Lesson Three 0 WS

Vowel Sounds and Points

Have you been asking, 'Where are the vowels?' So far we have looked at only consonants---because
Hebrew in more ancient times as well in printed books today appeared only as consonants. Marks
indicating vowel sounds did not come into usage until being introduced by scribes after the beginning of
the Common Era. Today some beginning reader type publications and religious works feature nigqudim, or
vowel-points and other marks.

If you were to compare this in an English example, we would see English in the following manner:

Cny rd ths sntnc? Hw bt "Th wrds wr rd."?

Were the words red or read? And so you see the importance of vowel-points. The vowel-points were
devised, at a time when most Jews felt more at home speaking Aramaic, in order to preserve the correct
pronunciation of the scriptures as they were read in the synagogues each Shabbat. It should be noted that
the nigqudim record the pronunciation of centuries of scriptures spoken and later read, and not arbitrarily
invented.
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Here N stands in as any letter that the vowel \x hiriq 1 machine
point might be found combined with. ’ gadol

So now you have become familiar with the consonants and are learning the vowel-points. You should be
ready to try to read and transliterate some sounds and words. Hebrew reads from right to left. The time will
come when it will seem only natural to read from right to left!

Look at the following syllables and see if you can pronounce and transliterate them. There will be several
completed to encourage you.
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Try these words.

TN "3
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You will be pronouncing Hebrew from the Bible soon!

S®wa

The Swa can be a little confusing. Mainly, for our purpose at present, it has two uses. As S wa na (or,
mobile/ vocal) it has a slight, slight sound comparable to the e in mathematics. As S°wa nah (o, silent/
quiescens) it marks a syllable division. It can appear silently at the end of a word. At the end of some words
it does this doubly. Notice the following examples:



PDR DREND  ToR FOLP DMWY oy
tikt®bu kCtabtem melek qatalt Staym $®monim

In examples from right to left, the first is a typical $€wa na. The second is an exception and one that must
be memorized. The third shows a consonant cluster. In four the marks the word end, but this is only for
certain words and not typical.

The fifth example illustrates the rule that the .S °wa naj followed immediately by a BeGaDKePaT
(ND2733) letter with a dages will make the S€wa naf an indicator of a syllable break. This marks syllable
breaks very often.

The last example shows that of two successive S was, the first will silent followed by a vocal §°wa na.

In modern Hebrew in the first example this distinction is not made often and the word comes out
"shmoniym."

Understanding the distinctions for Swa takes time and active reading, but it will come to you. Will you be
perfect at it? Probably not. There are disagreements between the correct reading of words among men who
read the Torah in synagogues every week.

Keep in mind that this lesson is not comprehensive in the coverage of vowels. But it's just a start, and
enough to get us started in reading and analyzing scripture to begin a more inductive approach to biblical
Hebrew.



