A Note on the Phonetic and Graphic Representation
of Greek Vowels and of the Spiritus Asper in the
Aramaic Transcription of Greek Loanwords

Abraham Wasserstein

Raanana Meridor has probably taught Greek to more men and women in Israel
than any other person. Her learning, constantly enriched by intellectual curiosity,
enthusiasm and conscientiousness, has for many years been a source of encour-
agement to her students and a model to be emulated by her colleagues. It is an
honour to be allowed to participate in the tribute offered to her on her retirement
by those who are linked to her by friendship, affection and admiration.

Ancient transcriptions of Greek (and other) names and loanwords into Semitic
alphabets are a notorious source of mistakes and ambiguities. Since these alpha-
bets normally use only consonantal signs the vowels of the words in the source
language are often liable to be corrupted. This happens routinely in Greek loan-
words in Syriac and in rabbinic Hebrew and Aramaic. Thus, though no educated
modern Hebrew-speaker has any doubt about |"1T00 in rabbinic Hebrew being
derived from the Greek ouvédpiov, there cannot have been many occasions
since late antiquity on which any non-hellenized Jew has pronounced the first
vowel of that word in any way other than if it had been an alpha; indeed | know
of no modern western language in which that word, when applied to the Pales-
tinian institution of that name is not, normally, = Sanhedrin.1

Though, in principle, it can be stated that practically all vowel sounds can
remain unrepresented in Syriac and Jewish Aramaic transcription2 it is true that
it is possible to indicate Greek vowels or diphthongs by approximate representa-

See below for the internal aspiration in this word. We may, by the way, dismiss the
spelling (by some few scholars) “synedrion” or “synhedrion” as a learned
affectation.

Compare, e.g., Syriac NNNANID, X0 for guvriyopog. auvnyopia with the almost
fully vocalised realisations of the same words in, as it happens, Jewish Aramaic:
NMIA'D, 110,

Scripta Classica Israelica\o\. X1l 1993 pp. 200-8
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tions in Semitic scripts.8 Thus compare, e.g., for initial vowels, the following
examples:

0 =NE/'IN 02PN ,DNDION NITIOMN [ Y'IN for anp, AleEavdpeia,
Avtwvivo¢ (Antoninus), AKUAAC, apxn.4

€=N; cf, NOOX ,0NIp'ON ,[DIDNVDN] DIDNVION |, for EmitpoTmog, ‘Emikoupoc,
éntd (note, in the Hebrew/Aramaic transcription, the absence of the initial aspi-
ration; and see below).

n ="'8; cF.RON NN DI, for fHALog, nuépa, fiTa (Note the absence, in the
Hebrew/Aramaic transcription, of the initial aspiration in DI'>'N and Nn'N; note
further that in Syriac we also find the spelling X\ann'N, where the he represents
the epsilon of the Greek word; see below).

1= ()X; cf. 100N ,DINNTION DN, for Tkavog,inmddpopog, Tumepatwp,
i.e. the Greek transcription of the Latin imperator (Note the absence, in the
Hebrew/Aramaic transcription, of the initial aspiration of ikavog, inmédpopoc;
see below).

0 = (I)N; cf. NamIX  XAIDIIN ,XOD(1)X ,0I23(I)X ,NI09X |, for 6gwvia, oxAoC,
0KT00 (the latter sometimes = 10p[1]x), dpoAoyia, opdvola. For internal - 0 - we
also find - ' -, e.g., for Greek vopoc. 0N in both Jewish Aramaic and Syriac
(Note in the Aramaic/Hebrew transcription of opoAoyia, opévola the absence
of the initial aspiration; see below).5

@ = IN; cE AN ,DIMPIN 1IN, for éovr, Okeavag, wpoAoyiov (note the
absence of the initial aspiration in the transcription of wpoAdylov; and see
below).

u = (")N; cf.["TIDIDN ,NQIDID'N DIP'0D'N ,'PMIBN ,0'0'ON |, for UTNpETNg,
OmMoBNKN, LTOTIKOG, LTOUVNUO, Umomodiov. (Note in all these examples the

I have taken most of the examples cited here and in what follows from S. Krauss,
Griechische und Lateinische Lehnworter im Talmud, Midrasch und Targum I-1I
(Berlin 1898-9) (not to be used without the important annotations by Immanuel
Low) and from R. Payne Smith, Thesaurus Syriacus (Oxford 1879-1897) (with a
Supplement by his daughter, J.P. Margoliouth [Oxford 1927]). For many more ex-
amples see these valuable works as well as other dictionaries.
For Akuhag (Aquila) we normally find 02'py in Jewish sources, though 02'pN is
also found; it may be that 05'py is the Palestinian spelling for the Babylonian 02'pk
(the latter, with various forms of vocalization, is the spelling of the name in Syriac);
cf. Palestinian 0oyt for Babylonian DIONT; this word is spelt with aleph in bMegilla
9a and in Massekhet Sopherim 6, 4; and with ayin injTa'aniyot, 68a; Sifre Deut., §
356 (p. 423, ed. Horovitz-Finkelstein [Berlin 1939], reprint New York 1969); and in
The Scroll ofthe War ofthe Sons ofLight and the Sons of Darkness 11, 3-4, ed. Y.
Yadin (Jerusalem 1955), 300.

5 For or, 0™ vel sim. transcribed or transliterated in Syriac, see further Payne Smith,
coll. 64 and 70ff. and 76.
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absence, in the Hebrew/Aramaic transcription, of the initial Greek aspiration;
and see below). In Syriac, as in Jewish Aramaic, the initial u is often represented
by - '\, but also by - I'N, cf, e.g., D'OXODID'N ,KD'TID'N ,'DMAID'N ,'IPND'X for
umakor), Toypaer], Omodnua, néctaalg (note in all these cases, too, the ab-
sence of the initial aspiration) and also, e.g.,D100'09I'X ,]1p'UDMIPIDI'N ,D'ONUDIDI'N
DIDDI'N ,YnoI'X, for UTOGTAGIC, UMTOKOPIOTIKOV, UWIOTOC, LWV, UwoC; inter-

nally, - u -, though often = - I -, (e.g. NJI2IN JONIDIX N'ONIVIN = OAvpTia,
dAuvBog, dAupa), or - ' - (e.g. NI'UIN for EUTUXNC; and compare especially
N2'0)ID - Zuvtdyn) is also often = - I' -, e.g.,N'DI'N ,DINIM 0NN, for Buyatnp,

Bupoc, Buaia, thus pointing to a phonetic mix similar to that achieved by Anglo-
Saxon readers of classical Greek.

Similarly diphthongs such as ai, au, €1, €u, 01, ou, may be found to be repre-
sented in both Aramaic and Hebrew by approximate transcriptions, as, e.g, in the
following examples:

ai = initial "N or internal ":nX1'N or nNIA'X for afyeia; and DN'p 0 N0
foroepaipa, Kaioop (Caesar), kaipoc.

au = (1)IX ,2AX N as in N"0IN(1)IX ,DI0NIVAX ,DIVDIAN for Abyo(oToc,
autépaTog, avbevtia; for internal variations, cf. D'LAVTN ,(NOINT) XYATN
0'21NT)NLIN), for KAPAOANG, KEPALAIE, VOOTNG.

€ ="02'0 010 ,00' for payelpog, melpatng, TETxog (but cf. also N'A02
for Aettoupyia).

€U = many transcriptional variations: cf. e.g. for ebyevA¢ DMAIIN DN DAIX
D'IA'N OW'IN, ; but also DVIN and, for ebyévela,D'OnRIN. (For the apparent initial
aspiration in the last two examples see below.)

oi =' X N :cf, e.g.,[@19"TIN = ) DI9*TX for OTdimou;|" >IN ,|*onx for
0 lvapeAL6 NmIp'N for otkoup€vn; D0 for moINT¢@Ui compare also DINNIPIX
cited by Krauss, 11, p. 25 as a variant for DINNIP'N. Greek oivog is transcribed into
Syriac both as 01'IX and as DIIX; for internal - 0L - cf, e.g.,0IN'0'X ,DIN'ON =
etolyoc. (For the absence, in the Hebrew/Aramaic transcription, of the initial
aspiration see below.)

ou = IX (initial) or - 1 - (internal): cf."212 ,N'paIN, for olyKia (Latin uncia),
BOuAn.

For many more examples see the dictionaries.

Sic; not ofvopnAov contra Krauss, s.v.[I9M13'NX.The spelling |17, also cited by

Krauss, is, | believe, influenced by the semantic equation | = oivoc. Similarly, be-
low, the spelling "1Ip' for oikoupévn, cited by Krauss, s.v."1MIp', seems to me to

be influenced by the existence in biblical as well as in later Hebrew of the word DIp!
which bears precisely the same meaning as the Greek oikoupévn. Note that Krauss
offers no other examples of initial - oi - being represented by ' or by .
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Thus, inevitably, there are in many, probably in most, cases, variations in the
transcription, in the spellings, in the endings, of Greek words and names in He-
brew and Jewish Aramaic as well as in Syriac;7 and though, in general, the
names and words, no matter how different their representations may be from
their original source, are transparent, there are, nevertheless, some cases in
which real confusion is caused by the inability of the users of Semitic alphabets
to find one-to-one correspondences between Greek vowels and diphthongs on
the one hand and any possible representation of them in their own written lan-
guages on the other. In many cases phonetic and graphic ambiguities remain and
lead to mistakes and corruptions. Difficulties may arise, particularly in the repre-
sentation (or the lack of it) of internal vowels or diphthongs from the tendency in
Hebrew and Aramaic (both Jewish and Christian) to alternate almost arbitrarily
scriptio plena and scriptio defectiva. Indeed, as one can see from the examples
given above, most Semitic representations of Greek vowels or diphthongs are
multivalent as well as multiform: cf, e.g. -1-,IXfor-o -and for-ou - ; 3 In
for-€0 -, -0~ -au -, -0l - et multa alia.

Difficulties arise, in any case, from the fact that practice is not uniform; this
can be verified by consulting almost any dictionary entry. It would be tedious to
multiply illustrations here. | shall confine myself to one single significant ex-
ample. The name of a second century Greek philosopher from Gadara (™n or
'TAN) mentioned in rabbinic literature is transcribed as ,DIN1AX ,DIMIAN ,DIN'VIN
DINYAN or DINM ,0MNNAX (bHagiga 15b; Gen.R. 65,20; Ex.R. 13, I'RuthR. 2,13;
see the apparatus criticus and commentary in the Theodor-Albeck edition of
Genesis Rabba, p. 734, for more parallels and variants.) Though the multiform
and multivalent transcriptions mentioned above make it possible to accept the
identification with the name of the cynic philosopher Oenomaos of Gadara, it
would have been difficult to find this identification if there were no other, non-
linguistic, evidence to support it.8

There can be no doubt that the initial aspiration of some Greek words and
names is sometimes represented in the host language (even in the case of the ini-
tial rho). It seems reasonable to assume that Syriac ,nim X1 (Rome; but also
mnN ,NNIN),XMINN (Romanus; but also X'niN),n'xnim (Latin; but also n'xniN) rep-
resent the aspiration associated with the Greek initial rho of the name 'Pooun and
of names and words derived from it (though, in the light of the non-aspirated al-

Syriac spellings and transcriptions are very similar to those found in Hebrew and in
Jewish Aramaic, with occasional variation in details, especially in endings.

See A. Wasserstein, “Rabban Gamliel and Proclus the Philosopher”, Zion 14
(1980), 259 n .7 [in Hebrew]; M. Luz, “Abnimos, Nimos and Oenomaos: A Note”,
JQR 77 (1987), 191-5; id., “A Description of the Greek Cynic in the Jerusalem
Talmud”, JSJ 20 (1989), 54 n. 21. As a matter of curiosity | mention here the Syriac
spelling D1INnIN = Ofvopaoc (the reference is to the King of Pisa, father-in-law of

Pelops.)
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ternatives, it is conceivable that the aspiration indicated in the Semitic spelling is
sometimes no more than a learned reminiscence). There are a good number of
similar examples.

Where internal aspiration seems to be indicated in the Semitic spelling, as,
e.g., in Jewish Aramaic, in the word |"Tnn (Syriac [I'MTI0) and in Syriac, e.g.,
o(N)T(NNA(1)o = aovodog it is possible that the he indicates the aspiration of the
Greek £0p-, 00-, though, as we shall see, the cases are different and not alto-
gether analogous.

There are some cases (fewer in Hebrew and in Jewish Aramaic than in Syr-
iac) in which the Greek aspiration seems to have been retained:m>'n ,mn for
Greek ahun = brine;9 the name "2(")n for 'EAévn, mother of Monobazos, King of
Adiabene; 10 |100")'0 sometimes as an alternative spelling for the more frequent
[1UD"OX vel sim. is said to represent the Greek fAlaotov = wine especially sweet
because the grapes have been left long on the vine to be dried by the sun (not
apparently known to Greek dictionaries; but compare LSJ s.v. nhialw for the
meaning postulated here, where we find a reference to Anon. Incred. 17:
MOAAOKIC O 0ivo¢ HAlOEOpEVOE TEAETTA I TH Kploel Kol Tff Suvapel.);1l
perhaps W'won = éAkwalg, ulceration (this word is apparently found only in the
Targumim; see Krauss s.v); in Syriac 020 and also DOX for Greece; and Non ,'1on
Helen, mother of Constantine; also Xp'?on ,DINONION for EAANVIGH GG, EAANVIKOC,
et nonnulla similia; and in rabbinic Hebrew cf. [I:n'n for Guvoc; and I (but
also Tn'X) for 6dwp. The last example is explained in the texts: jSukka 53d has
DN 19 DY NIAY [9'N TN TN AN DY'HY WAN NN N ; and cf. bSukka 35a:
TN DN [MIp IW5 [2W AT NOX TR 1PN YN, The reference in both talmu-
dic passages is to Lev. 23.40. The spelling 217'n (with 0) seems to have been
caused (or encouraged) by the desire to connect it with 1. There are also some
oddities (superfluous initial aspiration) like X1'n (presumably influenced by
Hebrew 1TI0) = India;'p'1'n="lvdikn. Finally, both in rabbinic Hebrew and in
Syriac (X)0I'Tn = id1wtng, where | cannot think of an explanation. The oddities
are few in number and, if they were a widespread phenomenon, could be ex-
plained as a hyper-correction comparable to similar (intrusive) initial aspirations
in some forms of popular English. In any case, in a suspiciously large proportion
of the cases listed in the dictionaries the aspiration stands before an epsilon (or
another e-sound like n or ai: thus the simplest explanation for cases like |100'>'0
w'eodN ,0IMONION 000 190, is that the he does not represent the original Greek
aspiration but the original epsilon or other e-sound; for this see below.

9 MShabbat 14, 2; andjShabbat 14c; bShabbat 108b; bErubin 14b; jTerumot 47a.
10 phYoma 37a; bSukka 2b; bNazir 19b.
o pB.B. 97h.
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Thus, in spite of these not at all negligible examples it is, | think, fair to say
that Greek initial and even more internal aspiration is mostly, even if not always,
lost both in Jewish Aramaic and in Syriac, and more often in the former than in
the latter.12

On the other hand, the vocabulary of the Aramaic dialects contains a large
number of words spelt with a he, initial or internal, in which it is certain thal (he
he does not represent an original Greek aspiration. One of many clear examples
of this phenomenon is Syriac >NNNIN = oivopeAl, (Jewish Aramaic |">MI'X and
variants). This is not an isolated case: c/., e.g., the transliterations |I9Xxan =
gBarov (Payne Smith, col. 962);10Q)nnAn = ¢yéveto (Payne Smith, col. 969);
[ID'XNYN = éAéncov; DN = Exvog; and compare X019 = mévte; DINAND =
Mépyapog;|N0'00NIY = napéatnaoey;|I" D = nediov; NONYPMND = MaPEKANEDQ;
DIN'T'ONIND = mapemidnuog;DINONTID as well as DINOTID for cuvdeoudg; com-
pare also Syriac 'pInd for meokn; for some no less interesting transcriptions
(Semitic he for Greek - ai -, pronounced - € -) compare: NTN9 = naida;Xp'T9 =
noidika; cf. also Syriac N\nT'X for ‘louvdaia; and for many more examples see
Payne Smith, in appropriate places, e.g" coll. 1032ff. for transcriptions and
transliterations of Greek words beginning with én!-; coll. 3043ff. for words be-
ginning with oe-.13

What we observe in a very large number of such cases is the simple fact that
in Aramaic the Greek epsilon is sometimes, indeed often, represented by the
fifth letter of the Syriac and Hebrew alphabets. It may be that this is due to the
position of the epsilon in the Greek alphabet, corresponding to that of the He-
brew and Aramaic he in those alphabets, and also corresponding to the numeri-
cal value of these letter signs (= 5) in both Hebrew and Aramaic as well as in
Greek. This may be a kind of explanation, though it is curiously unsatisfactory.14

12 Itis worth noting that the frequent retention of the aspiration in Latin transcriptions
of Greek names and loanwords may indicate the persistence of the original Greek
phonetic aspiration in a foreign linguistic milieu. Compare, inter multa alia, Latin
rhetor for Greek potwp. Rhesus = 'Prnjooc. hydrops = 0dpww, Hyllus = "YAAog.

13 For amore accurate study of these phenomena it would be necessary to distinguish
rather more carefully than | have been able to do in this paper between the graphic
representation of Greek loanwords in Hebrew, Jewish Aramaic and Syriac on the
one hand and the mere transliteration of Greek names or words in some Syriac
texts, especially in medieval dictionaries like those of 130 b. Ali and Abii-al-Hasan
b. Bahlul, both of the tenth century; see A. Baumstark, Geschichte der Syrischen
Literatur (Bonn 1922), 241f.

14 A Schall, Studien uber Griechische Fremdwdrter im Syrischen (Darmstadt 1960),
34, relying on Reckendorf, “Drei alte orthographische Rétsel”, in Florilegium de
Vogie (1909), 511 (non vidi) explains the he as a Greek ¢ turned round 90 degrees,
“da in der Estrangelaschrift die Zeilen von oben nach unten geschrieben werden”.
This does not help. We shall see, in any case, that the representation he in Hebrew
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Whether or not this explanation is right, the fact remains that the Greek epsilon
is often represented in Syriac (and in Jewish Aramaic/Hebrew) by a he,
independently of whether or not an aspiration is present in the Greek source.

This means that such cases as |'1Tn0 may have to be looked at with suspi-
cion; there too the Semitic he probably represents, not the aspiration, but the
vowel epsilon (Syriac [I'MT10). Similarly, in (he Hebrew/Jewish Aramaic
(NN'oND (Greek mappnaia) and in Syriac N'0ND, the he probably represents the
Greek - 9 - rather than the aspiration of rho.

The importance of recognising this fact derives from the use we can make of
it. There are cases in Hebrew and Aramaic texts in which the apparent presence
of an aspiration in a Greek word transliterated into the local Semitic script is apt
to mislead the reader. | was thus misled recently when writing a paper on the
important material contained in the Babatha archive;15 and | was liable to mis-
lead such readers as did not know better into believing that in the Nabataean
Aramaic inscription | was discussing there the word 7190 could stand indiffer-
ently for 0mapy-/émapy”. In fact, of course, the he there represents the Greek
epsilon, exactly as in the other cases of Nabataean (and other Aramaic) occur-
rences of X290 2190 1190 XN, which | mention there (pp. 98-99) as be-
ing transcriptions of Greek énapxeia’l6

There is one further point to be noted: the inscriptions and the document |
have just mentioned are dated between AD 107 and 125 and are thus older than
the manuscripts of any literary evidence for the graphic phenomenon discussed
here.

For Semitic he = epsilon or something like it we find parallels in some
spellings within Hebrew itself;17 and what is particularly interesting is the fact
that as in the case of the he = epsilon equation in Greek loanwords in Hebrew or
Aramaic (e.g. émapxeia transcribed into Aramaic with an initial he) so also in
the case of the Hebrew spellings inside Hebrew we have very early datable
examples.

and Aramaic for Greek € is very old; and it can therefore not be a result of devel-
opments in the history of one of the varieties of the Syriac alphabet.

15 “A Marriage Contract from the Province of Arabia Nova: Notes on Papyrus Yadin
18”7, JQR 80 (1989), 93-130. My friend Professor Naphtali Lewis has courteously
drawn attention to what he rightly and charitably calls a somewhat confusing pre-
sentation of the evidence concerning emapy~ and Omap)™ in my footnote 29 there.
(See N. Lewis, “The World of P. Yadin”, BASP 28 (1991), 35 n. 3). I am glad of the
opportunity to set the record straight, especially since the evidence seems to fit into
a general pattern of some importance, the observation of which may save other stu-
dents of ancient documents from similar mistakes.

16 Cf. also «NI>19N = ETTAPXOTNG (= EMapyia); see Low ap. Kiauss, 116.

17 I am grateful to Professor J. Naveh for pointing this out to me.
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J. Naveh cites the spelling D)0 instead of DDYXXY in Pap. Murabba'at 43,
line 4 (a letter of Simeon b. Kosbay);18 and he also mentions the spelling INbennw
for IN>enw in Pap. Nahal Hever 51.19

Cf. also 10w for '1W in an inscription from Dabbura, on the Golan, not
far from Lake Huleh in northern Israel. This inscription is to be dated probably,
though not quite certainly, towards the end of the second century AD. The same
spelling is found on a sarcophagus from Beth She'arim.20

Dr. Haggai Misgav of the Hebrew University has drawn my attention to the
fact that a similar tendency may be observed even in the text of the Bible. Cf.
Eccl. 6.10: ketib 7'pnnw for gere 9'pny; and cf. also Eccl. 10.3.

J.N. Epstein has noted the traces of the tendency to write the consonantal
sign he for the vowel segol in the transmission of rabbinic literature;21 he quotes,
inter alia, the following examples from the Kaufmann manuscript of the
Mishna, here described as Ms.p

NN P72 prol 0" (191TW) T,
TN MY ((1DIM21?2)IDINY ['pent |*0IN.
0™ /MY 0eh (NpHNIY) NpoNINWY.

T NIMY :(RTMI102W) NMIDNY |IANN.

"2 ,]"IN 121 (MAWNNY) NWNNNY.

Epstein notes (1252 n. 1) that in all these cases the he serves in the place of a
segol (“n nI1”, as he puts it).

Here again we are in the fortunate position of having examples of actual
spellings some of which can be dated to a very early period and are thus not li-
able to the suspicion that they may reflect phonetic developments in the later his-
tory of the languages involved22 or corruptions in the course of transmission.

For the philologist there are obvious advantages to be derived from the study
of transcriptions and transliterations from one language into another. The student
of cultures in contact, particularly of adjoining and intermingling civilisations
such as we find in the meeting between the two supranational civilisations of the
Near East in antiquity — Hellenistic and Semitic —, has the further benefit of

18 ND% 070 YV (Jerusalem 1992), 108-9. See also P. Benoit, O.P., J.T. Milik, R. de
Vaux, O.P., Discoveries in the Judaean Desert Il: Les Grottes de Murabba‘at
(Oxford 1961), 159ff.; and for more literature see Naveh, op. cit., 106ff., in the

notes.

19 Op.cit, 110.

2  See Naveh, loc. cit., and also ibid. 128; D. Urman, “Jewish Inscriptions from
Dabbura in the Golan”, IEJ, 22 (1972), 21 pi. 7; and J. Naveh, |axI 09'09 YV
(Jerusalem 1978), 25-6; and id., 10S 9 (1979), 30-31 (with Fig. 7); and id. 128 ,01n.

21 J.N. Epstein, moon non x>0 (Jerusalem 1948), part M, 1252.

2  Hebrew itself; and, for the examples mentioned in the earlier part of this paper,

Hebrew and Aramaic as host languages.
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being able to observe the effects of varying degrees of mutual influences and
borrowings from one international language into another over many centuries.
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