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Hebrew Grammar 

 

Week 2 

(Last Updated – Nov. 29, 2016) 

 

2.1. Classification of Vowels  

2.2. Diphthongs  

2.3. Quiescent Letters  

2.4. Waw and Yod – When are they pronounced and when are they are not?  

2.5. Syllables  

2.6. Vocal Shewa and Silent Shewa  

2.7. The Rule of the Shewa  

2.8. Inseparable Prepositions  

 

 

2.1.  Classification of Vowels 

 

Vowels may be classified according to their length and according to their class. 

 

2.1.1.  Vowels According to their Length 

 

Knowing the length of a vowel is important for distinguishing between vocal shewa and silent 

shewa.  It is also useful for pronunciation in general.  The following chart classifies Hebrew 

vowels according to their length.  For the sake of clarity each vowel has been combined with a 

consonant.  Shewa and compound shewa are not included in this chart because they are not 

considered full vowels. 

 

Short Long 

 (ā) ב ַּ           ב ַּ

 ב ַּ ב ַּ

 ב ַּ ב ַּ

ה (o) ב ַּ            ב 

י ב ַּ  ב 

י   ב 

 בֹו 

 בּו 
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2.1.2.  Vowels According to their Class 

 

Knowing the class of a vowel is important for recognizing verbal forms and for recognizing 

words when their vowels have been reduced.1  The following chart divides Hebrew vowels into 

three classes: A-Class, I/E-Class, and U/O-Class.2  Shewa and compound shewa have been 

included because full vowels often reduce and become shewa or compound shewa. 

 

A-Class I/E-Class U/O-Class 

ה י ב   בֹו ב 

י (ā) ב ַּ       בּו ב 

 ב ַּ ב ַּ ב ַּ

 (o) ב ַּ      ב ַּ ב ַּ

 ב ַּ ב ַּ [ב ַּ]

 [ב ַּ] [ב ַּ] [ב ַּ]

 [ב ַּ] ב ַּ 

 

Vowels frequently reduce (become shorter) when something is added to the end of a word.  When 

vowels reduce, they usually reduce to a vowel of the same class.  Note that historically long 

vowels do not reduce. 

 

2.2.  Diphthongs 

 

Diphthongs are formed when two vowel sounds occur side-by-side, the first gradually changing 

into the second but remaining distinct, to form a single vowel sound.  It is important to emphasize 

that diphthongs are formed when two vowel sounds occur side-by-side, not necessarily when two 

vowels occur side-by-side.3   

 

Diphthongs are also formed when a vowel is followed by a consonant that is vowel-like in 

character, resulting in two vowel sounds being made. 

 

Here are some examples of words with diphthongs in English: 

 

joy – the o and the y combine to make a vowel sound that starts off as an o but slides into an e. 

wow – the o  and the w combine to make a vowel sound that starts off as an a but slides into a u. 

buy – the u and the y combine to make a vowel sound that starts off as an i but slides into an e. 

day – the a and the y combine to make a vowel sound that starts off as an a and slides into an e. 

 

                                                      
1 Vowel reduction will be discussed in a later lesson. 
2 Vowels in Semitic languages derive from three main vowels: a, i, and u.  Each vowel in Hebrew may be traced 

back to one of these vowels. 
3 Vowel sounds only occur side-by-side in Hebrew in the case of the furtive patakh.  See week 4. 
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Diphthongs often disappear in spoken English because vowel sounds tend to be rushed, as in the 

final two examples.  In these cases the diphthongs are said to have “collapsed”.4  However, when 

someone is asked to repeat these words carefully the diphthongs are easily recognizable.  

 

Hebrew diphthongs are formed when certain vowels are followed by a waw or a yod.5  Both the 

waw and the yod are vowel-like in character, especially when they do not occur at the beginning 

of a syllable.  The fact that waw occurs in diphthongs is one of the reasons (among many) why 

scholars believe that the original pronunciation of waw was w, not v as in Modern Hebrew – a v-

sound is not vowel-like in character and cannot produce a diphthong.6 

 

The following chart consists of five columns: the first column gives the form of the diphthong, 

the second column gives the pronunciation of the diphthong, the third column gives an example 

of a word containing the diphthong, the fourth column shows how these words are pronounced, 

and the fifth column gives the form into which the diphthong may collapse: 

 

 

Diphthong Pronunciation Example Pronunciation Collapsed Diphthong 

ו  ָ  ow (wow) ַּ  תמ ו   mow-weth )ַֹּו) מֹות

יו  ָ  ow (wow) יו  ----- soo-sow סּוס 

י  ָ  uy (buy) ת י  ית ( buy-yith ב   י )ב   ָ 

י  ָ  uy (buy) ה י   ----- hi-yah ה 

ו  ָ ו    ----- gae-oo ג 

 ----- goy גֹוי oy (joy) ֹוי

ׂשּוי ewy (chewy) ּוי  ----- ah-soo-ee ע 

 

These diphthongs should be studied carefully but the best way to memorize them is to practice 

pronouncing words that contain them. 

 

2.3.  Quiescent Letters 

 

  .should not be pronounced as consonants when they do not take their own vowel י and ,ו ,ה ,א

The only exceptions are when ו and י form part of a diphthong at the end of a word.  When these 

letters are not pronounced they are called quiescent letters – they have lost their value as 

consonants and have become silent. 

 

Quiescent letters are different from the vowel letters used in historically-long vowels.  The 

difference is that historically-long vowels are optional (they are aids to pronunciation) while 

                                                      
4 The same thing happens in Hebrew under certain conditions.  This will be discussed more fully in a later week. 
5 Diphthongs also technically occur whenever there is a furtive patakh. 
6 The pronunciation of waw varied among Jews from one region (e.g. Spain, Eastern Europe, Italy, Iraq, Yemen, etc.) 

to another but the pronunciation of waw as v became standard in Modern Hebrew because the architects of Modern 

Hebrew came from regions where waw was pronounced as a v.  For those of you who know Greek, note that Hebrew 

names with a waw are transliterated into Greek using Greek diphthongs that form the sound w.  E.g. δαυιδ. 
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quiescent letters are actually part of the root of a word.  Quiescent letters are usually retained in 

spelling, even though they are not pronounced, because they are part of the root of the word.7  

These letters may sometimes regain their value as consonants under the right circumstances. 

 

א ל   .is not pronounced because it does not have its own vowel א מ 

את ַּ צ    .is not pronounced because it does not have its own vowel א מ 

 .is not pronounced because it does not have its own vowel א ר אׁש

אל ע  מ  ׁש   .is not pronounced because it does not have its own vowel א י 

יב  .was not originally part of an historically-long vowel; it is part of the root ו הֹוׁש 

יב יט   .was not originally part of an historically-long vowel; it is part of the root י ה 

  

 

2.4.  Waw and Yod – When are they pronounced and when are they not? 

 

As we saw in the previous week, waw and yod are consonants.  However, both may be used to 

form historically-long vowels and both can become quiescent.  How do we know when it is 

functioning as a consonant or a vowel? 

 

Waw and Yod are pronounced (1) when they have their own vowel (i.e. when they are not 

followed by a vowel) or (2) when they form part of a diphthong at the end of a word. 

 

Examples: ב ת ,א י  ו  ן ,מ   ו  ה ,א   ו  צ  ה ,מ  י  יסּוס ַּ ,ח   

 

Waw and Yod are not pronounced (1) when they do not have their own vowel and (2) when they 

do not form part of a diphthong at the end of a word.  

 

Examples: ית ,נּוף ,מֹות י ,ב  ו  ים ,ל  כ  ל   סּוסֹו ,מ 

 

2.5. Syllables 

 

There are two types of syllables in Hebrew: open syllables and closed syllables.  Open syllables 

consist of a consonant and a vowel (CV) while closed syllables consist of a consonant, a vowel, 

and another consonant (CVC).  Each Hebrew syllable must begin with a consonant and must 

contain only one vowel (except in the case of the furtive patakh – see week 4).   

 

2.6.  Vocal Shewa and Silent Shewa 

 

As we learned in the previous class, a shewa can be vocal or silent.  Unfortunately, vocal shewas 

and silent shewas look exactly the same.  Being able to distinguish between vocal shewa and 

silent shewa is important for proper pronunciation (which helps you to memorize vocabulary 

                                                      
7 There are some instances in the Hebrew Bible where quiescent letters have been omitted.  These are exceptions to 

the rule. 
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better and to recognize various elements of Hebrew grammar) and for distinguishing between the 

qamets and qamets-khatuf, which look identical in the script.  The following rules will help you 

figure out whether a shewa is vocal or silent. 

 

2.6.1. Vocal Shewa 

 

1) A shewa is vocal when it is under the first letter of a word.  E.g. ע מ   .ׁש 

2) A shewa is vocal after a long vowel.  E.g. ה ל   .ק ט 

3) A shewa is vocal when it comes after another shewa.  When two shewas stand side-by-side in 

the middle of a word, the first one is silent and the second one is vocal.  E.g. לּו ט  ק   .ת 

4) A shewa is vocal when there is a dot in the letter above it.  E.g. רּו ב   .ד 

5) All compound shewas (ַּ ָ , ַּ ָ , ַּ ָ ) are vocal. 

 

Note that vocal shewa makes the same sound that is made between the s and m in the word small. 

 

2.6.2. Silent Shewa 

 

1) A shewa is silent when it comes after a short vowel.  E.g. בֹו ר   .ח 

2) A shewa is silent when it comes at the end of a word.  If there are two shewas at the end of a 

word, both shewas are silent.  E.g. ַּ ת ל  ט   .ק 

3) A shewa is silent when it comes before another shewa.  When two shewas stand side-by-side, 

the first one is silent and the second one is vocal.  E.g. לּו ט  ק   .ת 

 

Note that a silent shewa (a) closes a syllable and (b) makes no sound.  Syllables that end with a 

silent shewa are consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) syllables.  The next consonant begins a new 

syllable.  When dividing Hebrew words into syllables remember (a) that silent shewas do not 

make a vowel sound and (b) that they close a syllable.  Silent shewas should not be transliterated. 

 

Final-Kaf always takes a shewa in the middle of the letter.  This shewa is always silent. 

 

2.6.3. Examples of Words with Shewas 

 

ם ר  ב   .This shewa is silent because it comes after a short vowel א 

ְך  This shewa is silent because it comes at the end of the word ל 

ָך  This shewa is vocal because it begins a word ל 

ם י  ר  צ   This shewa is silent because it comes after a short vowel מ 

רא ַּ ׁש   This shewa is vocal because it is a compound shewa 

ָך ׂש  ע  ֶֽ א   ו 
The first shewa is vocal because it begins a word.  The second shewa is silent 

because it comes after a short vowel. 

קֹות ל  ח  מ  ֶֽ  ה 
The first shewa is silent because it comes after a short vowel and because it 

comes before another shewa.  The second shewa is vocal because it comes 

after another shewa. 
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אּו ר  ֶֽ  .This shewa is vocal because it comes after a long vowel ק 

גֹוי  .This shewa is vocal because it begins a word ל 

ה ל  ט  ֶֽ  .This shewa is vocal because it comes after a long vowel ק 

ה י  ה   .This shewa is silent because it comes after a short vowel ו 

ה ֶֽ כ  ר   .This shewa is vocal because it begins a word ב 

כּו ר  ב  נ   ו 
The first shewa is vocal because it begins a word.  The second shewa is silent 

because it comes after a short vowel and because it comes before another 

shewa.  The third shewa is vocal because it comes after another shewa. 

כּו ל  י   .This shewa is vocal because it comes after a long vowel ו 

 

2.7.  The Rule of the Shewa 

 

Two shewas cannot occur side-by-side at the beginning of a word.  When you would expect this 

to occur, the first shewa becomes a hireq and the second shewa remains the same.  Since the first 

shewa has turned into a hireq (short vowel) the second shewa is silent and closes the syllable. 

 

For example, when the inseparable preposition ַּ ל is attached to the word ט ל  one would expect to ק 

see *ט ל ק   However, this violates the rule mentioned above, which states that two shewas cannot  .ל 

occur side-by-side at the beginning of a word.  So the first shewa becomes a hireq and the second 

shewa remains the same, producing the form ט ל ק   ל 

 

This rule also applies when you would expect a shewa and a compound shewa to stand side-by-

side at the beginning of a word (the simple shewa would always come before the compound 

shewa). The first shewa is replaced by the short vowel that corresponds to the compound shewa 

while the compound shewa remains the same.   

 

For example, when the inseparable preposition ַּ ל is added to the word ַּ גֹורח  one would expect to 

see * ח ַּ גֹורל   .   However, this violates the rule mentioned above, which states that two shewas 

cannot occur side-by-side .  So the first shewa is replaced by the short vowel that corresponds to 

the compound shewa while the compound shewa remains the same, producing the form ַּ רֹוגח ַּל . 

 

The following chart shows which short vowels correspond to the compound shewas. 

 

 

 ב ַּ ב ַּ

 ב ַּ ב ַּ

 (o) ב ַּ      ב ַּ
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2.8.  Inseparable Prepositions 

 

Hebrew has three prepositions that are attached directly to the word they govern.  These 

prepositions are called inseparable prepositions because they never occur as independent words; 

they are always attached to another word.   The following chart provides the form and the basic 

meaning of each of the three Hebrew inseparable prepositions.8 

 

 in, with, by ב ַּ

 like, as, according to כ ַּ

 to, for ל ַּ

 

When these prepositions are attached to a word beginning with a shewa or a compound shewa, 

simply apply the rule of the shewa given above.   

 

The following chart provides examples of inseparable prepositions attached to words. 

 

יר ב ַּ יר ע  ע   in a city ב 

ן כ ַּ ןכ ַּ ב  ב   like a son 

הא ַּ ל ַּ מ  ד  א ַּ  הל  מ  ד   to the ground 

 

 

 

2.9. Vocabulary 

 

Nouns 
 

 Hebrew English Card Number 

ן .1  son 13 ב 

ְך9 .2 ל   king  20 מ  

ץ .3 ר   earth, land   21 (.f) א  

 day, daytime 22 יֹום .4

 

 

Prepositions 

 
 Hebrew English Card Number 

 to, for 3 ל ַּ .1

 in, with, by 4 ב ַּ .2

ל .3  on, upon, against 7 ע 

                                                      
8 These prepositions have many other meanings.  These will be learned when more advanced grammar is studied. 
9 The symbol ַּ  ָ  is used to mark accents in many textbooks.  Accents will be discussed in a future lesson. 
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ל־10 .4  to, toward 8 א 

 like, as, according to 16 כ ַּ .5

 

 

2.10. Homework 

 

1. Divide the following words into syllables: 

 

a) ַּ יםא ֹלה   

 

b) ת א   ו 

 

c) ת הּו 

 

d) ב הּו  ו 

 

e) ם כ   ׁש 

 

f) יְך ל  מ  ה   ל 

 

2.  Identify whether the shewa is vocal or silent: 

 

a) ם ע  ב  ח   ר 

 

b) הּוא  ו 

 

c) ה ׁש  ק   ה 

 

d) ים נ  ק  ז   ה 

 

e) ים ד   ע מ 

 

 

                                                      
10 The symbol ־ is used to attach many single syllable words to the following word.  It can be treated like an English 

dash.  This symbol will be discussed in a future lesson. 


