisuto
‘narrowing’ (/u/), rawihuty ‘broadening’ (/0/), massoquts ‘rising’
(/e/), and habisuty ‘squeezing, pressing together’ (/i/) (Gottheil
1887, \, lines 4-5). These four vowels are notably the ones rep-
resented by the matres lectionis waw and yod, and they are the
four vowels which do not have names (or, for hbiss, is named
only rarely and dubiously) in the aforementioned works of

Hunayn, Ibn ‘Ali, and Bar Bahlul. These nominal forms may well
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be Elias of Nisibis’ own innovations from the first half of the elev-
enth century. They do not appear in the grammar of Elias of Tir-
han, but this second Elias brought innovations of his own.

Like Elias of Nisibis, Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049) was an East
Syriac bishop who lived in an increasingly Arabicised linguistic
world, so he produced his own Syriac grammar, the Memr>
Gramatiqoyo (The Grammatical Essay) for an Arabic-speaking au-
dience. He uses various vowel terms throughout this text, and he
names six discrete qualities in its twenty-seventh chapter: zqopo
(/2/), ptoho (/a/), rboso or sheshlo (/e/), massaqo or rwahto (/o/),
hboso (/u/), and yod (/i/) (Baethgen 1880, ~Q, lines 15-18). He
also periodically describes letters with certain vowels by using
passive participles from these roots, including: rbiso (/e/), rwiho
(/0/), and hbiso (/u/) (e.g., Baethgen 1880, J, lines 1-6). Broadly
speaking, these terms match the more modern Syriac vowel
names, although when paired with their phonemes they do not
all correspond with the modern terminology. Most strikingly, the
names for /u/ and /o/ conflict with the vowel list in Elias of Nis-
ibis’ grammar, and /i/ has the same name as its mater lectionis.
These discrepancies reveal that Syriac vocalisation terminology
was still in flux during the first half of the eleventh century, even
while individual grammarians remained internally consistent
with respect to the Syriac tradition of ‘wide-and-narrow’ compar-
isons.

Zqopo and ptoho here refer to /5/ and /a/, respectively, ex-
actly as expected, and in line with the vowel terminology of
Hunayn ibn Ishagq, the lexicographers, and Elias of Nisibis. How-

ever, for Elias of Tirhan, these names are distinct nominal forms,
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rather than passive participles that describe vocalised conso-
nants. Meanwhile, he refers to /e/ with both rbaso and sheshl,
although he prefers rboss. Apparently, he worked within a gram-
matical tradition in which the graphemic name for a two-dot
sign—sheshlo—had lost its meaning related to /5/, and now re-
ferred only to the sublinear two-dot sign of /e/. This term thus
became interchangeable with rboso, the phonetic description of
that vowel (Baethgen 1880, ~\, line 21, to .2\, line 8, AQ, lines
18-22). This usage contrasts Elias of Nisibis, who used sheshlo da-
l‘el and sheshlo da-ltaht to describe the shape and position of the
two-dot signs for /5/ and /e/.

While Elias favours these nominalised vowel terms, he does
occasionally describe individual letters or words with /e/ and /a/
by means of other participial forms. For example, in his twenty-
fourth chapter, he explains the inflection of ’etp‘el verbs in the
imperative, saying:

o udluseh o ddoias hehl Keoidon il laa s duom

AIROR AIADE . u’ wnel ehaal Kaluhies o uiqas

Lhhe L @i @idi L o dh 5l L L A L Lo\ A
RER"PIC N

You should know that every verb which is ‘compressed

downward’ (metrabss ltaht) in its reading in the indicative,

in the imperative form it is changed to ‘opening’, like so:

’estmek, ’estamk; ’etghen, ’etgahn; ‘etnseb, ’etnasb; ’etrken,

’etrakn; ettkel, “ettakl. (Baethgen 1880, s, lines 10-12)
Metrabso ‘compressed’ here is a passive participle that describes
a word with rboss (/e/), indicating the result of the relative ‘com-
pression’ required from the lips to produce /e/ compared to /a/.

Meanwhile, ltaht ‘downwards’ may indicate the position of the
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sublinear dots that represent /e/, the relatively-fronted position
of /e/ on the scale of vowels within the mouth, or even the di-
rection of airflow during the articulation of fronted vowels (or all
three).*> As Elias explains, when ’etp‘el verbs with this /e/ are
made imperative, the vowel in the second syllable becomes /a/.
He indicates this /a/ as the verb becoming puttoho ‘opening’.
Elias also has two nominalised terms for /o/, naming it
both massaqo ‘raised up’ and rwahto ‘broadening’. Rwahts corre-
sponds to Elias of Nisibis’ rawihuto, indicating that the articula-
tion of /o/ is relatively open in comparison to /u/, and may de-
rive from the mnemonic device that Hunayn used to explain the
difference between maruhin and mrowhin. On the other hand,
Elias of Tirhan’s use of massaqo for /o/ contrasts Elias of Nisibis,
who applied that name to /e/. Nevertheless, both Eliases use this
term within the context of a single mater lectionis, both following
the older Syriac principle of relative backness. For Elias of Nis-
ibis, /e/ was ‘raised up’—that is, farther back—in comparison to
/i/, the other vowel which a mater lectionis yod may represent.
For Elias of Tirhan, /o/ is ‘raised up’—again, relatively backed—
in comparison to /u/, the second vowel that waw can represent.
Elias of Tirhan’s application of this name to a u-vowel, rather
than an i-vowel, is probably due to an understanding of massaqo
as a translation of the Arabic inflectional term marfii¢ ‘raised up’,
which usually described words that ended with /u/. This usage

would have been comparatively pragmatic for Elias of Tirhan, as

% On directionality and airflow in vocalisation, see the discussion of
Saadia Gaon’s vowel names, below, present chapter, §3.3.
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he designed the Memro Gramatiqoyo specifically for an Arabic-
speaking audience.

Elias of Tirhan then refers to /u/ as hbaso ‘squeezing, press-
ing together’, a term that again contradicts Elias of Nisibis, but
also again shows how the two Eliases’ systems are logically con-
sistent. For Elias of Tirhan, this term indicates the phonetic action
of articulating /u/, which requires the lips to be pressed together.
In this context, hboso is a clear calque of damma ‘pressing to-
gether’, the Arabic name for the same vowel (compare Versteegh
1993, 30). It is also a relative term in Syriac, describing /u/ as
relatively closed in comparison to /o/, the other vowel marked
by waw.*® In the same way, when Elias of Nisibis said that a yod
was hbisto, he meant that it represented /i/, relatively-closed in
comparison to /e/.

We see here a mixture of multiple phonological concepts in
the Eliases’ terminology for /e/, /i/, /o/, and /u/. It seems that
Elias of Tirhan calqued the Arabic terms damma ‘pressing to-
gether’ and marfii ‘raised up’, both of which indicated /u/ in Ar-
abic, as hboso and massaqo. He applied hboso to the equivalent
Syriac vowel, /u/. Then, in a process akin to the likely adoption
of zqopo as a calque of nasb (above, present chapter, §2.1), he
applied a new Syriac vowel name (massaqo) based on an Arabic
inflectional name (marfii) for Syriac’s secondary u-vowel, /o/
(which did not exist phonemically in Classical Arabic). This

adaptation of Arabic terminology supplemented the name rwaht>

% Recall, however, that Dawid bar Pawlos used hbisto to describe yod
representing /i/ (see above, chapter 3, §1.1). Hboso> was also Bar He-
braeus’ term for /i/.
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‘broadening’ (/o/), which Elias likely already knew from the tra-
dition of Hunayn ibn Ishaq, and served the practical purpose of
making his Syriac grammar more palatable to Arabic-speaking
readers. Elias of Nisibis, on the other hand, seems to have been
more concerned with ensuring that East Syriac had a larger vowel
inventory than Arabic and West Syriac. In service of this goal, he
needed seven discrete terms, and could not afford to apply mul-
tiple names to the same vowel. Since he likely already had rwiho
‘broadened’ (/o/) and ’aliso> ‘narrowed’ (/u/) from the tradition
of Hunayn’s mnemonic device, he applied massago and hbiso to
/e/ and /i/, respectively, using the fundamental Syriac principles
of relative height and openness.

The two Eliases do not represent the culmination of vowel
naming in the Syriac phonological tradition, but their grammars
do mark the first time that Syriac linguists had complete sets of
terms that could name every Syriac vowel on an absolute basis.
These absolute sets developed organically during the ninth and
tenth centuries, as translators and lexicographers adopted new
terminology based on the relative ‘wide-and-narrow’ compari-
sons of the first Syriac grammarians. The earliest sources for such
terms are Dawid bar Pawlos’ (fl. 770-800) scholion on bgdkt let-
ters and Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s (d. 873) version of Ktobo d-Shmohe
Domyaye, which describe /a/ using participles from the root pth
‘opening’. They contain similar descriptions for /5/, using parti-
ciples of the root zgp ‘standing upright’, and most likely calquing
Arabic nagb ‘standing upright’ (/a/, /a/). Shortly after Hunayn,
the lexicographers Ibn ‘Ali and Bar Bahlul included additional

‘wide-and-narrow’ participles in their dictionaries, including rbiso
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‘compressed’ (/e/), zribo ‘contracted, constrained’ (also /e/), and
possibly hbiso ‘pressed together’ (/i/). The eleventh-century Eli-
ases then supplemented these terms with even more ‘wide-and-
narrow’ descriptors, taking forms of rwh ‘broadening’ (/o/) and
’Is ‘narrowing’ (/u/). They also calqued terms from Arabic gram-
mar, yielding massaqo ‘raised up’ (/o/ or /e/) and hboso ‘pressing
together’ (/i/ or /u/).

Syriac vowel terminology continued to evolve after the Eli-
ases, eventually reaching the forms found in modern grammars.
Notably, ‘soso ‘constraining’ only occurs in Dawid bar Pawlos’
scholion (as the participle siso) and the marginal notes of BL Add.
12138, with no trace of it among Hunayn, the lexicographers, or
the Eliases, even though it appears for /u/ in Bar Hebraeus’ (d.
1286) grammar. There is also hardly any sign in our sources of
zlomo ‘inclining’, which occurs as a name for /e/ in Isho‘yahb bar
Malkon’s (fl. c. 1200) Msidto d-Nuqze (The Net of Points) (Merx
1889, 113; Talmon 1996, 291; Van Rompay 2011).>” Moreover,
none of the aforementioned authors have systematic terminology
to indicate vowel length, even though such terms eventually ap-
pear in Bar Hebraeus’ vowel system (Merx 1889, 50; Versteegh
1993, 29-30). These developments require more careful analysis
in the context of twelfth- and thirteenth-century Arabic and He-
brew linguistic sources, but such a study is beyond the scope of
this book. Instead, we now turn back to the Hebrew tradition,

and examine how it evolved alongside Syriac between the time

%7 Bar Malkon also refers to /u/ as rbaso, applying yet another interpre-
tation of ‘compressing’ to the relatively-closed vowel belonging to the
mater lectionis waw (Merx, Historia, 113).
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of its earliest relative vowel terminology and its first sets of ab-

solute names.

3.0. Vowel Names in the Hebrew Tradition®®

Like in the Syriac grammatical tradition, the first Masoretic
vowel names emerged from the comparative context of ‘open-
and-closed’ comparisons, with the early relative terms potah and
gomes eventually stabilising as terms for specific vowels (namely
/a/ and /5/) (see Khan 2020, 1:245). However, also like in Syriac,
this type of comparison did not become the universal principle
for defining Hebrew vowels. Masoretes and grammarians re-
ferred to the Tiberian vowels /¢/, /e/, /i/, /0/, and /u/ by many
different names between the ninth and eleventh centuries, in-
cluding: modifications to the relative terminology; the number,
shape, and position of the vowel points; descriptions of the mouth
during articulation; and the addition of Arabic grammatical
terms to Masoretic vocabulary. Taking note of these different
terms, Israel Yeivin (1983, 80) has suggested that the variation
is the result of different ‘schools’ of linguistic thought that main-
tained different naming conventions, all in use at roughly the
same time (Dotan 2007, 634). Each of these conventions has its
roots in the relative naming of potah and gomes, but different au-

thors supplemented these names with additional descriptions of

% Some passages in this section were previously published in Posegay
(2021a). They appear here re-edited with expanded discussion.
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graphemes, phonetic terminology, and names from Arabic gram-
mar.*

The expanded usage of the relative terms as vowel names
is evident in a few anonymous Masoretic treatises, as well as in
Aharon ben Asher’s (d. c. 960) Diqduqe ha-Te‘amim (The Fine De-
tails of the Accents) and Judah ben David Hayyij’s (d. c. 1000)
early work Kitab al-Tanqit (The Book of Pointing). Some of this
usage appears in the Treatise on the Shewa and other musawwitat
texts, but those sources also count the number of dots in each
vowel sign or utilise Arabic phonetic terminology. The earliest
datable text that approximates the ‘modern’ vowel names holem
(/0/), shuruq (/u/), sere (/e/), and hiriq (/i/) is Saadia Gaon’s (d.
942) Hebrew grammar, Kutub al-Lugha (The Books of the Lan-
guage), but it is not certain how he vocalised those names. A num-
ber of undated fragments from the Cairo Genizah imply that they
were initially segolate nouns in Hebrew, and two musawwitat
texts cite clear Aramaic forms for each vowel, suggesting that the
terms predate Saadia. Hayyiij also mentions Saadia’s vowel
names in his book on Hebrew verb forms, Kitab al-Af‘al Dhuwat
Huriif al-Lin (The Book of Verbs with Soft Letters), but he generally
prefers Arabic vowel names over Hebrew ones. Whatever their
source, these ‘modern’ names did not immediately take hold in
the Hebrew tradition, and certain scholars continued identifying

vowels by other methods even into the eleventh century.

% Brief treatments of the vowel names appear in Gesenius (1910), Haupt
(1901), Dotan (2007), and Khan (2020, 1:245-46, 256-65).



258 Points of Contact

3.1. Expanding the Relative System

In his exploration of early Hebrew relative vowel phonology (see
above, chapter 3, 81.2), Steiner identifies several Masoretic
vowel lists which contain names from the roots pth ‘opening’ and
gms ‘closing’, but do not have phonetic terms for the other He-
brew vowels. This convention is found in a number of other Mas-
oretic texts, including Aharon ben Asher’s tenth-century Diqduge
ha-Te‘amim (The Fine Details of the Accents) and some of the addi-
tional notes published in Baer and Strack’s book of the same
name, Dikduke ha-Te‘amim (1879).

It is worth pausing here to reiterate the relationship be-
tween these two books. Aharon ben Asher wrote his Digduge ha-
Te‘amim in the first half of the tenth century as a guide to the
rules of the Tiberian Hebrew accent system. The text is mainly in
rhymed Hebrew prose, and from time to time it describes Hebrew
vocalisation in addition to cantillation marks. In 1879, Baer and
Strack published the first edition of Ben Asher’s book along with
many shorter Masoretic texts in the second part of the same vol-
ume. However, the version of Digduge ha-Te‘amim that they com-
piled contained a number of sections that were not part of Ben
Asher’s original work. Dotan (1967) identified these sections and
published a new edition of Digduqge ha-Te‘amim based only on Ben
Asher’s writings. As such, some passages which appear to be part
of Digduge ha-Te‘amim in Baer and Strack’s volume—and are
cited under that title—are in fact from other Masoretic works.

Returning to the vowel names, Steiner (2005, 378-79)
finds three Masoretic vowel lists that use just pth and gms in their

phonetic descriptions. Each list applies these terms to /a/ and
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/3/, and then uses other methods to define the other five vowels.
The first is a passage from Baer and Strack’s Dikduke ha-Te‘amim
(1879, 11, lines 23-28; Steiner 2005, 378). After /a/ and /2/, it
calls /e/ and /e/ potho gtanno ‘small opening’ and qomsos qtanno
‘small closing’, respectively, indicating that /¢/ is relatively open
in comparison to /e/. Steiner (2005, 379) takes the lack of vowel
names derived from phonetic descriptions, besides pth and gms,
as a remnant of the earlier relative phase in which those two
terms alone could refer to any vowel, preserved now in the tran-
sition towards absolute vowel names. That is, /a/ became potah
‘opening’ because it was once considered more open in relation
to /3/, which accordingly was more gomes ‘closing’. In fact, the
author of this passage even describes gomso by saying: “first is
gomsos, with mouth gathered together (X7 11593 n¥np XN NIWRI
n¥13p).” They use the word gbuso ‘gathered, pressed together’,
which would eventually come to mean /u/ due to the compres-
sion of the lips (see below, present chapter, §3.4).

What Steiner does not notice is that gtanno ‘small’ is also a
phonetic term in this context. It indicates that /e¢/ and /e/ are
relatively closed in comparison to /a/ and /3/, their parallel pair
of ‘open-and-closed’ vowels. This description is precisely the
same as what we might expect from Jacob of Edessa (d. 708),
who considered /e/ qgattin ‘narrow’ relative to the more pte ‘wide’

/3/ and /a/.* This secondary relative relationship strengthens

40 Recall that Jacob pronounced an unrounded /a/ as his reflex of the
later Syriac and Tiberian /5/, and thus he classified it as ‘wider’ (more-
open) than /a/.
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Steiner’s argument that these terms are a remnant of the earlier
relative stage of Masoretic phonology.

The second vowel list is also from one of Baer and Strack’s
additional notes, with the heading Nequdot Omes ha-Miqro (The
Dots of the Greatness of the Scripture) (1879, 8§36, 34, lines 5-9). It
spells out most of the vowels with matres lectionis (i.e., ey, ow,
’iy, ‘uw), and Dotan (2007, 634) argues that such phonetic spell-
ings are among the earliest methods for naming vowels, most
likely predating the vocalisation signs themselves. However, the
list also includes the terms potho and gomso, which Steiner again
takes as evidence that these two preserve the phonological fea-
tures of an earlier stage. This note also shows how late that ‘early’
stage remained influential in Masoretic vocalisation, as it was
found in the Masoretic material of the Leningrad Codex, com-
pleted in 1008, and the subsequent section contains a vowel scale
that appears to be divided using calques of Arabic grammatical
terminology (see below, present chapter, §3.4 and Eldar 1983,
43). Steiner’s (2005, 379, n. 51) third list is from the text known
as Reshimat Munnahim (List of Terms) (see also, Allony 1986, 123;
above, chapter 2, §3.3). In addition to two names from pth and
gms, it associates each of the Hebrew vowels with one of the ma-
tres lectionis: ’aleph, waw, and yod. Again, Steiner takes the two
phonetic terms as evidence of the relative system that predates
the other vowel names.

Ben Asher’s Digduqe ha-Te‘amim uses this same vowel clas-
sification system, with only two main phonetic terms that are de-
rived from pth and gms. Ben Asher consistently refers to the vowel
/a/ with potah and potho (Dotan 1967, 131, line 5, 133, lines 1-
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2, 144, line 1), and he describes the Tiberian vocalic shewa using
the same root (Dotan 1967, 140, lines 2-3, 141, line 1), including
with the verbal form yiptah ‘one would open’ (Dotan 1967, 115,
lines 3-5). Similarly, he indicates /5/ with gomes and qomso (Do-
tan 1967, 119, lines 2-3, 138, line 2 ), as well as the passive
participle gomus (Dotan 1967, 14445, lines 2-3). He is also fa-
miliar with the secondary relative usage, using gomes goton ‘small
games’ for /e/ (Dotan 1967, 137, line 2). As Steiner (2005, 379)
emphasises, Ben Asher does not use any of these words as relative
terms. Instead, each defines a specific vowel quality, showing
remnants of relative vocalisation fossilised in the absolute sys-
tem.

Judah ben David Hayydj (d. c. 1000) also makes use of the
expanded relative naming in his early work, Kitab al-Tangqit (The
Book of Pointing) (Nutt 1870, I-XV). While this text is mostly in
Arabic, Hayyij uses the Hebrew terms gomes gadol ‘large games’
and potah gadol ‘large patah’ for /5/ and /a/, respectively (Nutt
1870, 1, lines 5-7 and III, lines 5-6, lines 12-14), and likewise
applies gomes qgoton and potah goton to /e/ and /e/ (Nutt 1870,
VIII, lines 14-22, X, lines 19-21, and XI, lines 6-10). This con-
trast of ‘big’ and ‘small’ vowels may also be connected to similar
descriptions of matres lectionis found in the work of Hayytj’s Ar-
abic contemporaries, Ibn Jinni (d. 1002) and Ibn Sina (d. 1037),
and ultimately related to Greek phonetics (see above, chapter 2,
83.3). Notably, however, Hayyiij abandons this system for his
later works on irregular verbs, Kitab al-Af‘al Dhuwat Hurif al-Lin
(The Book of Verbs Which Have Soft Letters) and al-Qawl fi al-Af‘al
Dhuwat al-Mathalayn (The Discourse on Verbs Which Have Two of
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the Same) (Jastrow 1897, 220). In those texts, even though he
expresses knowledge of other Hebrew vowel names, he prefers
names from the Arabic grammatical tradition (e.g., fatha, kasra,
damma) to describe Hebrew phonology. The same expanded rel-
ative names also appear in T-S Ar.5.57, a Judaeo-Arabic fragment
of a Hebrew grammatical text from the Cairo Genizah. It (T-S
Ar.5.57 f. 1v, lines 5-6) discusses how certain forms of the root

’kl have gomes goton (/e/) or gomes gadol (/3/).

3.2. Graphemic Vowel Names

Hebrew scribes seem to have first supplemented the pth and gms
vowel names by counting the dots in the Tiberian vowel signs. As
such, they often called /i/ (&) and /o/ (R) ‘one dot’, /e/ (&) ‘two
dots’, and /e/ (&) and /u/ (&) ‘three dots’. These names were still
insufficient to name all the vowels absolutely, so some Maso-
retes—most notably the Treatise on the Shewa’s author—applied
additional descriptors related to the position, location, and shape
of the signs.

Ben Asher refers to several vowels according to numbers of
dots in Digduge ha-Te‘amim. When comparing different ways that
one can vocalise 93 (kol or kol), he writes: “But if it is cut off, not
combined with its neighbour, it is free of gomso, and one dot is
required (NNR ATIPN WA RIA ARAPH ,TINA KD 1w DY TINN RI0 DRI
w1T1)” (Dotan 1967, 119, lines 2-3). Similarly, he explains that
the suffix -hem “is gomes goton in every case, with two dots (o7
mTp1 'nwa jop pap o1pn Ha3),” except in the context of a few let-
ters, “which occur with three dots [/e/] (nmen mmpi wHwa)” (Do-
tan 1967, 137, lines 1-2). In stating that ‘two dots’ (shte nequdot)
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accompany the gomes goton (/e/) in -hem, but also that -hem oc-
curs with ‘three dots’ (sholosh nequdot), Ben Asher links the vowel
points to the relative phonology of the term gomes. This mixture
of terms is interesting, as it does not presuppose that the reader
already associates the gomes goton with ‘two dots’. This may in
turn imply that referring to a vowel by the number of its dots was
a recent development in Ben Asher’s time. In any case, he is
aware of some convention that indicates /o/, /e/, and /¢/ accord-
ing to the form of their Tiberian graphemes.

The descriptions of vowel points in two of Steiner’s vowel
lists reflect terminology similar to Ben Asher’s numeration. The
first refers to /e/ as gomsd qtanno, but clarifies that it occurs with
shte nequdot. It then identifies /o/ as “one dot, placed all alone
(pnan TR3% nnx 77R1),” and /u/ as “the ‘u of the middle (x
npenrn)” (Baer and Strack 1879, 11, lines 23-28), referring to
the intralinear position of the Tiberian vowel point. This last de-
scription incorporates the location of a point as an identifying
feature of a vowel phoneme, a concept which is more fully devel-
oped in The Treatise on the Shewa (see below). Steiner’s second
list calls /¢/ sholosh nequdot ‘three dots’, but otherwise applies no
numbering conventions (Baer and Strack 1879, 36, lines 2-6).

Numerical vowel names also appear frequently in linguistic
texts from the Cairo Genizah, though the precise age of these ref-
erences is difficult to determine. For example, T-S NS 301.37, a
fragment of a Judaeo-Arabic Karaite grammatical text, explains
the vocalisation of verbs that contain al-nugtatayn ‘the two dots’
(T-S NS 301.37, recto line 10 and verso line 13). It also still vo-
calises pth as an Aramaic active participle, potah (nna) (T-S NS
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301.37, verso line 2), which may suggest that it is relatively old.
T-S NS 301.48, another fragment of a grammatical text, refers to
/e/ and /e/ as al-nuqtatayn ‘the two’ and al-thalatha ‘the three’,
respectively. It includes Arabic plural forms of paotah and gomes:
al-patihat and al-qamisat (T-S NS 301.48, f. 2 recto, line 24-25).
Although Arabic forms, these too are active participles, perhaps
translated from an earlier Aramaic source, and again may point
to a relatively early date. Unfortunately, the fragment is too
badly rubbed to decipher the rest of the text. Additionally, T-S
Ar.5.8 refers to pth mukhaffaf ‘lightened opening’ and nugqtatayn
for /a/ and /e/ (T-S Ar.5.8, f. 1 verso, lines 4-5). This fragment
is vellum, has frequent plene spellings for Judaeo-Arabic words
(though not for the definite article with sun letters), and is in a
horizontal book format, all of which point to an early date (c.
tenth century).*

Naming vowels according to the graphemic appearance of
points was clearly not rare in the medieval Hebrew linguistic tra-
dition, but the Treatise on the Shewa shows an especially devel-
oped application of this convention. Likely from the tenth cen-
tury (Khan 2020, 1:117-18), this text is a portion of a larger Mas-
oretic treatise on Hebrew accents and vocalisation. It may be con-
sidered another musawwitat text, and it refers to the category of
the seven Hebrew vowels using that term (Levy 1936, R; see

above, chapter 2, §1.2). The extant portion is a chapter on the

“ On Judaeo-Arabic orthography, see Blau and Hopkins (1984) and
Khan (2018). On horizontal vs. vertical format in Islamicate codicology,
see Déroche (1992, 17-18), James (1992, 14), and Gruendler (2001,
142).
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shewa—hence the modern title—which describes the various
phonetic situations in which shewa can occur. The anonymous
author writes mainly in Judaeo-Arabic, but they often switch into
partially-rhymed Hebrew prose, including for some descriptions
of the format of the treatise itself and the history of earlier Mas-
oretes (Levy 1936, n, line 3, v, line 5, to *, line 9). This incon-
sistency suggests that the author drew on ninth-century Hebrew
sources when writing the Treatise. The language variation also
grants insight into the author’s terms for vowels, as they provide
their own Arabic translations for Hebrew terms that describe the
appearance of vocalisation points.

Like most Hebrew scholars, the author of this text retains
the roots of the old relative terms pth and gms and uses them to
indicate /a/ and /3/ (Levy 1936, °, line 10). For example, they
say for shewa, “at the beginning of words, it is always mutaharrik,
and its vocalisation and pronunciation are with fatiha ‘opening’
(nnxaa o A AN TINNN RTAR I MANOR 7R )7 (Levy
1936, n, lines 2-3). Then, after a string of examples of words with
vocalic shewa, the text reads, “all of them are opened in the reci-
tation with pth (nnaa AR pHR *a jinnar onyns)” (Levy 1936, n,
lines 4-5). These constructions are used practically interchange-
ably throughout the text to indicate that a vocalic shewa is pro-
nounced as /a/, sometimes saying that its vocalisation is “with
pth” and other times “with fatiha” or “with fatha (hnna)” (Levy
1936, T, lines 12-13, 7, lines 13-14). However, in general, it
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seems that pth** is the author’s name for the vocalisation sign it-
self, because they refer several times to ‘the vowel of patah’
(haraka pth) or ‘the vowel of games’ (haraka qms)” (Levy 1936, 3,
lines 18-19, and &>, line 8). Moreover, they say that for a partic-
ular °aleph that has a hatef patah*® sign (8), “beneath the ’aleph is
shewa and pth (nno1 8w 5585% nnm)” (Levy 1936, 2, lines 2-3),
suggesting that the pth is the sublinear horizontal stroke itself. By
contrast, the Arabic forms fatiha, fatha, and maftith ‘opened’ are
taken directly from the Arabic verb fataha ‘to open’ (Levy 1936,
m, line 5, 1, line 5), which indicates the phonological process
that a shewa undergoes to acquire vocalic status. This usage
matches the way that Arabic grammarians describe the addition
of /a/ to a consonant (see above, chapter 2, §2.2), despite shewa
not being a full letter.

As for the Tiberian e-vowels, the Treatise on the Shewa only
uses terms based on the number of dots for /e/ and /¢/. The au-
thor lists them alongside pth and gms with the Judaeo-Arabic
forms thnatayn ‘two’ (Levy 1936, K3, line 8) and al-thaldtha ‘the
three’ (Levy 1936, °, lines 10-11), and in another section as thna-
tayn nuqat ‘two dots’ and thalatha nuqat ‘three dots’ (Levy 1936,
m, line 14, and >, lines 19-20). The author also denotes /e/ with
the Arabic dual form al-nuqgtatayn ‘the two dots’ (Levy 1936, >,

line 20). Similarly, the text describes what is now known as hatef

42 Likely vocalised like the Aramaic active participle potah, but the text
only gives the consonants.

*3 The text does not use this precise term, although it does use the hip
root in several instances to describe shortened vowels. See Levy (1936,
1 and 13, lines 5-6).
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segol with the phrase al-thalatha shewa ‘the three-shewa(?)’, using
their name for /e/ as an attribute of a vocalic shewa. Finally, in
another instance where the author shows the differences in their
various source materials, they explain how to pronounce shewa
in forms of the Hebrew verb ’okal. Beginning in Hebrew, they
write, “every variant of “okila, if it is with sholosh nequdot... (53
mmipa nwbwa ox nar wh)” (Levy 1936, 5, line 8), and then ex-
plain the effect of /¢/ on shewa. They then continue, now in Ara-
bic: “but if nugtayn* is after the shewa... (XWHR Tpa |83 RTRY
1op1)” (Levy 1936, 5, lines 10-11), before explaining the impact
of /e/ on shewa. It seems that the author is either combining pas-
sages from separate Hebrew and Arabic works or composing ad-
ditional Arabic sentences to expand an earlier Hebrew text. As a
result, the Arabic term nuqtayn ‘two dots’ appears here beside the
Hebrew sholosh nequdot ‘three dots’, even though the author has
already used a Hebrew term for ‘two dots’—shte nequdot—earlier
in the text (Levy 1936, 1, line 10).

None of these terms for e-vowels vary substantially from
those in Digduqge ha-Te‘amim or other Masoretic texts that also
count dots, but the Treatise on the Shewa distinguishes itself by
implementing additional names based on the location of the dots.
When indicating /o/, the text reads: “as for the symbol of the
upper one, I mean, the upper dot ( VPIOR PR 1HYR 10 RNANY
xmaoR)” (Levy 1936, 10, line 15). The author uses the Hebrew
phrase siman ha-‘elyoni ‘the symbol of the upper one’, applying a

nominal form related to the Hebrew preposition ‘al ‘over, above’

* This spelling might be a mistake for nugtatayn ‘two dots’, but it could
also be an intentional dual form of nagqt ‘pointing’.
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(see Dotan 2007, 634; Khan 2020, 1:263). They translate this term
with the Arabic phrase al-nuqta al-fawqa ‘the upper dot’, using a
nominalised form of the Arabic preposition fawqa ‘over, above’.
Then for /i/, they write, “as for the lowered symbol (j2°0%% 8nxra
nnnnoR)” (Levy 1936, v, lines 1-2), again using a noun (al-
tahtoni ‘the lowered one’) formed from a Hebrew preposition
(tahat “‘under, below’), although this time prefixing it with the
Arabic (rather than Hebrew) definite article. Later, they give ad-
ditional Arabic calques of the Hebrew terms, referring to al-siman
al-fawqani ‘the upper symbol’ and al-saflani ‘the lower [symbol]’
(Levy 1936, v, line 1). In all of these cases, the word siman ‘sym-
bol’ suggests that these locative terms are names for the dots
themselves. Nevertheless, a deliberate association of ‘upperness’
and ‘lowerness’ with the vowels /o/ and /i/, respectively, is pre-
cisely the type of description that would be expected in a graph-
ical system that evolved from a relative system that connected
phonetic backness to a height-based scale (see above, chapter 3,
§1.3).

In addition to the ‘above’ and ‘below’ terms, the text some-
times refers to /i/ and /o/ by simply counting their dots, just as
for /e/ and /¢/. For example, the author indicates /i/ by saying
that a word is read with nuqta wahida ‘one dot’ (Levy 1936, v,
lines 14-15), trusting that the reader can tell from context that
they mean a dot below (/i/) rather than a dot above (/0/). Addi-
tionally, when listing the vowels that have reduced forms (i.e.,
hatef vowels), the author explains that they are only “pth, gms,
and al-thalatha nuqat, but not al-nuqtatayn, or one min fawqa or

min *asfal” (Levy 1936, 3, lines 18-21). That is, shewa can reduce
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/a/, /3/, and /¢/, but not /e/, /o/, or /i/. These last two are
called ‘one above’ (wahid min fawqa) and ‘below’ (min ’asfal), re-
spectively, paralleling the construction of mille‘el ‘above’ and mil-
lera‘ ‘below’ found in earlier Masoretic sources.

Lastly, the Treatise on the Shewa includes multiple ways to
indicate the vowel /u/, which is unique in the Tiberian pointing
system in that it has two different graphemes: one dot within a
mater lectionis waw (3) or three oblique dots below a consonant
(8). The author accounts for this fact at the end of one of their
vowel lists, describing /u/ as “the three which are pronounced
with *u, which they call al-zujj ( X110 9% 183 3790 "NHR ANPNOR
198)” (Levy 1936, v, lines 1-2). ‘The three’ here refers to the
three sublinear dots of the second sign for /u/, but the author
explains the phonetic quality of this sign by spelling out the
sound, using a waw with a single dot (3&). As for zujj, in Classical
Arabic, it refers to a physical ‘tip’ or ‘point’, usually of something
that pierces, like an arrow or spear (Kazimirski 1860, 973; Lane
1863, 1215). Al-zujj thus describes the ‘piercing’ of a waw by the
intralinear dot that represents /u/. This name also occurs in two
eleventh-century Karaite texts, namely Hidaya al-Qari (The Guide
for the Reader) by Abii al-Faraj Hartin and the anonymous Kitab
al-‘Uqid fi Tasarif al-Lugha al-‘Ibraniyya (The Book of Rules Con-
cerning the Grammatical Inflections of the Hebrew Language) (Vidro
2013, 2-3, 395; Khan 2020, 11:17). Besides zujj, the Treatise on
the Shewa still identifies /u/ by counting the dot in a mater lec-
tionis waw. For example, they instruct that if a waw with a shewa
precedes bet, mem, or pe’, then “never point with a shewa, but
rather with one dot (77nx1 nYPIa 52 oHWH Mwa vPIn 8Y)” (Levy
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1936, 12, lines 16-17). Likewise, those same waws are “pointed
and recited with a dot in the heart of the waw (7vpia 8pn VP
R 9131)” (Levy 1936, 13, lines 17-18).

To summarise, the Treatise on the Shewa follows the basic
Hebrew vowel naming conventions inherited from the early rel-
ative vocalisation system, and also uses one of the most devel-
oped sets of Masoretic vowel names based on graphemic descrip-
tions. Like most Hebrew linguists, the author refers to /a/ and
/9/ using the older relative terms from the roots pth ‘opening’ and
gms ‘closing’. Like Diqduqe ha-Te‘amim, T-S NS 301.37, and T-S
NS 301.48, they supplement these two names by counting dots.
The result is vowel numerical terminology in both Hebrew (shte
nedudot, sholosh nequdot) and Arabic (al-nuqtatayn, thnatayn
nuqat, al-thalatha, thaldatha nuqat) for the vowels /e/ and /¢/. Ac-
cordingly, the author calls both /o/ and /i/ nugta wahida, assum-
ing that the reader can differentiate them from context, but also
gives them names related to their position, again in both Hebrew
(ha-‘elyoni, al-tahtoni) and Arabic (al-nuqta al-fawqa, al-fawqani,
al-saflani). Finally, /u/ is both nuqta wahida (3) and al-thalatha
(8), depending on its grapheme, and also takes the Arabic name
al-zujj ‘piercing’, referring to the physical form of a single dot
within a mater lectionis waw.

Many Hebrew linguists continued using vowel terms based
on the physical appearance of graphemes, even into the eleventh
century (Khan 2000, 24; Dotan 2007, 634). However, while Ben
Asher was writing about gomes goton and ‘the two dots’, other
scholars were implementing vowel names as phonetic descrip-

tions of articulation.
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3.3. Phonetic Vowel Names

The ‘modern’ Hebrew vowel names are almost all phonetic
names, derived from the descriptions of articulatory actions that
produce them, but they did not all develop from the same source.
Like the expanded relative system and the naming conventions
based on graphemes, the phonetic names for /a/ and /5/ re-
mained patah ‘opening’ and games ‘closing’, or minor variations
thereof. At some early stage (c. ninth century), Masoretes as-
signed the remaining vowels Aramaic names based on the roots
him ‘closing firmly’ (/0/), sry ‘crack, rift, splitting’ (/e/), hrq (/i/)
‘gnashing, grinding the teeth’, and shrq ‘whistling’ (/u/), each
corresponding to physical motions involved in articulation. The
main exception to this convention is the term for /¢/, which goes
by the name segol ‘a bunch of grapes’ in most phonetic vowel lists,
probably based on an analogy with the accent sign of the same
name and shape (segolto: R) (see Dotan 2007, 637).

The earliest dated list of phonetic vowel names comes from
the fifth chapter of Saadia Gaon’s Kutub al-Lugha (The Books of
the Language), titled al-Qawl fi al-Nagham (The Discourse on Mel-
ody), which he wrote sometime between 913 and 931 (Lambert
1891, 76, n. 1 [French]; Malter 1921, 44, n. 57).* This chapter
is thus one of the earliest explanations of Hebrew vowel phonol-
ogy that goes beyond basic instructions for recitation. In the text,
Saadia places the Hebrew vowels on a vertical scale that follows

the phonetic hierarchy of the mille‘el and millera homograph

% Saadia completed his earliest work, the poetic dictionary Agron, when
he was twenty years old in 913. He completed his Commentary of Sefer
Yesira, which cites Kutub al-Lugha, in 931. See Brody (2016, 79).
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comparisons, judging those which are pronounced farther back
in the mouth to be ‘higher’ than those pronounced near the front
(see above, chapter 3, §81.2-3). He explains how the vowels are
arranged according to the place at which one interrupts their air-
flow, writing:

DAYR D RAIDRAR 797PN 1 THR NORMOR ARIIR MW ROK

13010 PRID DIN 0D 1NN DO IR IRNIR RTR P1P1 RIND RAANRI

ANIPY OYTOR TN 970 NIRD PHIOK 10 RANHAN YA 7' KRAYOP

MR IR RW 181 HODR OR K91 P19 OR ATRA T ANKRAR N29RD

HR NN NIRD PARPOR Mp DAL KRAORY 0N p¥InhR KT KO3
A¥RD TINOR HYR

As with the explanation of the third chapter, which was
the knowledge of the places in the mouth, and their levels,
we say then: if someone chose to interrupt their melody at
the first point, they could cut it off after its ascension from
the throat; then al-hlm would appear, with its force pro-
ceeding ahead of it, not wavering upwards or downwards.
But if one wanted to take [the melody] past this point, then
they would interrupt it, the force of al-gqms would appear,
and its movement is specifically towards the top of the pal-
ate. (Skoss 1952, 292, lines 7-13)

This passage shows the extent to which Saadia was familiar with
the Arabic grammatical tradition, as his progression through the
‘points’ (mawadi) and ‘levels’ (maratib) of the mouth mirrors the
language of al-Khalil ibn Ahmad (d. 786/91) and Sibawayh (d.
793/6) in their rankings of the Arabic articulation points in Kitab
al-‘Ayn and Kitab Sibawayh. Also note the similarity between Saa-
dia’s description of /5/ and Sibawayh’s description of the allo-
phones of ‘alif following mustaliya letters (i.e., /a/, /3/)
(Sibawayh 1986, 1V:129; see above, chapter 3, §2.2). On the
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other hand, while the precise definition of ‘force’ (quwwa) in this
text is not entirely clear, it seems to refer to the stream of air that
emits during the articulation of a vowel. Saadia applies it to ex-
plain the ways in which one can manipulate the direction of air-
flow to produce different phonemes. This meaning of quwwa dif-
fers from that found in Kitab Sibawayh, where the word instead
indicates the ‘strength’ of phonological elements (al-Nassir 1993,
121).

More importantly for our current discussion, this passage
also explains how him (/o/) and gms (/3/) are ‘cut off’ (fasala;
qata‘a) as the first two vowels on the Hebrew scale. That is, they
are articulated farthest back in the mouth, with hlm occurring as
close as possible to the throat, and gms occurring just ahead of it
at ‘the top of the palate’ (’ala al-hanak). Moreover, while the
‘force’ (quwwa) of the gms requires some ‘movement’ (haraka) up
towards the palate, the quwwa of hlm does not turn ‘upwards’ (’ila
fawq) or ‘downwards’ (’ila °asfal) at all. This perception of /o/ as
‘unwavering’ (ghayr ha@’ida) is unique to the Hebrew linguistic
tradition, and does not occur in phonological descriptions of Syr-
iac or Arabic vowels. It also shows that the direction of airflow
during articulation was a significant phonetic feature for Saadia,
and he uses that feature throughout this section to differentiate
vowels.

It is sometimes difficult to determine how exactly Saadia,
or indeed any medieval Hebrew grammarian, would have pro-
nounced their vowel terms. While most of the names in this text

appear to have Hebrew forms, gms was probably still pronounced
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close to the older Aramaic participial form gomes ‘closing’. How-
ever, Saadia also refers to /5/ as gamsa (nxnp) (Skoss 1952, 296,
line 17, and 314, line 1), possibly on analogy with the pattern
of the Arabic vowel names (fatha, kasra, damma). As for hlm, it
was not until the eleventh century that Hebrew grammarians be-
gan adding ‘symbolic’ vowels to the first syllable of vowel names
to match the phonetic qualities which those names denoted (i.e.,
holem, shuruq, patah, etc.) (Steiner 2005, 380; Dotan 2007, 634),
so Saadia probably pronounced him like a Hebrew segolate
noun.?” The vocalisation helsm (D‘gu) does appear in Skoss’ man-
uscript of al-Qawl fi al-Nagham (Skoss 1952, 292, line 27, foot-
note), and it also occurs in other Masoretic works (Steiner 2005,
377; Khan 2020, 1:263)."® As we will see, that Hebrew form is
probably derived from an earlier Aramaic term, meaning ‘closing
firmly’, indicating the near-total closure of the lips when articu-
lating /o/.

Stepping down the scale and away from the most-backed
vowels, Saadia then describes the intermediate /a/ and /¢/:

AAAD 7TV RN 9P RAYOD DN PRINDR KT KA DRI IR KW IR

X1 .5005R "HR 77TRIN ROYOR MV HY ARD KRAMIPY ANNAYR

AAD YAIRI RAIN NOMY 1195 PRGN AT D RTPI IR IRNIN
50DRYR DAY ARI HY AHANWA AMPY 130K 170 HaohR

6 Alternatively, gamisa or gomso, though Skoss transcribes it with de-
fective spelling and a final ta’ marbiita.

47 That is, a noun of the form CvCvC with stress on the onset syllable,
usually containing two e-vowels, and ultimately formed from the his-
torical bases qatl/qitl/qutl.

8 See also, the Genizah fragment T-S NS 301.69, recto, line 5.
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If one wanted to also pass this point, then they would cut

off [the melody] at what is beyond it, and al-fatha would

appear, its force progressing along the surface of the

tongue, descending towards the bottom. Then, if they

chose to keep it at that point, but also fill both bottom sides

of their mouth, al-sgwl would appear, and its force would

be completely upon the lower half of the mouth. (Skoss

1952, 292, lines 14-18)

Saadia indicates that /a/ is fatha ‘opening’, adopting the name
for the same vowel in the Arabic grammatical tradition, although
later on he does refer to it with just pth (likely pronounced potah)
(Skoss 1952, 294, line 1).* He again describes the motion of the
vowel’s quwwa, noting that the quwwa of fatha moves downward
(munhadira ’ila al-safl) along the tongue. This contrasts the quwwa
of gms, which moved up towards the velum.*® Al-Qawl fi al-
Nagham thus indicates that the articulation point (mawdi®) of /a/
is in the space ‘past’ the point of /5/ (i.e., more fronted), and its
airflow has a comparatively downward trajectory.

According to Saadia, the vowel segol (/¢/) occurs at the
same location in the mouth as /a/, but its quwwa moves in a dif-
ferent direction. Rather than passing over the surface of the
whole tongue, segol’s quwwa only manifests in ‘the lower half of
the mouth’ (nisf al-fam al-’asfal). The speaker compresses it into

this lowered position by ‘filling’ (yamla’u) the sides of the mouth,

% This form (nna) could also be the Arabic word fath, and it raises the
question of whether some Hebrew linguists said patha for /a/.

0 Compare this language with the words associated with ‘high’ and
‘low’ positions in Arabic grammatical texts; see Kinberg (1987, 8) and
above, chapter 3, §2.2.
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indicating a slight contraction of the cheeks and the sides of the
lips. Unlike the rest of the names in this chapter, the Aramaic
word segol ‘a bunch of grapes’ is a graphemic term designating
the physical shape of its vowel sign (%), rather than any phonetic
feature. The source of this name is most likely the Aramaic name
of the Hebrew accent sign segol/segolto, which consists of a simi-
lar supralinear cluster of three dots (8) (Dotan 2007, 637). This
sign and its name likely predate the vocalisation points and the
use of segol to mean /¢/.

Saadia continues his descent, moving down to the two most
fronted vowels on the Hebrew scale:

DY 7INION HR IROYHR 470 29p 0N PRInbR KT RAD RGN

INANAOR RO PIMDR ¢ RAPIVR 17 IR *PEOR 970 RAPIL?
RITDIRT 17 IRIONOR TIRIN

If one passed this point with [the melody], and then the

tip of the tongue drew near to their teeth, but did not cover

them, then al-syry would appear; and if it did cover them,

then al-hrq would appear. These two vowels are adjacent

to the interior side of the teeth (Skoss 1952, 292, lines 18-

21).
Syry (/e/) and hrq (/i/) occur past the point of /a/ and /¢/, at
the theoretically ‘lowest’ position near the front of the mouth.
Hrq requires a slightly lower placement of the tongue than syry.
Each of these vowel names is a description of a phonetic process
(Dotan 2007, 634). In Aramaic, syry ‘crack, rift, splitting’ indi-
cates the narrow fissure between the lips during the articulation
of /e/. Meanwhile, the verb hraq ‘to gnash the teeth’ would de-
scribe the overlapping motion of the teeth in producing /i/. In

this instance, hrq is written without any matres lectionis, which
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again suggests a vocalisation like a Hebrew segolate noun (e.g.,
hereq ‘gnashing the teeth’).

Saadia’s scale skips /u/, even though earlier Masoretic
homograph lists judged it to be mille‘el ‘above’ in comparison to
/3/, and should thus precede al-gms as the more-backed vowel.
Instead, he writes:

2P0 IRIONOR IV 3190 TR AMETADR PRRIADR PNIF RO TR TN
PRAWHRT IRIOROR P2 RN "8 AP PIWOR

If one took [the melody] past all of the aforementioned
points, until it exited from the teeth, then al-shrq would
appear, and its force would be in between the teeth and
the lips (Skoss 1952, 292, lines 21-22).

Saadia removes al-shrq (i.e., /u/) from the mouth entirely, plac-
ing it at the lowest point on his scale, with its quwwa moving
specifically through the teeth and lips. Noting this odd place-
ment, Dotan points out that /u/ must be at this low point on the
scale in order to justify later claims that Saadia makes about He-
brew morphology (Dotan 1974, 28-30). After defining the scale
in this section, Saadia spends the second half of the chapter ex-
plaining this theory of morphology, which is based on the idea
that when a word is inflected or its pronunciation changes due to
its context in recitation, the vowels in the that word generally
shift to the step immediately above or below it on the scale (Skoss
1952, 300-2). For example, the first vowel in the singular noun
‘omer ‘sheaf’” in nounn b (Lev. 23.15) is /o/, but in the plural
form omorim of 00w a2 (Ruth 2.15), that first vowel moves one
step down to /2/ (Skoss 1952, 304, lines 5-6).

Saadia continues in this manner as he records numerous

possible vowel changes in Hebrew, describing shifts from a lower
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to a higher vowel as ‘rising’ (raf‘; notably the name of the Arabic
nominal case), and from a higher to a lower vowel as ‘descending’
(habiit/hatt/naql) (Skoss 1952, 302-14). However, he does not
find any instances of /u/ ‘rising’ to another vowel, and only finds
three cases total where another vowel—always /o/—‘descends’
to /u/. As such, he cannot reconcile his theory of morphology
based on single-step vowel increments with the phonetic arrange-
ment of the mille‘el-millera‘ scale. According to his morphological
theory, if /u/ were truly one phonetic step beneath /o/, then
words with /o/ (e.g., ‘omer) should descend to /u/ (i.e., umorim,
which does not occur). Likewise, words with /2/ would ascend
to /u/, and they do not. Faced with a choice between being
wrong about morphology or rearranging the scale, Saadia rear-
ranges the scale, concluding:

ARA9R MW RATYI DRI IR 73200 NRIIADR 777 RIDAN TP TRD

R H1P1 ™Max "HR 1377 10 NRAIDR VI 19PN 1 IR DHRIOR

33 [1A] TR pAwOHR Sryn oabr HIRT *NOR NOYR 7T 1A A0

NELR F1TA Y A 5T R THTH NIRD PROWHRI AP IR PR DOOR
RPA[RY] 77973 TRY W '8 KON

Now that we have come to the end of these combinations,
we must next set forth the explanation of the fifth chapter,
which is the knowledge of the descent of the vowels from
one level to another. We speak on any of these six vowels
which are inside the mouth, and we remove al-shrq, since
it is outside the mouth. That is, its force is at the lips, and
therefore it is not included among these six, except in an
irregular case, which we will mention afterwards (Skoss
1952, 300, line 23, to 302, line 5).
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With /u/ now outside the mouth, Saadia has no problems: his
principles of morphological ascent and descent hold for all vow-
els within the mouth. His justification for removing /u/ may also
be bolstered by an idea from Arabic phonetics, specifically as we
have seen in Kitab Sibawayh and Ibn Jinni’s Sirr Sina‘a al-I‘rab,
wherein every vowel shares an articulation point with its mater
lectionis (Sibawayh 1986, IV:101; Kinberg 1987, 16-18; Ibn Jinni
1993, 8, 53-54; see also above, chapter 2, §3.3, and chapter 3,
§2.2). The articulation point of /u/ is thus at the same place as
the bilabial waw. It is worth noting that this rearrangement—and
probably the morphological theory—may predate Saadia, as sev-
eral other Masoretic sources (e.g., the two musawwitat texts that
follow) also put /u/ at the end of their vowel lists.

Despite this morphological pontification, when Saadia does
describe the phonetic shift from /o/ to /u/, he still regards it as
‘descent’ (hatt) from him to shrq (Skoss 1952, 308, lines 11-12).
Additionally, in his Commentary on Sefer Yesira, written several
years after Kutub al-Lugha, Saadia explains that there are gradi-
ents which occur between the seven vowels, including ones that
are between “al-qamsa and al-fatha” as well as between “al-hlm
and al-shrq” (Lambert 1891, 43, lines 7-9). This explanation fur-
ther suggests that, even though Saadia needs /u/ to be at the
bottom of the scale for his morphological system to work, he still
acknowledges that it is phonetically nearer to /o/, and thus
would have a place within the mouth.

Finally, we come to the word al-shrq, Saadia’s term for
/u/. This name, likely pronounced shereq, means ‘whistling’,

comparing the shape of the lips to the articulation of /u/. Like
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hlm, syry, and hrq, it is ultimately based on an Aramaic word in-
dicating the phonetic action required to produce the vowel, but
it appears here as a Hebrew segolate. This name encompasses
both the sign with a single dot inside a waw and the sublinear
sign with three oblique dots, as Saadia makes no distinction be-
tween them.

Besides this list of names from Kutub al-Lugha, Saadia pro-
vides another list in his Commentary on Sefer Yesira, and it shows
that his seven vowel terms remained static between the times
that he completed the two works. In the Commentary, he includes
the vowels with an account of the alphabet, saying:

Sleis 1) el gt Ciasliaad) 101 L) senia s 2301 0dge Iie

1 st P4 MRy PN, T, DOM, NG PP )

They begin with these twenty-two, and they bring them

together with the seven doubles, and then they add the

seven vowels, I mean, gms, pth, hlm, sgwl, hrq, sry, and shrq,

and they make thirty-six. (Lambert 1891, 42, lines 8-10)

The vowel names in this text are essentially identical to those in
Kutub al-Lugha. Besides minor variations with the endings on gms
and pth, the phonetic terms tend to appear without matres lec-
tionis, once again suggesting that they were pronounced as sego-
lates. Some manuscript variants of this list also contain hyrq, syry,
or shyrq (Lambert 1891, 42, nn. 3-5; see also, Steiner 2005, 380-
81), showing that while a shift from normal segolates to terms
with an initial ‘symbolic’ vowel (i.e., hireq for /i/, /holem for /0/)
certainly occurred, the first vowel was not always the one that
the term represented (e.g., shireq or shereq for /u/). Moreover, in

their original forms—before Saadia and prior to their status as
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Hebrew segolates—the phonetic vowel names him, hrq, sry, and
shrq all existed as Aramaic nouns.

Two musawwitat texts use phonetic terminology similar to
Saadia, but rather than Hebrew segolates, their vowel names are
distinct Aramaic nominal forms. The extant manuscripts of these
two texts are also notable in that their scripts are quite similar.
They may have been copied by the same scribe or by two scribes
trained in the same unique style, even though one is square for-
mat on parchment (T-S Ar.53.1) and the other is vertical on paper
(T-S Ar.31.28).%! If the copyist was also the author of these texts,
then it is clear they held a single systematic conception of the
vowel names in Aramaic. On the other hand, they may merely
have reproduced two earlier Masoretic treatises with similar ter-
minology. Either way, these two manuscripts were probably pro-
duced during a single lifetime around the tenth century. The text
from T-S Ar.53.1 begins quite succinctly:

PRR 25K IR 1M KON YNGR RIWHR KD 10 T NRMZRON 82 YR

RPN 1HR R 1M RMZ 7OK R 1M D0 THR KR 1M NS 3HR KK 1M
.. IRDARPOR IRNVPIOR RN RIWHRY IR 1M RPIW 1OR "

Know that the vowels are seven, excluding the shewa. The
first is him’, and it is 0. The second is gomes, and it is 5.
The third is pth, and it is ’a. The fourth is sgwl, and it is ’c.
The fifth is sry’, and it is ’e. The sixth is hrq’, and it is ’i.
The seventh is shrq’, and it is "u. And then shewa, which is

>! Square and horizontal format Genizah manuscripts are generally ear-
lier than vertical formats, and parchment Genizah manuscripts are gen-
erally older than paper. My thanks to Ben Outhwaite for pointing out
the similarity of the scribal hands.



282 Points of Contact

the two standing dots.... (Allony and Yeivin 1985, 91, line

1, to 92, line 9)
Several details stand out from this passage. First, gomes is vocal-
ised as an active participle, still in its original Aramaic form, and
presumably potah would have been as well. Second, the author
spells out all the vowel sounds phonetically (’a, e, etc.), a prac-
tice which predates the naming of any vowels, and probably pre-
dates the creation of the pointing system. Third, the name for the
“two standing dots” is vocalised as either shewa or shewo ‘equal,
levelling’, another Aramaic form.>* Fourth, the author describes
the shape of the shewa grapheme (al-nuqtatan al-qa’imatan), but
not the vowel signs, suggesting that either the name shewa or the
sign itself had only recently been introduced, at a time when the
vowel points had already been well established (Dotan 2007,
634). Finally, the author gives the four phonetic vowel names as
him’ (/o/), sry’ (/e/), hrq’ (/i/), and shrq’ (/u/). These all appear
to be Aramaic emphatic nominal forms, probably helmo, seryo,
herqo, and sherqo, but they are unvocalised in the manuscript.

The second text, from T-S Ar.31.28, provides more infor-
mation for the internal vocalisation of these Aramaic terms. It
begins with a lacuna, but the ensuing discussion includes: “al-’o,
which its name is hlm’ (%n5n 7oK *HR I89R);” “al-gomes (PrpR);”
“al-fatha (Annabx);” and “shrgs ([R]p7wHR)” (Allony and Yeivin
1985, 99, lines 5-9). Later in the manuscript, the author lists:

R PR ANNAYRI R PR ARAPHRY IR PR RNOMOR DA TON OR...
R I RPIWHRY R 1M RPINORY R 1M RILORT K 171 5105R)

%2 On a potential link between shewa and Syriac accents, see Dotan
(1954).
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...the seven mulitk, and they are al-hlm’, I mean o, al-gmsa,

I mean °9, al-ptha, I mean °a, al-segwl, I mean ’¢, al-sirys, I

mean ‘e, al-hrg’, I mean ’i, and al-shrg’, I mean ’u. (Allony

and Yeivin 1985, 102, lines 58-64; see also, present vol-

ume, cover image)

Once again, the vowels are spelled out phonetically, and the au-
thor names /o/, /e/, /i/, and /u/ with Aramaic emphatic nouns
that end in ’aleph. However, in contrast to those four vowels,
gmsa (/2/) and ptha (/a/) are spelled with final he’.>® This differ-
ence makes sense, as the names of /5/ and /a/ were derived sep-
arately based on early relative terminology, and here they seem
to be either Arabicised forms (like fatha, kasra, damma) or retain
an older style of Aramaic orthography. The term from the root
sry also stands out, as it is completely vocalised, giving the form
siryo. It may be possible to extrapolate this vowel pattern onto
the other unvocalised names (i.e., hilmo, hirqo, shirgo), but it is
perhaps more likely that siryo was unique in having an initial /i/.
This /i/ may have been contextually conditioned by harmony
with the yod in the second syllable, while the other names had
/e/ or /a/ (helmo, herqo, shergo) like most Aramaic nouns of this
pattern.

The vowel names in these two musawwitat texts are almost
certainly older than those of Kutub al-Lugha. Given that these
works are all written in Judaeo-Arabic, it is not surprising that
they contain some Hebrew and Aramaic technical terms. That

said, since Saadia wrote Kutub al-Lugha in the early tenth century,

>3 Though note the name pth’ (8nna), spelled with °aleph at least once
in Digduqge ha-Te‘amim (Dotan 1967, 114, line 5).
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if its apparent Hebrew segolate terms (helem, syry, hrq, shrq) are
the original forms of the phonetic vowel names, then it would be
likely that he or someone shortly before him had deliberately cre-
ated them as Hebraisms to name the Tiberian vowels. If this de-
velopment occurred, then the authors of T-S Ar.53.1 and T-S
Ar.31.28 would have had to take those Hebrew terms and convert
them to Aramaic forms (helmo, siryo, herqo, and sherqo) for use in
otherwise Arabic texts. It is unlikely that tenth-century Arabic-
speaking Masoretes would have calqued Hebrew technical terms
into Aramaic in this manner. Much more likely, these Aramaic
forms are remnants of an earlier stage of linguistic activity, prob-
ably from the second half of the ninth century, when the Maso-
retes still wrote in Aramaic (see Khan 2020, 1:246).

Accordingly, all four of the phonetic names are best under-
stood as Aramaic descriptions of articulation: closing firmly
(helmo; /0/); splitting (siryo; /e/); gnashing (herqo; /i/); and whis-
tling (sherqo; /u/). Then, in the first quarter of the tenth century,
some linguists (perhaps Saadia was the first) rendered them with
Hebrew segolate forms, creating vowel names like helem or helem.
These segolates gradually gave way to names with ‘symbolic’ first
vowels, as later grammarians adopted the practice of putting the
vowel that a term represented into the term itself (e.g., holem,
qomes, patah, segol, sere, hireq, shureq) (Steiner 2005, 380; Dotan
2007, 634).

Finally, gibbus, the ‘modern’ name for the three-dot sign of
/u/, is the last Hebrew vowel term that has its roots in a phonetic

description. It is not derived from the same relative terminology
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as potah and gomes, nor was it originally an Aramaic term. In-
stead, gibbus is most likely calqued from damm, a by-product of
contact between the Hebrew and Arabic grammatical traditions
in the period after Saadia and Aharon ben Asher. Evidence of this
contact is not limited to gibbus alone, and although the phonetic
vowel names eventually became the Hebrew standard, tenth- and
eleventh-century grammarians also utilised a range of vowel

names from the Arabic grammatical tradition.

3.4. Names from Arabic Grammar and the Division of

the Vowel Scale

Besides the Aramaic phonetic terms, some tenth- and eleventh-
century Hebrew linguists adapted Arabic terms to describe the
Tiberian vocalisation system. These Masoretes and grammarians
supplemented the basic relative pair of pth and gms with the
names for vowels and cases in the Arabic grammatical tradition.
One important example of this phenomenon is the anonymous
musawwitdt text that Allony first identified as Kitab al-Musawwitat
(Allony 1964; 1965; 1983; see above, chapter 2, §1.2), which
uses a combination of the expanded Hebrew relative names and
the Arabic case names to list all of the Tiberian vowels. Similarly,
the Masoretic texts Nequdot Omes ha-Miqrs (The Dots of the Great-
ness of the Scripture) (Baer and Strack 1879, §36, 34, lines 5-9)
and Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani (The Book of Hebrew Inflection) (Eldar
1981) show that some scholars modified the mille‘el-millera‘ scale
by dividing the vowels into groups according to Arabic case

names. Abu al-Faraj Hartin made comparable modifications to
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the scale in his classification of vowels in Hidaya al-Qari (The
Guide for the Reader) (Khan 2020).

The musawwitat text composed of the fragments T-S
Ar.32.31 and AIU IX.A.24 (and probably T-S Ar.33.6)°* uses a
unique combination of Hebrew and Arabic vowel terminology. It
classifies every vowel in the context of its role in Hebrew gram-
mar, generally by identifying the types of words which most com-
monly contain each one. Throughout the extant text, the author
abbreviates potah and gomes to pt (na) and gm (np), though this
in itself is not remarkable, as they also abbreviate other common
words to save space (Allony 1983, 88). These abbreviations are
included in the complete vowel list, which begins:

1'% A mba RARYn HY NHRT KN AP'RY RNDRA NRMILAYR

APHR RATAR AYI0 NRMEYADR "M MRPYY 121 ORI Y SR
205K

The vowels have names which are suitable for them, indi-
cating their meanings in the Arabic language, so that they
are easy to recognise and clear for the reader. The vowels
are seven, and the first of them is al-gm al-kabira. (Allony
1965, 140, lines 28-30)

The first of the ‘vowels’ (musawwitat) is /2/, called al-gm al-kabira

large games, following the expanded relative naming convention

54 See Allony (1983). He argues that the content of T-S Ar.33.6 is most
likely part of the musawwitat text in T-S Ar.32.31 and AIU IX.A.24, but
the order of the material in this new fragment does not slot neatly into
the text of the other fragments. It does contain several passages that
match the other almost exactly. At best, we can be sure that one author
was copying sections from another, or that two authors were both cop-
ying from the same common source.
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that uses ‘large’ to differentiate /5/ from the ‘small’ games, /e/.
The author’s second vowel is indeed /e/, which they call al-gm
al-saghira ‘small games’ (Allony 1965, 140, line 35).

Third and fourth are al-pt al-kabira ‘large patah’ and al-pt
al-saghira ‘small potah’ (Allony 1965, 142, lines 38-41), which
are /a/ and /¢/, respectively. They follow the same large-small
pairing as /d>/ and /e/. Allony’s additional fragment (T-S
Ar.33.6), which may contain another portion of this text, also
uses Arabic versions of the expanded relative terms. After ex-
plaining how different uses of /e/ and /¢/ are known from the
Mishna, it reads:

nabr *h onbR 3981 25K B 79T PN '8 PR RN PRP IR 8D
. RINPD 2 HEd RAAPA IR 719 P ATIYOR NP HRY AIROR

If someone said, “What is the meaning of you decreeing

this, for the two and the three, which are the small patah

and the small games?” It would be said to him that a dis-

tinction is made between them, as we say... (Allony 1983,

110, line 54, to 112, line 56).
The text cuts off at that point, but the author seems to be explain-
ing, to a hypothetical reader who pronounces ‘the two [dots]’ and
‘the three [dots]’ the same way, that they are actually distinct
phonemes. It also deliberately connects the names ‘small patah’
and ‘small games’ to the graphemes of /¢/ and /e/, although ap-
parently mixed up here, which may indicate that the author had
difficulty separating the two sounds. This detail may hint toward
the text’s regional origin, but is not enough information to deter-
mine a definitive provenance. In any case, it is clear that this
Masorete named /3/, /e/, /a/, and /¢/ by modifying patah and

games in Arabic.
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The fifth vowel in this text is /u/, which the author refers
to as al-damma ‘bringing together, pressing together’, using the
name for the same vowel in Arabic grammar (Allony 1965, 142,
line 43; see above, present chapter, §1.1). They also do not dis-
tinguish between the oblique three-dot sign and the single dot in
a mater lectionis waw, classifying them both as damma regardless
of their appearance. Despite its Arabic origin, this term is still a
basic phonetic descriptor, similar to the Aramaic and Hebrew
phonetic vowel names used by Saadia and the relative terminol-
ogy of the earlier Masoretes. It eventually received a Hebrew
calque as the vowel name gibbus (later with symbolic vowel, qub-
bus), though not until at least the eleventh century (Dotan 2007,
634).

After /u/, the author goes into greater detail with the pho-
nology of the sixth vowel, /i/. They say, “The sixth is al-khafda,
which is bent to a degree of inclination according to its speaker.
It establishes the role of the noun (RavVYIRHYR "M NEIHR NOTOHRY
DORDR DRPA DI RARLYIR RAPKP HY)” (Allony 1965, 142, lines
45-46). It is unclear precisely what this sentence means. The
name khafda is simple enough: it comes from khafd ‘lowering’,
the Arabic grammatical term for the genitive case, which is usu-
ally marked by /i/. It also served as a name for the phoneme /i/
itself at least as late as the first half of the ninth century (see
above, chapter 4, §1.1). The author of this text probably added
the feminine suffix -a on analogy with the other Arabic vowel
names (fatha, kasra, damma). Then the phrase “bent to a degree
of inclination (’initaf)” evokes the Arabic phonological concept

of ’imala ‘bending down, inclination’, which grammarians used
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to describe the fronting of /a/ towards /i/ with ‘degrees’ of incli-
nation around /¢/ and /e/ (Levin 2007). In the earliest Arabic
tradition, this ’imala was a ‘low’ classification for fronted allo-
phones of /a/, whereas nasb ‘standing upright’ indicated ‘higher’
allophones produced in the back of the mouth (/a/, /a/) (see
above, chapter 3, 82.2). Most likely, this duality followed the
same identification of backness with ‘height’ as that found in the
early relative Hebrew and Syriac traditions (see above, chapter
3, §1.0).

An analogy with ’imala is probably at play here, but the
‘inclination’ that the author indicates with ’in‘itaf may also de-
scribe of the directed movement of airflow—the quwwa, in Saa-
dian terms—during the articulation of /i/. That is, the airflow of
/i/ is angled downward in comparison to that of other vowels,
and this motion further corresponds to the lexical meaning of
khafd ‘lowering’.>® The author even ends up calling it “al-musaw-
wita al-munkhafida, that is, *i (& *1y& neaa1M5R NMYNYR)” (Allony
1965, 144, line 53). This means ‘the lowered vowel’ and uses the
same term that Ibn Jinni applied to the ‘low’ consonants articu-
lated away from the ‘high’ point of the velum (Kinberg 1987, 13).
Finally, the line “it establishes the role of the noun” also seems
to be a reference to Arabic grammar, as only nouns can be in the

khafd ‘genitive’ case.>®

> For the potential connection between the Arabic case names and di-
rections of airflow, see Eldar (1983, 45-46).

% Perhaps compare Abi al-Faraj’s attempts to link the Hebrew vowels
to the Arabic cases in Hiddya al-Qari (Khan 2020, 11:124-32).
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The author concludes the list with /o/, which they also de-
scribe in terms of directed airflow and Arabic grammar. They
name it al-nasba, “which is the marker for past verbs, and it sta-
bilises an inclined characteristic, according to a marker of incli-
nation, establishing the role of the verb (Hxpax5h mopxdR *m
OXRPA DIP* RONRVYIR  NORKI ’53] RHVYID NROXY ﬂﬂﬂ&h581 ﬂ’é&fl'?&
5pabR)” (Allony 1965, 142-44, lines 48-50). In Arabic grammar,
nasb ‘standing upright’ is the name of the accusative case, and as
late as the ninth century it could also indicate the vowel /a/. The
author emphasises how nasba is a ‘stabiliser’ (thabita) that ne-
gates ‘inclination’ (’in‘taf), apparently applying the same concept
of directed airflow that led Saadia to conclude that /o/ turns nei-
ther upwards nor downwards. It also corresponds to Sibawayh’s
usage of nasb to mean a realisation of /a/ without the ‘inclining’
allophone of ’imala, including if that /a/ were backed further to
/a/ or /o/ (i.e., tafkhim, ‘thickening’) (see above, chapter 3,
§2.2).%7

The names for the vowels /2/, /e/, /a/, and /e/ are all
based on the expanded relative system, and they seem to have
been well-established in the Hebrew tradition by the time this
musawwitdt text was written. By contrast, the text’s names for
/u/, /i/, and /o/ do not have direct Masoretic Hebrew equiva-
lents, and the author gives lengthier phonological explanations
to /i/ and /o/. They even phonetically spell out °u and ’i, revert-

ing to the most basic practice for identifying vowel phonemes.

%7 For the relationship between ’imala and tafkhim, see Talmon (1997,
136, 141) and Makhzumi (1985, II1:317; IV:103, 281). See also above,
chapter 3, §2.2, and chapter 4, §1.1.
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This factor reinforces the conclusion that these three names were
adopted later than the others. The author’s choice to name /u/
(damma), /i/ (khafda), and /o/ (nasba) with Arabic vowel terms
is thus a way for them to supplement the expanded relative sys-
tem, in the same way that other Masoretes supplemented pth and
gms with graphemic and phonetic names. This addition of Arabic
case names to fill out the set of Hebrew names parallels the Syriac
tradition, where some authors adopted calques of nasb (zqapo;
/3/) and raf (massaqo; /0/) to identify their vowels (see above,
present chapter, §2.0). It may also be relevant that while /5/ re-
mained a distinct phoneme in East Syriac, it shifted to /o/ in West
Syriac (Knudsen 2015, 92). West Syrians still called this vowel
2qopo ‘standing upright’, so if any Masoretes in Syria or Palestine
translated that term for their /o/, then nasba would have been
the logical calque.

This vowel list diverges considerably from the one in Saa-
dia’s Kutub al-Lugha and does not follow the expected scale order
at all. However, the use of nasba and khafda and the idea of °in‘itaf
do seem to describe articulation points and directions of airflow
for certain vowels, similar to Saadia’s explanations of the vowels’
quwwa. This similarity suggests that the concept of directed air-
flow as a phonological feature of vowels existed in the Hebrew
linguistic tradition outside of (and possibly prior to) Saadia’s de-
scription of the vowel scale, although it is not clear whether this
musawwitdt text is itself older than Kutub al-Lugha.

The use of Arabic case names to describe Hebrew vowel

phonemes is also not limited to this musawwitat text, as similar
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interpretations appear in other sources from the tenth and elev-
enth centuries. Two of these sources are the Masoretic texts
known as Nequdot Omes ha-Miqro (The Dots of the Greatness of the
Scripture) and Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani (The Book of Hebrew Inflec-
tion), both of which divide the Hebrew scale into groups based
on the Arabic case names. Nequdot Omes ha-Miqrs comes from the
Masoretic material attached to the Leningrad Codex, although
parts of the text are also known from other sources (see Eldar
1983), and Baer and Strack first published it as an appendix to
their edition of Digduge ha-Te‘amim (1879, 8§36, 34-36). Then
Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani, which is extant from the Cairo Genizah,
includes a Judaeo-Arabic explanation of the vowel scale. Ilan El-
dar first published two fragments of this text in 1981, arguing
that the first one contained either a summary or extract of al-
Qawl fi al-Nagham, the fifth chapter of Saadia’s Kutub al-Lugha
(Eldar 1981; see Dotan 1997, 1:114-15; Khan 2020, 1:265-66).
However, Kitab Nahw al-Ibrani does not use any of the phonetic
vowel names that Saadia uses in al-Qawl fi al-Nagham, even
though both texts contain complete vowel lists. Instead, the sec-
tion on the vowel scale in Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani bears such a strik-
ing resemblance to Nequdot Omes ha-Miqro in its terminology, for-
mat, and word order that its Judaeo-Arabic author must have had
access to that Hebrew text. As we will see, the vowel scale in
Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani is actually a translation of a passage from
Nequdot Omes ha-Miqro, and its author attempts to clarify some
omissions in that original Masoretic version. Both versions apply

a description of a vowel scale that is similar to the scale in Kutub



The Development of Absolute Vowel Naming 293

al-Lugha, but they divide that scale with the names of the Arabic
grammatical cases.

As discussed above, Nequdot Omes ha-Miqr> begins by list-
ing the seven Tiberian vowels, using terms from pth, gms, ‘three
dots’, and phonetic transcriptions of vowel phonemes. After this
initial list, the text then reads:

nYN I MM DNW IR IR DI TIT ATINR DMNY TR DIOND

DNO NART NMKIT R AR IR TMRY 2% wHwm mman R 8
n1aa opa a3 xen &Y nmba

And their interpretation, I will tell it; their combination, I

will unite it: to the way upwards, both 0 and ’u are led;

and the way downwards, e and ’i are counted. [As for] the

three which are made to stand upright, o, °a, and ’¢ are the

right ones; and one stops up completely, not pronounced

in any instance in the mouths. (Baer and Strack 1879, 34,

lines 9-12)
Eldar has also identified this passage as particularly important
for understanding Hebrew vocalisation, and argues that it de-
scribes a theory of vowel phonology based on directions of air-
flow (1983, 43-46). He suggests that these three phonetic
groups—rum ‘rising’, mattah ‘descending’, and lehassib ‘standing
upright’ (from nsb)—are calques of the Arabic raf, khafd, and
nasb (Eldar 1983, 46).°® He further argues that the names of each
of these groups corresponds to the direction of airflow during the
articulation of its vowels. That is, the airflow of /o/ and /u/ is

angled upwards, that of /e/ and /i/ is downwards, and /5/, /a/,

8 He also notes that instead of mattah, another version of this passage
has shahiyys ‘bending down, depressing’ (Eldar 1983, 43), which could
even be a calque of ’imala. See also, Revell (1975, 188, n. 2).
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and /e/ are relatively straight.> By the same token, the one that
‘obstructs’ or ‘stops up completely’ (i.e., the shewa) cuts off the
flow of air. It is equivalent to Arabic wagqf ‘stopping’ or jazm ‘cut-
ting off’, both of which indicate silence on a consonant. The le-
hassib group also contains the same triad of vowels that Elias of
Tirhan associated with ’alaph (zqopo, /2/; ptoho, /a/; rbaso, /e/),
and corresponds to the allophones of alif from Kitab Sibawayh
(tafkhim/nasb, /a/ or /3/; fath, /a/; ’imdla, /¢/ or /e/) (see Khan
2020, 1:267). This correlation further shows how an idea of a-
vowels ‘standing upright’ (lehassib, zqopo, nasb) existed, in some
form, in all three traditions.

Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani offers a similar description of the pho-
netic vowel groups, and in fact its language is so similar to
Nequdot Omes ha-Miqro that one of these authors must have had
access to the other’s work. The first part reads:

NI NRAN M OTINAAPOR 1355 R ARNIOR RTA RNON HRP

M TARN AXOR 0 ANOM poabR 5 RNINNT PoTbR D IROINKR

AN ORI TROR POAYR AN INHRY IR 11 PpoHR NN OubR

1 oubR AN VPl nbnbRY AnnabRY EnPhR 1 AvHR DRI
RIWHR

The abridger of this book said that the Hebrew language
has eight melodies of inflection, and they are two in rising,
two in lowering, three in standing upright, and one which
is cutting off. The two melodies of rising are ’o and °u, the
two melodies of lowering are e and ’i, the three melodies
of standing upright are gamsa, fatha, and the three dots,

% There is some evidence that certain Arabic scholars—primarily Ibn
Sina (d. 1037)—also understood vowel phonology in this way (Eldar
1983, 46-47; al-Tayyan and Mir Alam 1983, 84-85).
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and the melody of cutting off is the shewa. (Eldar 1981,

116, lines 1-6)%°
This Masorete calls the vowel groups al-raf* ‘rising’, al-khafd ‘low-
ering’, al-nasb ‘standing upright’, and al-jazm ‘cutting off’, using
the Arabic terms for the nominative, genitive, and accusative
cases as well as the name for the jussive mood. In the early Arabic
linguistic tradition, these ’irabi terms could also refer to /u/, /i/,
/a/, and vowellessness, respectively, based on the most common
inflectional endings for each grammatical case (Versteegh 1993,
16-20; see above, present chapter, §1.1). It is clear that this au-
thor chose these words to classify Hebrew ‘inflection’ due to a
familiarity with Arabic grammar. However, it remains uncertain
whether the author of Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani selected Arabic terms
to match a pre-established phonetic division of the Hebrew vow-
els—perhaps one that was originally defined in Nequdot Omes ha-
Migro—or if the author of Nequdot Omes ha-Migr> first defined
the groups in Hebrew according on their own interpretation of
the Arabic ’irab system.

Besides the lexical connections to Arabic, this three-way di-
vision of vowels from Nequdot Omes ha-Miqro seems to apply a
variation of the ‘directed airflow’ concept that Saadia used to de-
scribe vowels on his scale. While Saadia defined vowel quality
primarily according to relative backness in the mouth and along
the vertical vowel scale, the motion of a vowel’s quwwa ‘force’

was partially responsible for determining quality. Nequdot Omes

€0 Eldar’s edition is based on the Genizah fragment MS Cambridge, T-S
Ar.5.46, although the caption with the plate in his article incorrectly
identifies it as T-S Ar.5.48.



296 Points of Contact

ha-Miqgro’s author follows the same scale, and they also seem to
group the vowels according to their directions or ‘ways’ (derokim)
of motion (Eldar 1983). However, while this author decides that
/0/ has an upward movement, Saadia determined that /o/ was
‘unwavering’, proceeding straight ahead, in contrast to /5/ and
/a/, which moved either up or down. Similarly, the author of the
musawwitat text in T-S Ar.32.31 and AIU: IX.A.24 refers to /o/ as
nasba, suggesting that even though the direction of airflow was
important to some tenth-century Hebrew phonologists, its appli-
cation was not standardised. The extant version of Nequdot Omes
ha-Miqr> was not completed until 1008, but given that it is writ-
ten entirely in Hebrew, its version of the airflow concept may
actually predate the Judaeo-Arabic material found in Saadia’s
scale and the musawwitat text.

The next section of Nequdot Omes ha-Miqro reinforces its
connection to the ideas in Kutub al-Lugha and reveals its true re-
lationship to Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani. The text continues by describ-
ing a vowel scale:

1R 77T ANWART .D'IN0I NNRA NNKR 03101 0377 0790 1R

nONY AXNN2 DTN 2N R AXDR NN VAT MR IR KT

wibw nann non arhnd wWwrnrna axna [RA] neenh anng ninn

JIIMN DAR ATIPI R AN DWW AI0 AVAY AXTNIKRD MTIPI

MK 770 AT A% 17002 NHR oY MIRn 8Y 7KW 7725 [1R]
JIRAR AP IR

And these vowels have various ways; each one comes next
to another. First is the way upwards, and it is spoken “o.
Then below it is gomso, which is in the large grade at the
partition; then below it, patho is for its slot, which is at the
intermediate grade for its interpretation. Below it, three
dots are for its appointment; and it [patho] disperses to
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third below, which is one dot squeezed. [°U]®* alone yet

remains, not counted with these in the account, for a great

and abundant reason, [which] I will mention, and its issue,

I will explain it. (Baer and Strack 1879, 34, line 12, to 35,

line 1)
This scale follows the same vertical arrangement as the one in
Kutub al-Lugha, although it has some variations. The ‘way up-
wards’ (derek rumo) is /o/. Below that is /3/ (qgomso), ‘at the par-
tition’ (b-mehisso) between the ‘way upwards’ and the intermedi-
ate positions. Following /5/ is /a/ (patho), and these two are
united in that they are both at a massab ‘grade, rank, position’, a
noun of place derived from the same root as the lehassib classifi-
cation earlier in the text (and nasb, for that matter). The author
adds that the massab of /5/ is ‘large’ (gadol), while that of /a/ is
‘middle’ (emso%). Interestingly, they do not also specify /e/
(‘three dots’) as being at another massab, nor do they give it a
size characteristic like the other members of the lehassib group,
though they do say that it is below /a/. Then after /¢/, there is
the notable omission where we might expect to find /e/. It is as
if there is a missing line which should say “and second below it

is two dots.” The author instead says “it [patho] disperses to third

®! Baer and Strack suggest that ‘one dot’ here should be interpreted as
/u/ (i.e., 1), while the final, excluded vowel should be /i/. However,
they note that there is variation between the extant versions of this text,
and one manuscript has /u/ for this excluded vowel. Based on a com-
parison with the vowel scale in Kutub al-Lugha and the Arabic transla-
tion of this passage in Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani, it seems that the final vowel
here should be /u/, and I have rendered it as such in [brackets]. See
Baer and Strack (1879, 34, nn. C, ¢, and V, 3).
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below it (lemattoh mimenoh shelishit tapisoh),” counting three steps
down from /a/ to /i/. They specify this vowel as ‘one dot
squeezed’ (nequdo ’ahat mehuss). Mehuso ‘squeezed, crushed’ here
likely indicates the closing of the mouth when articulating /i/ in
contrast to the openness of /a/, applying a description similar to
what we have seen for /i/ and /u/ in Syriac sources.®? Finally,
this scale specifically excludes /u/, just as Saadia placed it out-
side of the mouth at the bottom of his scale.

Using the same organisational structure, Kitab Nahw al-‘Ib-
rani likewise follows its initial list of four groups with an expla-
nation of the positions of the vowels, seemingly translating and
amending the scale passage from Nequdot Omes ha-Miqro. It
reads:

RITI9TID MAROR P10 TARDR NANTA ORIAT IRNK 198 RTAD

RANTY INOR 711 729RDR YOOR 1377 1 RDWHR AITOR IR DN

2wIHR 1M ANNEYR AT RANT PA35R 2LIOR T AYAPOR 130T

aw1bR] {7377 7 ANGRYR 13T} T ARYAYR 37T KON VOROR

[F397 RANT BEROR POAHR 3T T OROR 1I0T RANTI RO

&5 N8 IRDR NN RPAM T2IROR PRIOR T ATARDR NOPIOR
JIRND? RN D RADYRD AHYY THT91 NRFTTHR 2190 *8 597N

These [seven] melodies have levels, arranged one above
another, and we will mention it and say that the top level
is the level of the greater raff, and it is the 0. Below it is
the level of the gamsa, and it is the great nasb, and below
it is the level of the fatha, and it is the intermediate nasb.
Below it is the three, and it is {the level of the three, and

2 E.g., hboso (/i/, /u/), ‘sas2 (/u/), zribo (/e/). See above, present chap-
ter, §2.0.
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it is the level}*® [of the lesser nasb, and below it is the level
of the e, and it is the level of the lesser khafd. And below
it is the level of the]®* single dot, and it is the greater khafd.
The melody of the °u alone remains, not entering into the
arrangement of the levels, and that is because of a reason
which I will describe in what remains. (Eldar 1981, 116,
line 1, to 118, line 15)

In this scale, the vowel pronounced farthest back in the mouth
(/0/) is deemed the ‘greater raf® (al-raf al-’akbar ‘greater rising’)
aligning the Arabic term for /u/ with the highest position in the
vowel scale. Nasb ‘standing upright’, an Arabic name for /a/, then
correlates to the middle positions of /5/ and /a/, though /5/ is
the ‘large’ (kabir) nasb, while /a/ is ‘middle’ (’awsat). In opposi-
tion to the topmost ‘greater raf®, the lowest vowel /i/ is al-khafd
al-’akbar ‘greater lowering’, using the Arabic name for /i/ that is
associated with low positions in the mouth (see above, present
chapter, §1.1).°° As we have seen time and again, backed vowels
are perceived as ‘high’ while fronted vowels are ‘low’.

Eldar assumes that the passage’s text in {curled brackets}
is an error that should be omitted. He then inserts the text in
[square brackets], adding what he assumes to be a ‘lesser nasb’
designation for /e¢/ and a contriving a separate ‘lesser khafd’

clause to define /e/. He is probably correct that the scribe made

63 Eldar interprets the text in {curled brackets} as a mistaken reduplica-
tion.

® The text in [square brackets] is Eldar’s insertion, which does not ap-
pear in the manuscript.

% See also, Dotan (1997, 1:113-15), Khan (2020, 1:265-66), and Pose-
gay (2020, 221-22).
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some kind of mistake in writing “the level of the three, and it is
the level of... (daraja al-thalatha wa-hiya daraja...).” However, his
insertion then assumes that the manuscript’s lack of a description
for /e/ is also an error, but this is not the case. Together, these
‘mistakes’ suggest that this passage is translated directly from
Nequdot Omes ha-Miqra, which awkwardly includes the word
shelishit ‘third’ in the clause after sholosh nequdot ‘three dots’; does
not assign a massab to /¢/; and entirely omits /e/. Kitab Nahw al-
‘Ibrani’s line about excluding /u/ from the arrangement, and how
they will explain it later, is also a translation of the corresponding
sentence in Nequdot Omes ha-Miqro (Baer and Strack 1879, 34,
line 17, to 35, line 1), albeit without some of the payyetanic flair.
Finally, rather than using a superlative adjective to describe /5/
(as they do for al-khafd al-’akbar), the author of Kitab Nahw al-
‘Ibrani refers to qamsa as al-nasb al-kabir ‘large nasb’, literally
translating the basic Hebrew adjective in Nequdot Omes ha-Mi-
qro’s phrase massab gadol ‘large grade’. This last detail is espe-
cially important, as it strongly indicates that Kitab Nahw al-Tbrani
is a translation of Nequdot Omes ha-Miqro, not the other way
around.

Based on this comparison of the structure and omissions in
these two texts’ vowel scales, it is highly likely that the author of
Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani had access to Nequdot Omes ha-Miqr> and
converted its somewhat vague poetic Hebrew into clearer Arabic
prose. This conclusion casts doubt on Eldar’s initial claim that
Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani is an abridgement of the fifth chapter (al-
Qawl fi al-Nagham) of Saadia’s Kutub al-Lugha, and has implica-
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tions for the origin of the vowel scale itself. This doubt is rein-
forced by the fact that Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani and Nequdot Omes
ha-Miqro use essentially the same vowel names (0, gamsa, fatha,
‘the three’, ‘one dot’, and °u), but neither uses Saadia’s phonetic
vowel names (helem, hereq, shereq, sere). The section explaining
the scale in Kitab Nahw al-Ibrani should thus be understood as a
recension of the vowel scale given in Nequdot Omes ha-Miqra, not
al-Qawl fi al-Nagham.

Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani’s scale also provides details that may
influence the interpretation of Nequdot Omes ha-Miqr». First, El-
dar’s emendations notwithstanding, neither version of this scale
explicitly classifies /¢/ as one of the nasb vowels, although such
a grouping may be implied. Second, the author of Kitab Nahw al-
‘Ibrani resolves the ambiguity in the Hebrew and makes clear that
/i/ is ‘the one dot’, while /u/ is the vowel which is outside the
mouth. Third, because the Judaeo-Arabic description of this
vowel scale is a translation of the Hebrew, it is not certain that
the author of the Hebrew version in Nequdot Omes ha-Miqros ac-
tually modelled the three-way rum-mattah-lehassib division of the
vowels on the Arabic case names raff, nasb, and khafd. Instead,
the author of Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani may have rendered an earlier
Hebrew concept of vowel grouping to fit known Arabic phono-
logical terms. That said, it is also not obvious why a Masorete
would have divided the seven vowels of the original mille‘el-mil-
lera®scale into these three groups (see Khan 2020, 1:267), at least

without Arabic influence.
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There is one more notable division of the vowel scale,
found in Abii al-Faraj’s (d. c. 1050) Hiddya al-Qari. He also incor-
porates Arabic grammatical terminology, but his vowel names
differ from those discussed above (see Khan 2020, 1:266; 11:112-
32). Abii al-Faraj writes:

527 2vIHRI IR IR RN IROAL ANNN 527 1R2PHR 135 *0 P bR

R M VOHR ANNAYRY R M1 MAIHR ANNaYR NRPA 3 Annn
2R OR RO IRNDR NN 5T PRIYRI & 71 ™MR9R ANNaHR)

Raf* in the Hebrew language includes two melodies: o and

’u. Nasb includes three melodies: the greater fatha, which

is °a, the middle fatha, which is ’¢, and the lesser fatha,

which is ?. Khafd includes two melodies: ’e and ’i. (Khan

2020, I1:125-27, lines 739-44)

Raf ‘rising’ includes the two ‘highest’, most-backed vowels, /0/
and /u/, following the logic of the mille‘el-millera‘ scale. It may
also correlate to the angled direction of the airstream during the
articulation of each vowel (see Eldar 1983), though we again re-
call Saadia and the musawwitat author who identified /o/ with
ghayr h@ida ‘unwavering’ and nasba ‘standing upright’. As ex-
pected, Abti al-Faraj’s antonym for raf‘ is khafd ‘lowering’, which
includes the two most-fronted vowels, /e/ and /i/.

Abt al-Faraj suggests that all three vowels of the nasb
‘standing upright’ group are types of fatha ‘opening’, including
/a/, /¢/, and /5/. He qualifies these fathas according to varying
degrees of openness: /a/ is al-fatha al-kubra ‘the greater opening’,
/¢/ is al-fatha al-wusta ‘the middle opening’, and /5/ is al-fatha
al-sughra ‘the lesser opening’. This description contrasts the
vowel scale in Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani, where /3/ was ‘large’ (kabir)

rather than small, and the ‘sizes’ (i.e., ’akbar, ’asghar) of vowels
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correlated with backness rather than openness. Abii al-Faraj
maintains this difference later in the chapter when he refers to
these vowels as al-nasb al-saghir ‘the small nasb’ (/5/) and al-nasb
al-kabir ‘the large nasb’ (/a/) (Khan 2020, I1:129, line 773, 131,
line 779), apparently exchanging nasb for fatha without account-
ing for the relative backness of the two a-vowels. Interestingly,
he does not name /¢/ using nasb in this way (Khan 2020, 11:131,
line 782), a detail which matches the descriptions of /¢/ in
Nequdot Omes ha-Miqr> and Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani.

These divisions of the vowel scale reveal the extent to
which medieval Hebrew linguists adapted Arabic ideas about
grammar and phonology to better explain the language of the
Bible. They also represent the culmination of the mille‘el-millera‘
scale,®® which earlier Masoretes used to compare vowel qualities
on a relative basis. These comparisons coincided with the use of
relative vowel terminology, like potah and gomes, that could in-
dicate multiple different vowels, depending on their context. As
absolute vowel pointing gained popularity, Hebrew scholars be-
gan to apply these two relative terms to the vowels which they
most often described, namely /a/ and /5/. They then supple-
mented these two terms with a variety of other absolute naming
conventions, including expansions to the relative system (e.g.,
patah goton for /e/) and the association of vowel phonemes with
the appearance of their vocalisation signs (e.g., al-thalatha for
/¢/; al-tahtoni for /i/). Others introduced names connected to the

articulatory processes involved for each vowel, first as Aramaic

® For additional medieval descriptions of this scale, see Neubauer
(1891, 15-16) and Allony (1971, 11).
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nouns, then as Hebrew segolates, and finally as Hebrew names
with ‘symbolic’ vowels that matched their quality (e.g., helmo,
helem, holem for /o/). Finally, a few authors also adopted Arabic
grammatical terminology, both as vowel names (e.g., nasba for
/0/) and to divide the vowels into groups. This history of vowel
naming is thus a record of the transition from relative to absolute
vocalisation, crosscutting Masoretic pedagogy, Hebrew scribal
practices, and Arabic grammar in the linguistic science of the

early medieval period.

4.0. Summary

The phenomenon of assigning unique names to individual vowel
phonemes is common to the Arabic, Syriac, and Hebrew linguis-
tic traditions. As members of all three groups created absolute
vocalisation systems to record their vowels, they also developed
new terminology to discuss the vowel phonemes that did not
have dedicated letters in their writing systems. These new terms
were derived gradually over the course of multiple centuries, of-
ten as the result of contact between different strains of phonolog-
ical thought within a single linguistic tradition, or from contact
between different languages. In almost all cases, the core ele-
ments of these naming systems descended from earlier terminol-
ogy that first described relative features of vocalisation.

The earliest absolute vowel names emerged in the Arabic
linguistic tradition, where eighth-century grammarians created
two sets of terms for their three vowels: fath (/a/), kasr (/i/),
damm (/u/); and nasb (/a/), khafd (/i/), raf* (/u/) (also jarr, /i/).
Neither set clearly predates the other, but the first—the ‘non-
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’irabt’ set—describes the phonetic action required to articulate
each vowel, while the second—the “’i‘rabi set’—indicates the rel-
ative ‘height’ position in the mouth where a vowel was articu-
lated. This latter set was most likely an expansion on an earlier
two-way contrastive pair, in which nasb ‘standing upright’ indi-
cated relatively-backed allophones of ’alif in Qur’anic recitation
(i.e., /a/, /a/) and ’imala (bending down) represented relatively-
fronted allophones (/¢/, /e/). This comparison was based on a
perception of the back of the mouth as ‘high’ while the front was
‘low’, a principle which mirrors the ‘above-and-below’ relative
comparisons of early Syriac and Hebrew homograph lists. Al-
Khwarizmi also transmits a list of supplementary terms that de-
scribe Arabic vowels in specific morphosyntactic positions. Some
of these additional names are linguistic terms, but others come
from the vocabulary of prosody and Qur’anic recitation, and
while al-Khwarizmi attributes them to al-Khalil ibn Ahmad, there
is little reason to think that they comprised a single coherent sys-
tem in the eighth century.

Despite what has been suggested in previous scholarship,
all seven of the Arabic names for cardinal vowels are attested
before absolute vowel terms appear in the Syriac linguistic tradi-
tion, and thus they cannot be calques of Syriac terminology. More
likely, Syriac writers like Dawid bar Pawlos (fl. 770-800),
Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 873), and Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049) calqued
the Arabic terms nasb ‘standing upright’ and raf® ‘rising’ to name
Syriac vowels which had no equivalent Arabic phonemes: zqopo
‘standing upright’ (/5/) and massaqo ‘raised up’ (/o/ or /e/).

However, other Syriac vowel terms—ptoho, zribo, rbaso, sheshl,
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rwoho, °aldso, hbaso, ‘soso—are likely native Syriac inventions, all
derived from the relative comparisons of openness first explained
by Jacob of Edessa (d. 708). Participial forms from pth, zqp, hbs,
and ‘ss appear as early as Dawid bar Pawlos’ scholion on bgdkt
letters, while zribo and rbiso are first attested in the Syriac lexica
of Isa ibn ‘Ali (d. c. 900) and Hasan bar Bahlul (fl. 942-968).
Rwoho and °aloso first occur definitively as vowel names in the
eleventh-century grammars of Elias of Nisibis (d. 1046) and Elias
of Tirhan (d. 1049), although they may be linked to an earlier
tradition of Hunayn ibn Ishag.

Several different vowel naming conventions developed
within the Hebrew Masoretic and early grammatical tradition
prior to the eleventh century, four of which contributed to the
set of absolute names that eventually became standard. The ear-
liest of these four includes potah ‘opening’ and gomes ‘closing’,
which solidified as absolute names for /a/ and /5/ with the de-
cline of the relative vocalisation, likely around the time that the
Tiberian vowel points were invented. Then, during the ninth and
tenth centuries, Hebrew scholars described their other five vow-
els using graphemic descriptions (e.g., nuqtatayn, zujj, segol), pho-
netic descriptions (helmo, sherqo, sirys, hergo), and Arabic gram-
matical terminology (nasba, khafda, damma/qibbus). Following
the tradition of earlier mille‘el ‘above’ and millera‘ ‘below’ relative
comparisons, Saadia Gaon (d. 942) and other linguists also
placed the Hebrew vowels on a scale, corresponding to their rel-
ative ‘height’ within the mouth. Some writers even divided this

scale into sections based on the Arabic case names.
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The absolute vowel naming traditions in Arabic, Syriac,
and Hebrew could not exist, at least as we know them, in isola-
tion. Each one evolved in the context of the other two, continu-
ously absorbing and adapting new terms and principles as a result
of intellectual and scholastic contact. The previous sections have
shown the extent to which the principles of relative and absolute
vocalisation connect these three traditions, but in truth, they only
begin to scratch the surface. Besides the connections between the
terms discussed above, there are also vowel names which are cog-
nates with accent names in other traditions; for example: Syriac
2qopo and Hebrew zoqep; Syriac massaqo and Hebrew silluqg; Syriac
sheshlto/sheshlo and Hebrew shalshelet; Syriac mpaggdonos and He-
brew meteg;*” and Arabic jarr and Syriac gororo (see Talmon 1996,
290-91; 2000, 250; 2008, 174; and above, present chpater,
81.1). Undoubtedly, vocalisation and vowel phonology are
closely related to concepts of accentuation and cantillation, and
future studies must combine the history of vocalisation with that
of cantillation to reveal a more complete picture of connections
between the medieval Arabic, Syriac, and Hebrew recitation tra-

ditions.

7 These two are not cognates, but they both mean ‘bridling’.






5. CONCLUSION

Now that we have shown all the sections on pointing, based on

the rules which we have set for it with regard to reasons and

meanings, and having reached the limit in specifying that, ac-

cording to the sayings of tradition, the schools of recitation, the

way of language, and the model of Arabic, I believe we are at

the end of our book. (Abii ‘Amr al-Dani [d. 1053], The Rules

for Pointing the Codices [1960, 87a-87b])
The history of Semitic vocalisation is the shared history of Chris-
tians, Muslims, and Jews in their attempts to preserve the recita-
tion of their holy texts. It is a history of mutual innovations, ad-
aptations, and intellectual exchanges over the course of hundreds
of years, beginning with the first Syriac relative diacritic dots in
the fifth century and reaching its zenith with the absolute vocal-
isation systems of the eleventh century. This book has examined
that history with an emphasis on the phonological ideas that me-
dieval Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew scholars developed to explain
their new technologies of vowel pointing. The foundation for this
analysis was a survey of the ways that Semitic scholars differen-
tiated vowels from consonants, enabling them to better describe
the phonetics of vocalisation (chapter 2). That survey equipped
us with the vocabulary and phonological understanding needed
to trace the development of relative vocalisation in Syriac, He-
brew, and Arabic up through the eighth century (chapter 3). We
then explored the ways that relative vocalisation and phonology
gave way to absolute pointing, specifically focusing on the devel-
opment of discrete names for the vowels in Semitic linguistic tra-

ditions between the ninth and eleventh centuries (chapter 4).

© 2021 Nick Posegay, CC BY 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/0BP.0271.05
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Our survey of medieval linguistic texts identified three pri-
mary concepts that Semitic scholars used to distinguish the pho-
nology of vowels from consonants: ‘sounding’ letters (chapter 2,
81.0), ‘movements’ (chapter 2, §2.0), and the dual nature of the
matres lectionis (chapter 2, 83.0). The sounding letters descended
from the Greek grammatical concept of phonéenta ‘sounding,
voiced’, a word applied to the vowels as a result of their contin-
uous airflow and their ability to be pronounced alone. By con-
trast, the aphona ‘soundless’ consonants were stop-plosives that
required the assistance of vowels to be articulated. Relying on
the Greek Techné Grammatiké of Dionysius Thrax (c. second cen-
tury BCE), Jacob of Edessa (d. 708) adapted this dichotomy for
Syriac with the calques golonoyots ‘sounding’, which included all
the vowels, and dlo golo ‘without sound’, which encompassed the
consonants. His conception of the sounding ones persisted in the
Syriac linguistic tradition, with some modifications, through
Dawid bar Pawlos (fl. c. 770-800) and up to the eleventh-century
grammar of Elias of Tirhan (d. 1049). Early Arabic grammarians
were also aware of the Greek sounding letters, but they did not
apply the concept to vowels before approximately the tenth cen-
tury. Instead, early scholars like al-Farra’ (d. 822) used the Arabic
calque musawwit ‘sounding’ to describe groups of consonants
with continuous airflow.

It was not until the Greek-Syriac-Arabic translation move-
ment in the ninth century that an Aristotelian view of phonéenta
vowels penetrated the Arabic scholastic tradition, and non-gram-
marians like Abii Bishr Matta (d. 940) and Ibn Sina (d. 1037)
began to apply the concept to Arabic. They adopted the word
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musawwitat, most likely a direct calque of golonoyoto based on
Syriac-Arabic lexicography. This translation also allowed Arabic-
speaking Hebrew Masoretes to study ‘sounding’ phonology, and
they applied musawwita to the category of the seven Tiberian
vowels. The term is especially common in a subgenre of Judaeo-
Arabic Masoretic treatises that emerged around the tenth cen-
tury. These have come to be known as musawwitat texts due to
their emphasis on explaining the Hebrew vowels.

Rather than sounding letters, Arabic grammarians over-
whelmingly preferred the idea of ‘movement’ to describe vowels,
naming them harakat ‘movements’. This term somehow indicated
the vocalic energy required to move between the consonants of a
word. Its antonym was sakin ‘still’, which instead applied to unvo-
calised consonants. Haraka is attested from the earliest Arabic
grammatical sources in the eighth century, but the origin of the
term is unclear. It is most likely a calque of the Greek word kinesis,
which has the occasional use of referring to inflectional vowels at
the ends of Greek words in scholia of Dionysius Thrax’s Techneé. It
may also be related to the early Syriac accent names zaw% ‘move-
ment’ and mzi%no ‘mover’, which both predate the earliest men-
tions of haraka in Arabic grammar, but this connection is uncer-
tain. What is clear is that later Syriac grammarians, like Elias of
Tirhan (d. 1049) and Elias of Nisibis (d. 1046), calqued the Arabic
words haraka and mutaharrik ‘moved, vocalised’, referring to Syr-
iac vocalisation (and sometimes accents) with zaw% and
mettzi‘Onuts ‘moved, vocalised’. Hebrew scholars, like the author of
the Treatise on the Shewa and Abii al-Faraj Hariin (d. c. 1050), also
utilised haraka, mutaharrik, and sakin. They retained the original
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meanings of these words while simultaneously adapting them to
better describe the mobile and quiescent forms of shewa.

Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew scholars all dealt with the twin
functions of the matres lectionis, which were letters that could
represent vowels or consonants depending on their context.
These letters functioned as a modicum of ‘vocalisation’ prior to
the invention of the vowel points, and their dual nature provoked
complex analyses of their phonological features. The earliest de-
scriptions of these letters in Arabic come from al-Khalil ibn
Ahmad’s (d. 786/791) introduction to Kitab al-‘Ayn, the lexical
material compiled in subsequent sections of that book, and the
Kitab of al-Khalil’s student, Sibawayh (d. 793/796). They indicate
that the matres lectionis are the most ephemeral of all the letters,
calling them ‘soft’ (layyin), ‘subtle’ (khafi), ‘airy’ (hawi), and ‘sick’
(hurtdf <lla). These attributes apply because grammarians per-
ceived the function of the matres lectionis letters to represent vow-
els as a type of elision (’ikhfa’ lit. ‘concealment’), and the change-
ability between consonantal and vocalic forms made the letters
weaker than the rest of the consonants. Several Masoretic musaw-
witat authors adopted similar language, describing the multiple
phonetic realisations of the matres in similar terms to the multiple
realisations of the ‘relaxed’ (rafe) and ‘pronounced’ (mappiq)
bgdkpt letters.

The Hebrew lexicographer Judah ben David Hayyiij (d. c.
1000) was especially familiar with Arabic conceptions of the ma-
tres, and he adapted their vocabulary to describe the sakin layyin
(‘soft silent’ or ‘latent quiescent’). He used this principle to ex-

plain how some Hebrew vowels are pronounced even when they
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are not written plene with a mater lectionis. Similar discussions of
the matres appear in the work of Elias of Nisibis, who seems to
calque the Arabic concept of ’idgham ‘suppression, assimilation’
with the Syriac term metgneb ‘suppressed’ to explain the defective
spellings of certain words. At the same time, his contemporary,
Elias of Tirhan, explicitly rejected the Arabic analysis of ‘sick’
matres lectionis letters, instead invoking the principle of ‘sound-
ingness’ to insist that the matres were the only letters that were
not sick, since they could be pronounced alone.

Furthermore, members of all three traditions divided their
vowel inventories into groups according to the matres lectionis,
assigning each of their vowel phonemes to a particular letter.
This practice was simplest for Arabic, where each mater was re-
sponsible for just a single vowel, but Syriac and Hebrew writers
expanded the concept for their larger vowel inventories. Some
evidence from Ibn Jinni’s (d. 1002) Sirr Sina‘a al-Irab, al-
Khwarizmi’s (d. 997) Mafatih al-‘Uliim, and Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s
(d. 873) Kitab Ahkam al-Irab ‘ala Madhhab al-Yiindniyyin suggests
that part of this shared tradition of grouping vowels may be con-
nected to the Greek names for vowel letters (omega, omicron, etc).

Our exploration of the vowel qualities themselves began by
examining the concept of ‘relative’ vocalisation (chapter 3),
which refers to methods that medieval scholars used to indicate
vowels based on their relationship to other vowels. These include
the Syriac diacritic dot system and the Masoretic practice of dif-
ferentiating vowels as mille‘el ‘above’ or millera‘ ‘below’, both of
which were connected to ideas of phonetic ‘height’ and eventu-

ally informed the placement of the Syriac and Hebrew vowel
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points (chapter 3, §81.0). A similar concept appears in the Arabic
terminology of nasb ‘standing upright’ and ’imala ‘bending down’,
which also connected vowels to ‘height’ and described the rela-
tive qualities of allophones of /a/ and /a/ (chapter 3, §2.0).

The Syriac diacritic dot system is the primary graphical ex-
ample of relative vocalisation. The grammatical works of Jacob
of Edessa (d. 708) describe vowels as either ‘thick’ and ‘wide’ or
‘thin’ and ‘narrow’. The former were generally more backed and
open, while the latter were more fronted and closed, but each of
these adjectives described the vowels of a word only in relation
to those of its homographs. Syriac scribes indicated these rela-
tionships by placing a diacritic dot above a word to indicate rel-
atively ‘thick’ or ‘wide’ vowels, while that word’s homograph
with comparatively ‘thin’ or ‘narrow’ vowels took a dot below.
This practice led to an association of the vowel phonology of
homographs with ‘height’, as backed vowels were considered
‘above’ their fronted ‘below’ counterparts. We saw that Jacob re-
fers to these homographs as men [‘el ‘above’ and men ltaht ‘below’,
and it seems that these phrases are the source of the Masoretic
terms with the same meanings: mille‘el and millera‘. Early Maso-
retes applied these two words to differentiate Hebrew homo-
graphs that differed by a single vowel, taking up the idea of ‘back-
ness’ as ‘height’ and creating a vowel ‘scale’. However, they did
not adopt the Syriac diacritic dot directly. Instead, the phonolog-
ical principles of ‘above’ and ‘below’ vowels informed the later
positioning of the absolute vowel points in both Syriac and Tibe-
rian Hebrew. For Syriac, these points evolved gradually over sev-

eral centuries of scribal developments. By contrast, it seems the
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Tiberian Masoretes invented their system all at once, consistently
analysing the hierarchy of the vowel scale to determine the num-
ber and position of the points in their vocalisation signs.

Classical Arabic had a much smaller inventory of vowel
qualities than Syriac and Hebrew—only three, compared to their
six or seven—so Arabic scribes did not need a relative vocalisa-
tion system to indicate cardinal vowels. Instead, Arabic scholars
applied the principles of ‘height’ as ‘backness’ to their analysis of
vocalic allophones. Likely in the late seventh or early eighth cen-
tury, they introduced the pair of terms ’imala ‘bending down’ and
nasb ‘standing upright’, describing relatively fronted (e.g., /e/,
/¢/) and backed (e.g., /a/, /a/, /3/) allophones of /a/, respec-
tively. These terms would have been useful for describing allo-
phonic pronunciations in Qur’anic recitation that could not be
represented by the Arabic script or the red-dot vocalisation sys-
tem. Nasb then became a name for the cardinal vowel /a/, at least
until the early ninth century. Meanwhile, ’imala remained in use
for fronted allophones (/e/) in opposition to tafkhim ‘thickening’
(/3/, /0/).

In chapter 4 we followed the transition from relative to ab-
solute vocalisation by tracing the introduction of absolute vowel
names to Arabic (chapter 4, §1.0), Syriac (chapter 4, §2.0), and
Hebrew (chapter 4, §3.0) phonology. Arabic grammarians had
two sets of absolute names for their cardinal vowels by the first
half of the eighth century at the latest. One of these, the °i‘rabi
set, evolved from the perception among Arabic grammarians that

the back of the mouth (or more precisely, the velum) was the
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highest articulation point, and thus velarised sounds were ‘ele-
vated’ (mustadiya). Accordingly, the front of the mouth was ‘low-
ered’ (munkhafida), and the idea of khafd ‘lowering’ became as-
sociated with the front vowel /i/. Its antonym was raf* ‘rising’, a
term which correlates with the ‘high’ velar pronunciation of /u/,
and these two names supplemented nasb to form a complete set
of absolute vowel names. These “irabi’ terms also became the
names of the grammatical cases, connecting them to the vowels
that most often occurred in each inflectional ending.

At least as ancient as the ’irabi set is the ‘non-’i‘rabi’ set,
including fath ‘opening’ (/a/), kasr ‘breaking’ (/i/), and damm
‘pressing together, bringing together’ (/u/). These describe the
opening and closing of the mouth or lips when articulating each
vowel. They share this descriptive concept with vowel names in
both Syriac and Hebrew, but the idea of ‘wide-and-narrow’ pho-
nology is so widespread that it is not clear whether any one lin-
guistic tradition calqued their terms from the others.

The first hints of absolute vowel terminology in Syriac fol-
low a similar ‘wide-and-narrow’ model. Dawid bar Pawlos writes
about the different qualities of the matres lectionis letters waw and
yod as ptiho ‘opened’ (likely /o/ and /e/ or /ay/), Ssiso ‘con-
strained’ (/u/), and hbiss ‘squeezed, pressed-together’ (/i/). He
also refers to letters with /a/ and /5/ as ptiho ‘opened’ and zqipo
‘stood upright’, respectively. This term from the zgp root is most
likely a calque of the Arabic nasb, a name for /a/ that could also
indicate /a/ after a mustaliya letter. Hunayn ibn Ishaq (d. 873)
identifies the vowels more directly in Ktobo d-Shmohe Domyoye,

where he describes letters as zqipo or ptiho. He also introduces the
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term sheshlo ‘chain’ to name the two-dot supralinear vocalisation
sign that represents /5/. The lexicographers ‘Isa ibn ‘Ali (d. c.
900) and Hasan bar Bahlul (fl. 942-968) use the same type of
participial terminology to designate vowels in their Syriac-Arabic
lexica, including zqipo and ptiho plus rbiso ‘compressed’ (/e/),
zribs ‘contracted, narrowed’ (/e/), and possibly hbiso (/i/). Be-
sides zqipo, all these terms relate to the relative openness or
closedness of a vowel, representing a direct conceptual evolution
from Jacob of Edessa’s earlier pte ‘wide’ and qattin ‘narrow’ com-
parisons.

Syriac linguists reached complete sets of absolute vowel
terms only around the eleventh century, as evidenced by the
grammars of Elias of Nisibis (d. 1046) and Elias of Tirhan (d.
1049), who also introduced nominalised forms of the vowel
names. However, these two scholars did not always agree on
which vowels their terms represented. The Nisibene Elias lists
zqipto (/3/), rbisto (/e/), ptihto (/a/), rwihto ‘broadened’ (/o/),
“alisty> ‘narrowed’ (/u/), massaqto ‘raised’ (/e/), and hbisto (/i/).
Again, most of these rely on ‘open-and-closed’ comparisons of
vowels. The zgp term is still an exception, but so is massaqto—
likely a calque of Arabic marfii‘ ‘raised up, given /u/’—which
seems to indicate that /e/ is ‘higher’ (i.e., more-backed) than /i/.
By contrast, Elias of Tirhan names the vowels zqopo (/2/), ptoho
(/a/), rbasa or sheshlo (/e/), massaqo or rwahts (/o/), hbaso (/u/),
and yod (/i/). For him, massaqo represents the ‘raised’ backed
position of /o/ relative to /u/, while hboso seems to be a calque

of Arabic damm ‘pressing together’ (/u/). These differences show
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that the East Syriac vowel names were not standardised even at
the end of the period covered in this book.

Hebrew absolute vowel terminology was equally varied, as
Masoretes and grammarians developed four conventions to name
their vowels between the ninth and eleventh centuries. All four
began with the old relative terms from pth ‘opening’ for /a/ and
gms ‘closing’ for /5/, and then supplemented them by various
means. The first, known from Masoretic notes and the work of
Aharon ben Asher (d. c¢. 960), was an expansion to the relative
terminology, contrasting /¢/ and /e/ as ‘small pth’ and ‘large
gms’, respectively. Second, some Masoretes, like the author of the
Treatise on the Shewa, named vowels according to the number and
position of the Tiberian vocalisation points. Third, ninth-century
Masoretes introduced Aramaic ‘phonetic’ names that described
the physical processes of articulating vowels, including helmo
‘closing firmly’ (/o/), sherqo ‘whistling’ (/u/), siry> ‘cracking,
splitting’ (/e/), and herqo ‘gnashing the teeth’ (/i/). These names
later took Hebrew segolate forms (helem, etc.), which appear in
Saadia Gaon’s (d. 942) presentation of the old mille‘el-millera‘
vowel scale in Kutub al-Lugha. Finally, as evidenced by the trea-
tise which Allony called Kitab al-Musawwitat, some Hebrew schol-
ars adapted Arabic grammatical terminology to name their vow-
els. These included Arabic inflectional terms such as nasba (/0/)
and khafda (/i/), as well as gibbus ‘bringing together’ (/u/),
which is ultimately a calque of Arabic damm. These linguists used
Arabic terms not just as absolute vowel names, but some—like

Abt al-Faraj Hariin (d. c. 1050) and the anonymous author of
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Kitab Nahw al-‘Ibrani—also adapted them to divide the Hebrew
vowel scale into phonetic groups.

This book presents a history of Semitic vocalisation, but it
is not, as Shelomo Morag contemplated, the “complete history”
(1961, 5). It compares the ways the Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew
linguists faced the shared challenges of preserving their religious
recitation traditions in an increasingly Islamicised and Arabi-
cised—but also multicultural and multi-ethnic—medieval Middle
East. It is a proof of concept that simultaneous close readings of
sources from different religious and linguistic traditions can yield
valuable insights into the historical contexts of the people who
produced them. Such comparisons highlight the points of contact
between diverse communities and allow for the reconstruction of
more complete intellectual histories for each group involved.
However, this comparative methodology also highlights its own
weaknesses, since there are many topics that we cannot fully in-
corporate.

As a result, we are still quite a way from a complete history
of Semitic vocalisation, but the path forward is clearer than ever
before. Besides the primary frameworks outlined above, the other
methods by which Semitic linguists differentiated the phonetic
categories of vowels and consonants require further examination.
Such research would include comparisons of the ways that Syriac
and Hebrew scholars utilised the cognate terms nemoto ‘melo-
dies’ and na‘imot/naghamat ‘melodies, tones’ (see Allony 1971),
as well as the ways that they interpreted the Arabic terms ’irab
‘making Arabic’ and nahw ‘grammar, form’ (see chapter 2, §4.0).

Related research might include a systematic comparison of the
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phonological meanings of the Syriac and Hebrew accent names
in relation to the vowels, building on the work of Eric Werner’s
The Sacred Bridge (1959), which I have not dealt with here. I have
also not examined many of the Hebrew and Aramaic notes found
in Ginsburg’s Massorah (1880) or Baer and Strack’s appendices to
Dikduke ha-Te‘amim (1879), but it would not be surprising if some
of them contain technical vocabulary that also appears in the Syr-
iac tradition (e.g., golonaysts ‘sounding ones’). Further analysis of
the technical terms related to vocalisation in Arabic tajwid schol-
arship would also prove illuminating (see Nelson 2001; Gade
2003; Khan 2020, 1:100, n. 123, 440, n. 183).

Besides Syriac, Arabic, and Tiberian Hebrew, there are
other aspects of the history of vocalisation that only studies of
additional systems can reveal. For example, we have not exam-
ined to what extent the Palestinian and Babylonian vocalisation
systems are related to the Tiberian tradition and Arabic grammar,
especially in terms of their technical vocabulary (see Morag
1961, 30-41; Dotan 2007, §85.1-2). The same can be said for
Samaritan Hebrew, which is surely relevant to the medieval re-
lationship between Arabic and Hebrew linguistics (Morag 1961,
41-44).! We have also not addressed the fourth major tradition
of Semitic vocalisation, which of course appears in the Ethiopic
writing system. This tradition is unique among Semitic lan-
guages, as rather than the free-floating vowel points and strokes,

it utilises an alphasyllabic system in which vowel ‘diacritics’ are

! A possible starting point would be the discussion of Samaritan gram-
marians and phonology in the introduction to Ben-Hayyim and Tal
(2000). See also, Dotan (2007, §5.6).
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bound directly to consonantal bases. This Ethiopic alpahasylla-
bary appeared at least as early as the fourth century, apparently
under the influence of Greek, and well before the vocalisation
systems in Syriac, Arabic, and Hebrew (Ullendorff 1951). At least
on the surface, this system is more reminiscent of the South Asian
Indic alphasyllabaries than other Semitic scripts.? Finally, the his-
tory of Coptic linguistics is also relevant to Semitic vocalisation.
We have already noted that Coptic grammarians may have been
aware of the concept of ‘sounding’ letters (chapter 2, §1.2),®> and
the Greek-derived Coptic alphabet is among the few Middle East-
ern scripts that actually indicates vocalic phonemes with letters
on par with the consonants. Jacob of Edessa invented the same
type of vowel letters for use in Syriac, and although it is assumed
that he based his letters on the Greek alphabet (Merx 1889, 51;
Segal 1953, 42), he also studied in Alexandria and would have
been exposed to Coptic in the Christian community there (Hoy-
land 2008, 20-21). If we are ever to reach a complete history of
Semitic vocalisation, then each of these other systems must be
brought into the proper context with the languages discussed
here. It is hoped that this book provides a firm foundation to an-
chor future comparative studies of vocalisation, especially for ex-
perts in adjacent fields.

We may at last recall ‘Abd Allah ibn Tahir, the ninth-cen-

tury governor of Khurasan, who held a hard line against any kind

% This may be an opportunity to revisit Revell’s hypothesis of Indian
influence on the early arrangement of Arabic consonantal phonology
(1975).

3 See Bauer (1972, 147-48) and Versteegh (2011).
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of pointing in Qur’an manuscripts. He lamented the addition of
dots: “How beautiful this would be, if there were not so much
coriander seed scattered over it!” (Hughes 1895, 686). We now
see that he represents just a single opinion in a varied history of
linguistic traditions that grew and evolved together over hun-
dreds of years. In the end, it turns out, the study of vocalisation

required many different points of view.



6. GLOSSARY OF SELECTED
VOCALISATION TERMINOLOGY

The following brief definitions appear here as a reference. Each

term receives a more detailed discussion in the main text.

’akhras: ‘mute’; al-Farra’’s categorical term for plosive con-
sonants, indicating the lack of continuous airflow during their

articulation; calque of Greek aphona and antonym of musawwit.

’alista/’alisutoa: ‘narrowed, narrowing’; Elias of Nisibis’ de-
scriptor for a letter pronounced with the vowel /u/. The nominal

form ’alisuto is his name for /u/.

aphona: ‘soundless, mute’; a Greek term for stop-plosive
consonants, indicating the lack of continuous airflow during their
articulation and their inability to be pronounced alone. Entered
the Semitic grammatical traditions via Dionyisus Thrax’s Techné
Grammatiké (The Art of Grammar) and translations of Aristotle’s

Doetics.

be: ‘thick’; Jacob of Edessa’s descriptor for a word with
relatively backed vowels in comparison to a homograph (primar-

ily /o/ and /a/). Antonym of nqed.

damm/damma: ‘bringing together, pressing together’; an
Arabic name for the vowel /u/, describing the movement of the
lips during articulation. Attested from the earliest grammatical
sources. The form damma usually denotes the vowel sign that

represents /u/.

© 2021 Nick Posegay, CC BY 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/0BP.0271.06
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dlb qolo: ‘without sound, soundless’; a Syriac designation
for the phonetic category of consonants in contrast to the ‘sound-
ing’ vowels, attested in Jacob of Edessa’s Turros Mamllo Nahroys
and Dawid bar Pawlos’ fragmentary grammar. Calqued from

Greek aphona and the antonym of golonoyato.

‘elyoni: ‘upper one’; a Hebrew name for /o/ in the Treatise
on the Shewa, describing the supralinear position of the Tiberian

holem dot. Calqued into Arabic as fawqani.

fath/fatha: ‘opening’; an Arabic name for the vowel /a/,
describing the movement of the lips during articulation. Attested
from the earliest grammatical sources. The form fatha usually de-
notes the vowel sign that represents /a/. Cognate with Syriac

ptoho and Hebrew potah.

haraka: ‘movement’; the most common term for ‘vowel’ in
Arabic grammar, often specifically designating a short vowel

(i.e., fatha, kasra, damma). Likely a calque of Greek kinesis.

hashw: ‘stuffing’; a name for /u/ in an internal syllable of
a noun, according to al-Khwarizmi’s Mafatih al-‘Uliim (The Keys

to the Sciences).

hawt: ‘airy’; al-Khalil’s term for describing how the vowel
forms of the matres lectionis are produced entirely as streams of
air emanating from the glottis. Ibn Jinni restricts this quality to
the letter ’alif.

hbosa/hbisto/habisuto; ‘squeezed, pressed together’; hbisto

is first attested in the grammatical scholion on bgdkt letters by
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Dawid bar Pawlos to describe /i/ as the relatively-closed pronun-
ciation of Syriac yod (contrasting /e/). Elias of Tirhan applies the
nominal form hboss as a name for /u/, while Elias of Nisibis uses

habisuto to name /i/.

hiriq/herqa: ‘gnashing the teeth’; a Masoretic name for the
vowel /i/, highlighting the overlapping motion of the teeth dur-
ing its articulation. Originally an Aramaic nominal form (hergo)

as found in musawwitat texts.

hémiphona: ‘half-sounding’; a Greek term for continuant
consonants, indicating the partial obstruction of airflow during
their articulation, which can be produced but not fully pro-
nounced without a vowel. Entered the Semitic grammatical tra-
ditions via Dionyisus Thrax’s Techné Grammatiké (The Art of

Grammar) and translations of Aristotle’s Poetics.

holem/helmo: ‘closing firmly’; a Masoretic name for the
vowel /o/, describing the compression of the lips during its artic-
ulation. Originally an Aramaic nominal form (helmo) as found in

musawwitdat texts.

hurif al-madd wa-al-lin/hurif al-lin wa-al-madd: ‘letters
of lengthening and softness’; an epithet for the matres lectionis in
the Arabic linguistic tradition, as well as in Judah ben David
Hayyiij’s lexicon of Hebrew verbs with weak roots, Kitab al-Af‘al
Dhuwat Hurtif al-Lin (The Book of Verbs which Contain Soft Letters).

hurif sighar: ‘small letters’; a categorical term that Ibn
Jinni applies to the Arabic short vowels in his Sirr Sina‘a al-Irab,
possibly related to the names of the Greek vowel letters (i.e.,

omikron, ‘small O’).
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’idja. ‘laying something down, lowering something’; a
name for /i/ in a medial syllable, according to al-Khwarizmi’s
Mafatih al-‘Uliim (The Keys to the Sciences).

’iam: ‘distinguishing dots’; the name for the diacritic dots
that differentiate Arabic consonants with the same shape (e.g.,

ba’ and ta@’).

Glla: ‘sickness, illness, deficiency’; a quality possessed by
the Arabic matres lectionis that causes them to change during in-
flection depending on their morphophonetic context. Letters with

Glla are not sahih.

’imala: ‘bending down’; an Arabic term describing the con-
textual fronting of /a/ towards /e/, classifying the fronted artic-

ulation point as relatively ‘low’. Antonym of nasb.

’imsa/miqpas pummo: ‘closing/closing the mouth’; Babylo-
nian Masoretic names for the vowel /5/, describing the move-

ment of the lips in contrast to /a/.

’ishmam: ‘giving a scent’; an Arabic term describing either
the blending of two vowel sounds (e.g., in Ibn Sinad’s Sirr Sind‘a
and al-Khwarizmi’s Mafatih al-‘Uliim) or the slight pressing of the
lips as if to pronounce /u/ at the end of a word in pause (e.g., in
Kitab Sibawayh).

jazm: ‘cutting off’; an Arabic term for a vowelless inflec-
tional ending and the jussive mood, attested from the earliest

grammatical sources.

jarr: ‘dragging, drawing, pulling’; the ‘Basran’ name for the

Arabic genitive case, but also a name for the Arabic vowel /i/
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until at least the ninth century, possibly describing the pulling
apart of the lips when pronouncing /i/ in contrast to /u/. Cog-
nate with and possibly adapted from the West Syriac accent name

gorora, which relates to ‘drawing out’ the pronunciation of a syl-
lable.

juf: ‘hollow’; a descriptor which al-Khalil applies to the Ar-
abic matres lectionis and hamza, apparently because they exit from
the ‘hollow’ of the mouth are not articulated from any specific
point. This group contrasts with the other twenty-four conso-

nants, which al-Khalil calls sahih.

kasr/kasra: ‘breaking’; an Arabic name for the vowel /i/,
probably describing the separation of the lips during articulation
in comparison to /u/. Attested from the earliest grammatical
sources. The form kasra usually denotes the vowel sign that rep-

resents /i/.

khafa’/khaft/khafiyya: ‘subtlety, inconspicuousness’; Ara-
bic terms that highlight the quality of the matres lectionis to
change their pronunciation depending on their morphophonetic
context, particularly with the perceived ‘elision’ of the consonan-
tal form of a mater when it functions to represent a vowel.
Adapted to describe Hebrew phonology in some musawwitat
texts.

khafd/khafda: ‘lowering’; the ‘Kufan’ name for the Arabic
genitive case, but also a name for the Arabic vowel /i/ until at
least the ninth century, indicating its relatively low articulation
point in comparison to /u/. Antonym of raf. Khafda is a name

for the Hebrew vowel /i/ in at least one musawwitat text.



328 Points of Contact

layyin: ‘soft, flexible’; a descriptor for the Arabic matres lec-
tionis, designating the relative lack of obstruction for the air-

stream in the vocal tract when they are realised as vowels.

lehassib: ‘standing upright’; a Hebrew term calqued from
Arabic nasb that designates the phonetic group of /3/, /a/, and
/¢/ in Nequdot Omes ha-Miqra, possibly due to the relatively level

movement of the airflow produced during their articulation.

madd: ‘lengthening’; a quality which Arabic grammarians
ascribe to the matres lectionis, indicating their function to repre-

sent long vowels that can be extended in duration.

massaqoa/massaqta/massoqutd: ‘raised up, rising up’; Elias
of Nisibis describes letters with the vowel /e/ as massaqto, indi-
cating the ‘raised up’ (i.e., backed) pronunciation of Syriac yod
(contrasting /i/). He also uses massoquto to name /e/. Elias of
Tirhan applies the nominal form massago as an alternate name
for /o/, indicating the ‘raised up’ (i.e., backed) pronunciation of

Syriac waw (contrasting /u/).

mattah: ‘descending’; a Hebrew term calqued from Arabic
khafd that designates the phonetic group of /e/ and /i/ in
Nequdot Omes ha-Miqro, possibly due to the relatively upwards

movement of the airflow produced during their articulation.

men l‘el-men lItaht. ‘above-below’; two Syriac phrases
which Jacob of Edessa uses to describe the location of the dia-
critic dot in the Syriac relative vocalisation system, and by exten-
sion designations for the relative ‘height’ of vowels according to

their level of backness in the mouth.
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mesyo: ‘intermediate’; Jacob of Edessa’s descriptor for a
word with relatively ‘intermediate’ vowels in comparison to the
other two members of a three-way homograph. Usually refers to

a word with /a/.

metgneb: ‘suppressed’; Elias of Nisibis’ term for a letter
which is removed from a word in writing or pronunciation. Prob-

ably calqued from Arabic ’idgham/mundagham.

mettzi‘ond/mettzionito/mettzi‘onutd: ‘moved, moved one’;
Syriac descriptors for unvocalised consonants, their ‘movement’
in contrast to ‘still’ unvocalised letters. Attested in the Syriac-Ar-
abic lexica of Ibn ‘Ali and Bar Bahlul as well as the eleventh-
century Syriac grammars. Mettzi%nito and mettzinuto can also
refer to vowel phonemes, and Elias of Tirhan uses mettzi‘onuto to
designate both vowels and accents as ‘modulations’ of the voice.

Antonym of shalyo/shlito.

mille‘el-millera’, ‘above-below’; two Aramaic Masoretic
terms that most commonly indicate the position of stressed sylla-
bles in pairs of homographs, but in early Masoretic lists also dif-
ferentiate homographs that differed by a single vowel according
to their level of backness within the mouth. These relative com-
parisons gave rise to the Hebrew ‘vowel scale’. Likely adapted

from men [‘el-men ltaht.

mesap pummo: ‘caution of the mouth’; Babylonian Maso-
retic name for the vowel /5/, apparently highlighting the care

needed to pronounce a discrete vowel between /a/ and /o/.
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mpaggdono: ‘bridling’; Jacob of Edessa’s term for the Syriac
sign consisting of one sublinear dot and one supralinear dot, com-
paring the points to the ends of a bridle in a horse’s mouth. It
marks a word as having ‘intermediate’ (mesyo) vowels com-
pared to the other two members of a three-way homograph. Such
words almost always have /a/, so mpaggdono is also a de facto

name for that vowel.

mulitk/melakim: ‘kings’; a Masoretic term for the category
of ‘vowels’, commonly attested in both Arabic (mulitk) and He-

brew (melakim).

munkhafida: ‘lowered’; Ibn Jinni’s classification for all Ar-
abic consonants produced ‘below’ the velum, including both in

front of and behind it. Antonym of mustaliya.

musawwit/musawwitat: ‘sounding, sounding ones’; an Ar-
abic term for ‘vowels’ or ‘vowel letters’, calqued either from
Greek phoneéenta or Syriac golonoysts, depending on the source.
Musawwitat appears as the translation of galonoyoto in Bar Bahlul’s
Syriac lexicon. It is not a common term for vowels in Arabic
grammar, but Ibn Sina does use it in his Risala Asbab Hudiith al-
Huriif. It is more common in the Tiberian Masoretic tradition,
where it indicates the category of the seven Hebrew vowels in

contrast to the twenty-two consonants.

musta‘liya: ‘elevated’; an Arabic term used by Sibawayh
and Ibn Jinni to classify seven consonants (kha’, ghayn, qaf, sad,
dad, ta’, za’) produced near the velum, considered the highest

articulation point in the mouth. These consonants ‘elevate’ sub-
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sequent vowels by raising their articulation point towards the ve-
lum, preventing ’imala and inducing allophonic realisations of

/a/ as /a/ or /3/. Antonym of munkhafida.

mutaharrik: ‘moved’; Arabic descriptor for a vocalised con-
sonant, attested from the earliest grammatical sources. Antonym

of sakin.

mu‘tall: ‘sickened’; a term used by al-Khalil and Sibawayh
to describe words formed from roots containing a harf al-’itilal
(letter of weakening, falling ill); that is, is one of the matres lec-

tionis. Antonym of sahih.

nabra: ‘rising outward, raising the voice, swelling’; a name
for a hamza pronounced with /a/ at the end of an Arabic word,
according to al-Khwarizmi’s Mafatih al-‘Uliim (The Keys to the Sci-

ences).

naghama: ‘tone, melody’; a Judaeo-Arabic term for ‘vowel’
in the Hebrew linguistic tradition, appearing in Saadia Gaon’s
Kutub al-Lugha. Abi al-Faraj also uses it as a term for Hebrew
accents. Cognate with Syriac ne‘mots in Dawid bar Pawlos’ frag-
mentary grammar and Hebrew na%mo in Aharon ben Asher’s
Diqduqe ha-Te‘amim, although neither of those authors use it to

mean ‘vowel’.

najr: ‘natural form, condition’; a name for /u/ in the final
syllable of a noun, according to al-Khwarizmi’s Mafatih al-‘Ulim
(The Keys to the Sciences).
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nasb/nasba: ‘standing upright’; the name for the Arabic ac-
cusative case, but originally a name for the vowel /a/ and a des-
ignation for vowels that have not undergone °imala, indicating
the ‘high’ articulation point relatively-backed allophones. Nasba
is a name for Hebrew /o/ in at least one musawwitat text. Anto-

nym of ’imala.

nisf al-musawwit/nisf sawt. ‘half-sounding’; Abt Bishr and
Ibn Sina’s phrases to translate Aristotle’s hémiphona category of
consonants, generally describing continuant consonants in con-

trast to vowels and plosives.

nqoshto: ‘beat’; a Syriac term for ‘syllable’ in Dawid bar
Pawlos’ fragmentary grammar, and also a term for ‘vowel’ in

other Syriac sources.

nqged: ‘thin, clear’; Jacob of Edessa’s descriptor for a word
with relatively fronted vowels in comparison to a homograph

(primarily /e/). Antonym of be.

potah: ‘opening’; Tiberian Masoretic name for the vowel
/a/, based on an Aramaic active participle describing the move-
ment of the lips during articulation. Originally a relative term
that indicated a vowel in a word that was more open than a vowel
in the same position in its homograph. Antonym of gomes. Cog-

nate with Syriac ptoho and Arabic fath.

patah goton: ‘small opening’; a name for the Tiberian vowel
/¢/, so called because it is relatively-open in comparison to /e/
and also requires less lip opening than /a/. Attested in Diqduge

ha-Te‘amim, The Treatise on the Shewa, Judah ben David Hayytij’s
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Kitab al-Tangit, and other Masoretic notes. Appears as the Arabic

calque potah saghir in some musawwitat texts.

potah gadol: ‘large opening’; a name for the Tiberian vowel
/a/, so called because it is relatively-open in comparison to /2/
and also requires more lip opening than /¢/. Attested in Judah
ben David Hayyiij’s Kitab al-Tangit. Appears as the Arabic calque

potah kabir in some musawwitat texts.

pelgut golonoyoto: ‘half-soundings’; Elias of Tirhan’s term
for the vowels /a/, /2/, and /e/, which are not typically repre-
sented by matres lectionis in Syriac. Calqued from Greek hémi-

phona, although Elias changes its technical sense.

phoneéenta: ‘sounding ones’; a Greek term for vowels, high-
lighting their continuous airflow during articulation and their
ability to be pronounced alone. Entered the Semitic grammatical
traditions via Dionyisus Thrax’s Techné Grammatiké (The Art of

Grammar) and translations of Aristotle’s Poetics.

pitho/miptah pummo: ‘opening/opening the mouth’; Baby-
lonian Masoretic names for the vowel /a/, describing the move-

ment of the lips in contrast to /2/.

ptoha/ptihto: ‘opening’; a Syriac name for the vowel /a/,
describing the opening of the lips during articulation. First at-
tested as a participle (ptihto) in Dawid bar Pawlos’ scholion on
bgdkt letters and Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s version of Ktobs d-Shmohe
Domyoye, it then appears throughout the Syriac linguistic tradi-
tion. The nominal ptoho form appears at least as early as Elias of
Tirhan’s Syriac grammar. Cognate with Arabic fatha and Hebrew

potah.
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pte: ‘wide’; Jacob of Edessa’s descriptor for a word with rel-
atively open vowels in comparison to a homograph (primarily

/a/ and /a/). Antonym of qattin.

puhhome: ‘comparisons, relationships’; a Syriac term refer-
ring to the systems of dots that represent phonetic and syntactic
information in Syriac texts. Depending on the author, it some-
times indicates vowel dots, sometimes reading dots, and some-

times all dots indiscriminately.

qga‘r: ‘lowest depth, depression’; a name for /a/ in the first
syllable of a word, according to al-Khwarizmi’s Mafatih al-‘Uliim

(The Keys to the Sciences).

qattin: ‘narrow’; Jacob of Edessa’s descriptor for a word
with relatively closed vowels in comparison to a homograph (pri-

marily /u/, /e/, and /i/). Antonym of pte.

golbnoyoto, sing. qalonoyts: ‘sounding’; a Syriac designa-
tion for the phonetic category of vowels in contrast to the ‘sound-
less’ consonants, so called because they can be pronounced and
form complete syllables alone. First attested in Jacob of Edessa’s
Turras Mamllo Nahroys as a calque of the Greek phonéenta. Also
appears in Dawid bar Pawlos’ fragmentary grammar and Elias of

Tirhan’s Memrs Gramatiqoyo. Antonym of dlo golo.

gomes: ‘closing’; Tiberian Masoretic name for the vowel
/3/, describing the movement of the lips during articulation with
an Aramaic active participle. Originally a relative term that indi-
cated that a vowel in a word was more closed than a vowel in the

same position in its homograph. Antonym of potah.
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gomes goton: ‘small closing’; a name for the Tiberian vowel
/e/, so called because it is relatively-closed in comparison to /¢/
and also requires more lip closing than /5/. Attested in Digduqge
ha-Te‘amim, The Treatise on the Shewa, Judah ben David Hayy{ij’s
Kitab al-Tangit, and other Masoretic notes. Appears as the Arabic

calque gomes saghir in some musawwitat texts.

gomes gadol: ‘large closing’; a name for the Tiberian vowel
/3/, so called because it is relatively closed in comparison to /a/
and also requires less lip closing than /e/. Attested in Judah ben
David Hayyiij’s Kitab al-Tangit. Appears as the Arabic calque

gomes kabir in some musawwitat texts.

goshe: ‘hard’; the Hebrew term for the plosive realisation
of bgdkpt consonants in Sefer Yesira. Cognate with Syriac

qushshoyo.

qibbus: ‘pressed together, squeezed together’; a Hebrew
name for the vowel /u/, first attested in the time of the Qimhi

family. Calqued from Arabic damm.

qushshoya: ‘hardening’; the Syriac term for the plosive re-
alisation of bgdkpt consonants and the supralinear dot that marks
such consonants. The term is attested in the works of Dawid bar

Pawlos. Cognate with Hebrew qoshe as used in Sefer Yesira.

rak: ‘soft’; the Hebrew term for the fricative realisation of

bgdkpt consonants in Sefer Yesira. Cognate with Syriac rukkoko.
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raf*: ‘rising’; the name for the Arabic nominative case, but
also a name for the Arabic vowel /u/ until at least the ninth cen-
tury, indicating its relatively high articulation point in compari-

son to /i/. Antonym of khafd. Sometimes associated with tafkhim.

rawm: ‘seeking, desiring’; an ultra-short Arabic vowel,
shorter than a haraka. According to al-Khwarizmi’s Mafatih al-
‘Ulidm, this term belings to the grammatical school “of the philos-
ophers of the Greeks”. Sibawayh explains it as an ultra-short
vowel related to ’ishmam and pronounced at the end of a word in

pause.

rboasa/rbisto; ‘compressing, compressed’; rbisto is first at-
tested in the Syriac-Arabic lexica of Ibn ‘Ali and Bar Bahlul,
where it describes /e/ as relatively closed in comparison to a-
vowels. Elias of Tirhan applies the nominal form rboso as a name

for /e/ in his Memro> Gramatiqoy».

rum: ‘rising’; a Hebrew term calqued from Arabic raf that
designates the phonetic group of /o/ and /u/ in Nequdot Omes
ha-Migrs, possibly due to the relatively upwards movement of the

airflow produced during their articulation.

rukkoko: ‘softening’; the Syriac term for the fricative reali-
sation of bgdkpt consonants and the sublinear dot that marks such
consonants. The term is attested in the works of Dawid bar Paw-

los. Cognate with Hebrew rak as used in Sefer Yesira.

rwahto/rwihto/rawihutoa: ‘broadened, broadening’; rwihto
is Elias of Nisibis’ descriptor for a letter with /o/ as the relatively-

open pronunciation of Syriac waw (contrasting /u/). He also uses
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rawihuts as a name for the vowel /o/. Elias of Tirhan applies the

nominal form rwahts to name /o/.

sahth: ‘firm, healthy, sound’; an Arabic term used to de-
scribe words formed from roots that do not contain a harf al-’itilal
‘letter of weakening, falling ill’; that is, is one of the matres lec-
tionis. Al-Khalil describes the consonants as sahih in the introduc-
tion to Kitab al-‘Ayn, but Sibawayh only applies it to describe en-

tire words. Antonym of mu‘tall.

sakin: ‘still, unmoving’; Arabic descriptor for an unvocal-
ised consonant, attested from the earliest grammatical sources.

Antonym of mutaharrik.

samita: ‘soundless’; Ibn Sinad’s descriptor for Arabic waw
and ya’ when they are pronounced as consonants. Antonym of

musawwita.

sere/sirya: ‘cracking, splitting’; a Masoretic name for the
vowel /e/, describing the separation of the lips during articula-
tion. Originally an Aramaic nominal form (siry2) as found in

musawwitdat texts.

segol/segolta: ‘bunch of grapes’; an Aramaic name for the
Hebrew vowel /¢/, indicating the shape of the Tiberian triangular
three-dot sublinear vowel sign. Most commonly appears with the

set of phonetic names holem, hiriq, sere, and shurugq.

shalys/shlita: ‘made still’; a Syriac descriptor for an unvo-
calised consonant, highlighting its ‘stillness’ in contrast to

‘moved’ vocalised letters. Attested in the Syriac-Arabic lexica of
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Ibn ‘Ali and Bar Bahlul as well as the eleventh-century Syriac

grammars. Antonym of mettziono/mettzionito/mettzionuto.

shelya: ‘stillness’; a Syriac term for the absence of a vowel,

calqued from Arabic sukiin.

sheshlo/sheshlto: ‘chain’; a Syriac term for the two-dot
signs that indicate /5/ and /e/, attested in Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s
version of Ktobo d-Shmohe Domyosye and Elias of Nisibis’ Turras
Mamll Suryayo. Elias of Tirhan uses it as an alternate name for

rbaso in his Memro Gramatiqoyo.

shewa: ‘levelling’; an Aramaic Masoretic term for the verti-
cal pair of sublinear dots that represents either an epenthetic

short vowel or the lack of a vowel in Tiberian Hebrew.

shewa mutaharrik: ‘moved shewa’; an Arabic Masoretic
designation for vocalic shewa, adapted from the function of the
term mutaharrik in Arabic grammar; translated into Hebrew as

shewa mitna‘anea‘ (e.g., in The Treatise on the Shewa).

shewa sdkin: ‘still, motionless shewa’; an Arabic Masoretic
designation for silent shewa, adapted from the function of the
term sakin in Arabic grammar; translated into Hebrew as shewa

‘omed (e.g., in The Treatise on the Shewa).

shuruq/sherqo: ‘whistling’; a Masoretic name for the vowel
/u/, comparing its articulation to the shape the lips while whis-
tling. Originally an Aramaic nominal form (sherqo) as found in

musawwitdat texts.
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simanim: ‘symbols’; a Hebrew term for the category of
‘vowels’ as well as the term for the Masoretic mnemonic devices

used to recall vocalisation.

tafkhim: ‘thickening’; an Arabic term for the pronunciation
of a backed allophone of /a/ or /a/. Sibawayh applies it only to
the Hijazi pronunciation of /0/ in salat and zakat, but for most
grammarians it encompassed other backed allophones (/a/, /2/).
Often depicted as the phonetic opposite of ’imala and sometimes

associated with raf*.

tahtoni: ‘lower one’; a Hebrew name for /i/ in the Treatise
on the Shewa, describing the sublinear position of the Tiberian

hirig dot. Calqued into Arabic as saflani.

tanwin: ‘nunation’; the addition of a short vowel plus /n/
to the end of an Arabic noun, usually marked by two of the cor-

responding vocalisation sign.

tawjih: ‘guidance, direction’; a name for /u/ in the first syl-
lable of a word, according to al-Khwarizmi’s Mafatih al-Ulim

(The Keys to the Sciences).

taysir: ‘facilitation, simplification, making easy’; a name for
a word-final Arabic /a/ when written plene with °alif, according
to al-Khwarizmi’s Mafatih al-‘Ulim (The Keys to the Sciences).

‘sasa/ sista: ‘constrained’; Ssisto is first attested in the gram-
matical scholion on bgdkt letters by Dawid bar Pawlos to describe
/u/ as the relatively-closed pronunciation of Syriac waw (con-
trasting /o/). The nominal form ‘sos> appears as a name for /u/

in the grammatical work of Bar Hebraeus.
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sukiin: ‘stillness’; an Arabic term for the lack of a vowel and
for the miniature supralinear circle grapheme that marks an un-

vocalised consonant. Antonym of haraka.

zahir/zuhiur: ‘clear, apparent’; a term used by Judah ben
David Hayyiij and some musawwitat authors to describe the con-
sonantal pronunciation of the matres lectionis. Zuhir is an alter-
native name for mappiq indicating consonantal he’ in Hidaya al-
Qari.

zaw: ‘movement’; a Syriac term for ‘vowel’, probably
calqued from Arabic haraka and first widely attested as a vowel
name in the grammars of Elias of Nisibis and Elias of Tirhan. One
West Syriac accent sign is also known as zaw% from the seventh
century onwards, but it appears to be unrelated to the phonolog-

ical definition meaning ‘vowel’.

zlomo: ‘inclining’; a Syriac name for /e/ attested in Bar
Malkon’s Msidto d-Nuqze (The Net of Points). Possibly a calque of

Arabic ’imala.

2qopa/zqipta: ‘standing upright’; a Syriac name for the
vowel /3/, indicating its relative backness in comparison to /a/,
and most likely a calque of the Arabic nagsb. First attested as a
participle (zqipto) in Dawid bar Pawlos’ scholion on bgdkt letters,
it then appears throughout the Syriac linguistic tradition. The
nominal zqopo form appears at least as early as Elias of Tirhan’s

Syriac grammar.

zribo: ‘narrowed, contracted’; a Syriac descriptor for letters

with the vowel /e/, indicating the relative closedness of the lips
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in comparison to more open a-vowels; common in the Syriac-Ar-
abic lexica of Ibn ‘Ali and Bar Bahlul.

2ujj: ‘spearpoint, piercing’; an Arabic Masoretic name for
Tiberian /u/, indicating the graphic appearance of the shuruq

sign (3).
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