On Formal and Informal Spelling of Unpronounced Gutturals

Joseph Naveh

This note dedicated to the blessed memory of the late Professor Abraham
Wasserstein was inspired by his study on the Jewish Aramaic transcription of
Greek loanwords. Prof. Wasserstein realized that not only the spiritus asper, but
also epsilon or other e-sounds in Greek were transliterated in Aramaic with he.
He pointed out that even in original Aramaic and contemporary Hebrew words,
he was used as mater lectionis for any e-sound.1 This note touches upon the
subject from the point of view of Aramaic and Hebrew epigraphy.

Epigraphic texts reflect everyday life and bear witness to the language and
writing ability of people in the various social classes. These texts were written
by professional scribes (in formal bookhand), by educated skilful writers, who
were not scribes (in free cursive), and by persons whose writing ability was very
limited (in vulgar cursive). The differences can be seen not only in the script, but
also in the spelling. The “spelling errors” of the unprofessional writers, and
especially of those who wrote in vulgar cursive, provide abundant evidence on
the language of the people who wrote these texts.

Thus there were formal and informal spellings. The formal orthography was
bound by tradition; the scribe was obliged to write in a conservative manner
without innovations. Scribes who strictly obeyed the rules wrote in what we call
historical spelling. On the other hand, the spelling of the unprofessional writers,
who were not restricted by the rules that were incumbent upon the scribes, very
often reflects the current pronunciation. Along with a formal orthography one
may discern a phonetic spelling as well.

It is well known that in Jewish Palestinian Aramaic and in contemporary
Hebrew the gutturals weakened. There is evidence that not only alef, but also
‘ayin, het and he were not pronounced. Thus in a Hebrew deed of debt from the
second year of the Bar Kokhba Revolt we read *> e r 931 "Nonw “that |
should repay (it) to you at any time you [te]ll me”. In the word 119w the ‘ayin is
missing; it should have been 27y19xw In some synagogue inscriptions (5th-6th
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century) we find interchanges of these letters as a result of the weakening of the
gutturals: nvNp instead of nnNp “bald”; vxp for nXp “black cumin”; |oxM for
Ywynn “(they) are to be tithed”; "nTax NN for NNT'2y N “this work™.3

On an ossuary from Hizmeh (a village north-east of Jerusalem) antedating 70
CE, the name |yInw 12 VOIN was inscribed;4 another ossuary inscription, from
Kefar Shaul (in the western part of the Jerusalem municipal area), reads 5[In0
The spellings |vIou and [Ny, beside the standard [Ivnw, remind one of the varia-
tions LNIN,ONY, WINLWIXY or NITNINT, NNIT, NNT etc.6* The unstable position of the
waw, either before or after the unpronounced guttural, also occurs in two jar
inscriptions from Masada written by the same hand: WTIp> 21NV and WTIPY NIL;
both mean “clean for the hallowed things”. The variations in spelling 1100 and
10 indicate that the he was not pronounced, and tahor developed (presumably
through *toor) into *torJ

The last example, in which the he was written but not pronounced and medial
-0- was spelled either -In- or -m- brings us to foIn', the common spelling of the
name “Joseph” in the inscriptions and manuscripts of the Second Temple and
Bar-Kokhba periods. Biblical qoI' does not contain a theophorous element; it is
the hifil jussive of the root 70, meaning “may add”; see Gen. 30:24. The earli-
est epigraphic occurrence of qoIn' is in a late fourth-century BCE name-list on a
papyrus found in a cave near Jericho.8 The spelling qDIn' also appears in a more
or less contemporary biblical verse (Ps. 81:6).9 That the he in the name foIN' was
not pronounced is demonstrated by the “spelling error” in the signature of a
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witness recurring quite frequently in the Babatha deeds: this witness signed in a
clumsy hand 10010 12 foni* The variations foIn* and fonlY, beside the original
biblical spelling qoI' occurring in some contemporary texts, and the fact that in
later texts qoI' prevailed, corroborate the following assumption.

The spelling qoIn' was the result of a hyper-correction based on the analogy
with AtvIn', [Ny, janinY, etc. These and similar names were spelled, as in most
pre-exilic Hebrew epigraphical texts from JudahIland in the majority of biblical
texts, with he. However, at least from the fourth century BCE on this was a
historical spelling. The names were pronounced 227w1',|n1*, NI but the formal
orthography retained the old -In' spelling, whereas informal spelling reflected the
pronunciation, i.e. -I'. The spelling 13, instead of 12,“in it” in the Hebrew deed
of debt mentioned above, is analogous with 131100, qoIn*, NN

There are other epigraphical indications that he was not pronounced. For
example, the Hebrew article -0 was quite often omitted after the accusative
particle NX, which was reduced to -n, e.g. 0N (Murabba‘at, No. 43), JDipnn
naon (Mur. 44, transliterated below), etc.14

Since he was not pronounced it was sometiuies used as initial and medial
mater lectionis, generally designating an e-sound. In the following examples it
replaced initial alef: 1von “Eleazar” on an ossuary;15-1 nnn “the mother of...”
in an Aramaic ossuary inscription from Jericho;16 X'>n “Elijah” in Dura Euro-
pus.17 DIOXNW (instead of DIYXNV) “that (is) with you” in a Bar Kokhba letter
from Wadi Murabba‘at (No. 43).

He as mater lectionis in medial position occurs in a Bar Kokhba letter from
Nahal Hever: Ino0onn0 “that you should send”; '1onw “of Rabbi ...” in a lintel
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inscription from Dabbura and on a sarcophagus from Beth Shc'arim.18The latter
examples were mentioned in Wasserstein’s study.19
Original het was very often written as he. Cf. in Masada: the nickname
oM (instead of DNNN p “Son of the baker”); the spelling 'pon (instead of
'pon) is a shortened form of n'pon (Hilkiah).20
The writer of Papyrus No. 44 from Wadi Murabba‘at did not distinguish
between he and het; this is not only a graphical matter, but also a reflection of
the pronunciation; both original he and het were mostly written as he. The
transliterations of Mur. 44 generally distinguish between he and het according to
the alleged meaning of each word in the context.-2L In the following translitera-
tion there is an attempt to reproduce these letters as they are written: 22
MDA 12 VWD Jivne[n]
nuNA "N NYWNO 01Ky
MY wl...] [['0]n 1[N
[NY [pANI YT O¥X
PXK 12 10 119 DIpN
122 1X9N' DN 1T N20N
DIpAN prl prinl
MmN NP1 DY NI
ANX D0 'O[AN] 2 N
[150' N20N
[From] Shimon to Yeshua“ son of Galgula,
Greetings! You should send and bring five
£0[r|s of wlhe]at [by men] of my house
who are known to you. Prepare for them
an empty place. They will be with you
this Sabbath, if they wish to come.
Be strong and strengthen the place.
Be well. | have appointed the person
who is to give you his [wh]eat. They should
10 take it after the Sabbath.
The unpronounced but written alef he and het might cause curious confu-
sions. Incantations against abortion quote Ps. 116:6, D'NN9  MIY

Boo~woo>wioie

©ENDUTA WN
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yWI' 91 MIDT DIt “The Lord preserves the simple-minded (pi.), | was brought
low and he saved me”.23 The writer of an amulet in Late Antiquity, who
presumably did not understand the occurrence of this verse in a magic text writ-
ten for a pregnant woman against losing her foetus, wrote 24" D'nn9 NIV He
might have understood the verse as meaning that the Lord is D'nn9* “I0I0 “he
who preserves the openings (of pregnant women)”.2%5
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23 In Tosephta Niddah 11:6, this verse occurs in connection with npTI N2Ivn ,nop, i.e.
“young, pregnant and women giving suck” (my thanks are due to Dr. M. Mishor for
drawing my attention to this reference). In a parallel text, in a beraitha in BT
Yebamoth 12b, ‘h 0'Xn9 IO is presumably related to nop “the young, 12-year-old
unexperienced girl”.
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