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4.1. Overview of Finite Verbs 

 

Finite verbs in Syriac are verbs that indicate the person, gender, number, tense/mood, and the 

pattern of the verb. 

 

Person refers to whether the subject of the verb is the person doing the speaking (i.e. first person 

– “I” or “we”), the person being addressed by the speaker (second person – “you”), or the 

person/object/concept that is being referred to indirectly by the speaker (third person – “he”, 

“she”, “it”, “they”, or any noun that serves as the subject of the verb).  Verbs in Syriac can be 

either first, second, or third person. 

 

Gender refers to whether the subject of the verb is grammatically masculine or grammatically 

feminine.  Unlike English, verbs in Syriac usually have separate forms for finite verbs based on 

gender.  For example, in the English phrase “you ran”, the person being addressed could be either 

male or female.  In Syriac, however, there would be a separate form for “you ran” if the person 

being addressed was male or female.   Since nouns also have gender, verbs in the third person 

also have separate forms based on the subject of the verb.  Verbs in Syriac can be either 

masculine or feminine.   

 

Number refers to how many people or things are functioning as the subject of the verb.  Verbs in 

Syriac can be either singular or plural. 
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Tense in Syriac refers to whether the verb in question is being depicted as taking place in the past 

(the perfect tense) or the future (the imperfect tense).1  Verbs in Syriac can be either perfect 

(past) or imperfect (future).  The present tense is usually expressed through the use of 

participles, which function grammatically like adjectives rather than finite verbs.  Participles will 

be dealt with in a later lesson.  While the default translation for imperfects for now should be 

future, the imperfect functions in other ways that have nothing to do with tense. 

 

Mood refers to whether the verb in question is being treated as an actuality (i.e. something that 

has happened, will happen, or is happening), a command, a possibility, or a wish.  In Syriac, the 

only mood that has its own specific form is the imperative, which is used to give commands 

in the second person.  When analyzing verbs in the imperative, the imperative will be analyzed 

according to mood rather than tense.  When analyzing verbs in the perfect or imperfect tense, it is 

unnecessary to indicate mood since the mood of the verb will not be indicated by the form but 

will be indicated by other means.  For now it can be assumed that verbs in the perfect or the 

imperfect are in the indicative mood (i.e. the mood of actuality). 

 

Pattern (or conjugation) refers to specific forms that a verbal root can take that correspond to the 

following meanings: 

 

Table 4.1 – Basic Patterns for Syriac Verbs2 

Name Function 

Pe‘al (Peal) Simple action or state, active voice 

Pa‘‘el (Pael) Intensive action, active voice  

’Ap‘el (Afel) Intensive or Causative action, active voice 

’Etpe‘el (Ethpeel) Simple action, passive voice  

’Etpa‘‘al (Ethpaal) Intensive action, passive or reflexive voice 

’Ettap‘al (Ettafal) Intensive or Causative action, passive voice 

 

*Note that voice refers to whether the subject of the verb is performing the action (active voice), 

receiving the action (passive voice), or performing the action on one’s self (reflexive). 

 

These patterns take their names from the form that the verb    ܠܦـܥ  (“to work”) takes in each of 

these patterns in the third masculine singular of the perfect tense.  It is important to memorize 

these names in their transliterated form because they will indicate the basic form these patterns 

take in the perfect tense.  

 

                                                      
1 Note that the terms “perfect” and “imperfect” have a different meaning in Syriac Grammar compared to English 

grammar.  This has to do with the fact that in an earlier phase of Syriac/Aramaic, the perfect tense indicated 

complete action while the imperfect tense indicated incomplete action.  However, in Classical Syriac, the perfect is 

used for the past tense while the imperfect is used for the future tense. 
2 There are several other patterns in Syriac that are used less commonly.  These will be addressed in a later lesson. 
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Note that each verbal root, at least in theory, could appear in each of these verbal patterns, with 

the meaning of the basic verbal root being adjusted according to which pattern the verb was in.  

In reality, however, verbal roots usually appear in only two or three of these patterns.  While the 

functions listed above are useful guidelines for determining the meaning of verbal roots when 

they appear in these patterns, the meaning of each verb in their respective pattern needs to be 

determined by usage.   

 

The following chart provides abbreviations that will be helpful when analyzing and discussing 

verbs: 

 

Table 4.2 – Abbreviations for Analyzing Finite Verbs 

Abbreviation Meaning 

3 Third person 

2 Second person 

1 First person 

m masculine 

f feminine 

c common (no separate form for masculine or feminine) 

sg. singular 

pl. plural 

pf. perfect 

impf. imperfect 

impv. imperative 

inf. infinitive 

ptc. participle 

 

When analyzing verbs, the following order should be used: 

 

Table 4.3 – Sequence for Analyzing Verbs 

Order Pattern, Tense, Person, Gender, Number 

Example Pe‘al Pf. 3msg 

Meaning Pe‘al Perfect Third Masculine Singular 
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4.2. Verbal Roots 

 

As in other Semitic languages, verbs in Syriac are normally formed on the basis of three root 

letters (also called radicals).  The pattern, tense, person, gender, and number of the verb is 

indicated by (a) changes in the vowels used in the verb, (b) the addition of prefixes and/or 

suffixes, and (sometimes) (c) the doubling of the second root radical.  When analyzing an 

unfamiliar verb, it is important to identify the three root letters since verbs in Syriac, regardless of 

which patterns they are found in, are normally listed in dictionaries according to their three root 

letters.3 

 

4.3. Pe‘al Perfect 

 

The Pe‘al Perfect is the most basic form of the verb.  This is why verbs in Syriac-English 

dictionaries are listed according to the Pe‘al Perfect 3msg.  The following chart provides the 

forms of the Pe‘al Perfect for regular verbs using the verb ܩܛܠ (“to kill”) along with examples 

from another verb and the translation of the inflected form (i.e. the form that has been changed to 

indicate person, gender, number, etc.): 

 

Table 4.4 – Pe‘al Perfect (Regular) 

 Pattern Example Translation 

3msg ܠ  
ܒ ܩܛ   

 he wrote ܟܬ 

3fsg ܬ
 
ܬܬܒ   ܟܸ  ܸܩܛܠ   she wrote 

2msg ܠܬ ܒܬ ܩܛ    
 you wrote ܟܬ 

2fsg ܠܬܝ ܒܬ 4ܩܛ    
ܝܟܬ   you wrote 

1csg ܸܟܬܸܒܬ ܸܩܛܸܠܬ I wrote 

3mpl ܠܘ ܒ 5ܩܛ    
ܘܟܬ   they wrote6 

3fpl ܠ  
ܒ ܩܛ   

 they wrote ܟܬ 

2mpl ܠܬ ܘ ܢܩܛ   ܒܬ   
ܘ ܢܟܬ   you wrote 

2fpl   ܠܬ
 
ܝܢܩܛ  ܒܬ   

 
ܝܢܟܬ   you wrote 

1cpl ܠܢ ܒ ܩܛ    
ܢܟܬ   we wrote 

 

                                                      
3 Note that Payne Smith (CSD) lists verbs whose second and third root radicals are identical according to the form 

they take in the Pe‘al Perfect, which only has two root radicals.  For example, the root ܫܪܪ is listed as ܫܪ (p. 595).  

Sokoloff (SL), on the other hand, lists it according to the three root radicals (p. 1611). 
4 Note that the ܝ at the end of the word is not pronounced.  This can be seen by the fact that there is no vowel 

associated with it.  See section 2.6 in week 2. 
5 Note that the ܘ at the end of the word is not pronounced. 
6 Note also that mixed groups of males and females are referred to using the 3mpl. 
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Note that verbs in the perfect (as well as the imperfect) do not need to have a separate word to 

indicate the subject of the verb – the subject of the verb can be contained within the verb itself.  

In this textbook, this will be referred to as an internal subject.  This means that the verb ܒ  
 ܟܬ 

by itself means “he wrote” even though there is no separate word indicated for “he”. 

 

In addition to internal subjects, verbs in the perfect (as well as the imperfect) can have external 

subjects.  External subjects are subjects that are explicitly indicated by a separate word.  In many 

cases, these subjects will be independent personal pronouns (i.e. he, she, you, I, we, they).  When 

an independent personal pronoun is used, the verb will have the same person, gender, and number 

of the independent personal pronoun.  For example, the pronoun “we” in Syriac will be used with 

a 1cpl verb.  Independent personal pronouns will be covered in week 5. 

 

The most common type of external subject is a noun or word that functions as a noun  (i.e. a 

substantive).  When a substantive is used as the subject of the verb, the verb is placed in the third 

person.  For example, in the phrase “the king sat on a throne”, the external subject would be “the 

king” and the verb “sat” would be placed in the 3msg. 

 

When translating verbs, it is important to ask whether the subject of the verb is internal or 

external.  This will be especially important when the external subject does not come before the 

verb, which happens quite frequently in the narrative portions of the Syriac Old Testament (the 

Peshitta Old Testament) since the standard word order in Hebrew narrative is verb-subject-object.  

The same pattern is also found in the narrative portions of the Syriac New Testament (the 

Peshitta New Testament) since the Greek of the New Testament follows the same style as the 

Septuagint (i.e. the Greek translation of the Old Testament), where Hebrew word order is usually 

followed.  When no external subject appears, the subject is internal and should be translated 

accordingly. 

 

4.4. Direct Objects  

 

Direct objects are words that receive the action of a verb.  For example, in the sentence, “The dog 

chased the ball,” “the dog” is the subject, “chased” is the verb, and “the ball” is the direct object.  

Direct objects in Syriac can be identified by word order (i.e. the direct object can come after the 

verb), context, or the preposition ܠ.  In addition to the other functions of ܠ ,ܠ can also function 

as a definite direct object marker.  As the name suggestions, the definite direct object marker ܠ 
serves to identify the direct object when the direct object is definite in meaning.  It is important to 

note that while the direct object marked by ܠ will always be definite in meaning, direct objects 

that are not marked by ܠ are not necessarily indefinite.  Note the following examples: 

 

Syriac English 

ܵܚܐ. ܡܫܝ 
 
ܠ ܠ 

 
ܠܵܟܐ ܩܛ 

 .The king killed the Messiah ܡ  

 
 
ܒ ܠ 

 
ܸܫܐ ܟܬ  ܐ.ܡܘ 

ܵ
ܣܵܦܪ  Moses wrote the book. 

ܐ.
ܵ
ܒ ܣܵܦܪ  

ܐܵܦܐ ܟܬ   .Cephas wrote a book ܟ 

 



32  Chapter Four - https://markfrancois.wordpress.com/syriac-grammar/ 

 

4.5. Negation 

 

Verbs are negated using the adverb  
ܵ

  When  .ܠ
ܵ

  ,negates verb ܠ
ܵ

 comes immediately before ܠ

the verb.   
ܵ

  ,can also be used to negate nouns in verbless clauses.  When negating nouns ܠ
ܵ

 ܠ
comes immediately before the noun it is negating.  Note the following examples: 

 

Syriac English 

ܠ   
 ܩܛ 

ܵ
ܠܵܟܐ ܠ ܵܚܐ.ܡ   ܡܫܝ 

 
ܠ   The king did not kill the Messiah. 

ܐ.
ܵ
ܣܵܦܪ

 
ܒ ܠ 

 
 ܟܬ 

ܵ
ܸܫܐ ܠ  .Moses did not write the book ܡܘ 

ܠܵܟܐ.  ܡ  
ܵ

ܐܵܦܐ ܠ  .Cephas is not a king ܟ 

 

4.6. Steps for Translation 

 

When first learning how to translate from Syriac to English or when translating a text that is 

unusually difficult, the following steps should be followed: 

 

1. Do an initial translation of each word.  It is often helpful to write these initial translations 

above the text itself with a light pencil. 

 

2. Divide the sentence into clauses, paying particular attention to conjunctions and verbs, and 

translate each clause separately. 

 

3. Determine whether the clause is a verbal or verbless clause.  If the clause is a verbless clause, 

insert the verb “to be” in the appropriate tense and translate the clause. 

 

4. If the clause is a verbal clause, find the verb and determine whether the subject is internal or 

external. 

 

5. Translate the remainder of the clause. 

  

4.7. Vocabulary 

 

Verbs 

 to see (Pe‘al) 7ܚܵܙܐ

ܒ  
 to give, to permit, to place/put (Pe‘al) ܝܗ 

ܒ  
 to write (Pe‘al) ܟܬ 

ܒ  
 to take, receive (Pe‘al)  ܢܣ 

                                                      
7 Note that this word is irregular because it ends in ܐ, which causes the ptāḥā’ in the 3msg to lengthen to a zqāpā’.  

The rest of the forms in the Pe‘al are irregular as well and will be dealt with in a later lesson.  In the exercises for this 

week and every week until this type of verb is covered, it will only appear in the 3msg (i.e. the form being 

memorized here).  Note also that verbs ending in ܐ are listed in Sokoloff’s dictionary as though they ended in ܝ.  The 

reason for this will be explained in a later chapter. 
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ܩ  to go out (Pe‘al)  ܢܦ  

ܩ
 
 to go up (Pe‘al) ܣܠ 

ܕ  to do, make (Pe‘al) ܥܒ  

ܠ  
 to kill (Pe‘al) ܩܛ 

ܥ  to hear, obey (Pe‘al) ܫܡ  

 

Nouns   

Singular Plural Meaning 

ܪܵܥܐ ̈ܪܵܥܵܬܐ ܐ    earth, land, country, ground (f) ܐ  

ܐܟܵܬܒ    ܟܵܬܵܒܐ  book, writing, Scripture 

ܐܵܣ ܡܘ  ܢܵ  ܐܣ  ܘ  ܡ  ܢܵ    law 

 

 

Adverbs 

ܦ  
 also ܐ 

 
ܵ

 no, not ܠ

 

Prepositions 

 ]to, for, of (genitival), ]definite direct object marker ܠ

 

Conjunctions  

 ܸܐ 
ܵ

ܠ  but, except, unless 

ܕ  when, after, while ܟ  

 because, concerning (meṭṭul) ܸܡܛ ܠ

 

 

4.8. Homework 

 

a) Using practice sheet 4.1, memorize the paradigm for the Pe‘al Perfect in Table 4.4. 

  

b) Memorize the vocabulary in 4.8 above.  Make sure you are able to translate the words from 

Syriac to English as well as English to Syriac.  For helps with memorizing the vocabulary, see 

resources for week 4 at https://markfrancois.wordpress.com/syriac-grammar/. 

 

https://markfrancois.wordpress.com/syriac-grammar/
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c) Using exercise sheet 4.2, translate the sentences from Syriac to English. 

 

d) Using exercise sheet 4.3, translate the sentences from English to Syriac. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


