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2.1. Introduction to Vowels in Classical Syriac 

 

     Like earlier forms of Aramaic, Classical Syriac was originally written without a full system to 

represent the various vowel sounds that were used in the language.  This means that apart from 

three consonants that could be used to represent vowel sounds (ܝ | ܘ | and sometimes 1ܐ), the 

reader would have to supply their own vowels based on context and their own knowledge of the 

language.  This can be illustrated by the following sentence in English written without vowels: 

 

t s nt mpssbl t rd sntncs n nglsh wtht vwls. 

 

Without vowels, this sentence makes no sense.  However, when the reader knows English well 

they can supply their own vowels with little difficulty:  

 

It is not impossible to read sentences in English without vowels. 

 

Classical Syriac eventually developed two separate systems that could be used to represent every 

vowel sound that was used in the oral form of the language.  The system that will be used in this 

                                                      
 i.e. a as in tall in East Syriac) ܝ and ܘ is sometimes understood to represent a vowel sound along the same lines as ܐ 1

or o as in hole in West Syriac).  While it is true that an ܐ at the end of a word often indicates that the word will end 

in one of these vowel sounds, in the vast majority of instances the ܐ originally functioned as a definite article 

attached to the end of a word or it is part of the root of the word.  There are some instances, however, when ܐ 

functions as a genuine vowel letter and is not part of the root of a word.  In this textbook, ܐ will not be treated as a 

vowel letter unless otherwise indicated.  When it functions as a genuine vowel letter, it will be transliterated as â to 

indicate that it functions as a vowel and that the ܐ is present in the Syriac spelling. 
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textbook is referred to as the eastern, East Syriac, or Nestorian system of vowels.2  The other 

system is known as the western, West Syriac, or Jacobite system of vowels.3  This system will be 

discussed in an appendix to this textbook. 

 

2.2. Vowels in East Syriac 

 

     The following chart provides both the forms and sounds for vowels in East Syriac.  Note that 

both the forms of the vowels as well as the pronunciation of the vowels are different in West 

Syriac – this chart only provides the eastern pronunciation.  The first column gives the names for 

each vowel in Syriac (both in the Estrangela script and in transliteration4), the second column 

gives the forms for each vowel when written by themselves, the third column gives the forms for 

each vowel when written with the letter ܒ, the fourth column gives the transliteration for each 

vowel, and the fifth column gives the approximate sound these vowels have in East Syriac: 

 

Table 2.1 – Syriac Vowels  

Name Freestanding With ܒ Transliteration Sound 

ܲ    ’ptāḥā | ܦܵܬܵܚܐ  a 5hatas in  a ܒ    

ܲܵ  ’zqāpā | ܙܵܩܵܦܐ  ā a as in father ܵܒ  

ܵܡܐ 
ܵ
ܵܩܐܙܠ ܦܫܝ   | 

zlāmā’ pšîqā’ 
  ܲ  e 6betas in  e ܒ   

ܫܵܝܐ ܵܡܐ ܩ  
ܵ
 | ܙܠ

zlāmā’ qašyā’ 
  ܲ  ē e as in they ܒ   

ܲ   or ܝ   ’ḥbāṣā | ܚܵܒܵܨܐ  î or i7 i as in hit ܒ   or ܒܝ   

ܲ   or ܘ   ’rwāḥā | ܪܵܘܵܚܐ  ô  or o o as in note ܒ   or ܒܘ   

ܲ   or ܘ   ’rbāṣā | ܪܵܒܵܨܐ   û or u fluteas in u ܒ   or  ܒܘ   

                                                      
2 Note that that the term Nestorian is considered pejorative and should normally be avoided when describing both the 

vowels and the distinctive script that are used in East Syriac. 
3 The term Jacobite should also be avoided when describing both the vowels and the distinctive script used in West 

Syriac.  
4 Note that this chart only gives one name for each vowel.  Several vowels have more than one possible name and 

sometimes have different names in West Syriac. 
5 This is only an approximation for English speakers.  The ptāḥā’ is pronounced in the same way as the name of the 

letter “a” is pronounced in French and is not held as long as the zqāpā’.  For a useful video showing the 

pronunciation of vowels in East Syriac see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=76-ZSAE_VOo&t=175s and 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SbalA-VxeAs&t=35s.  Note that the presenter makes his presentation in a 

modern dialect of Aramaic (referred to in the video description as the Assyrian language) but his presentation on the 

pronunciation of the vowels is quite clear. 
6 For students who know Hebrew, the length of this vowel can be confusing.  In Hebrew, the vowel   ܲ  represents a 

“long” e sound as in they.  In Classical Syriac, however,   ܲ  represents a short e sound as in bet. 
7 Note that î represents   ܝ while i represent   ܲ  without the vowel letter.  The circumflex accent used here does not 

indicate vowel length but the fact that the vowel point is written along with the vowel letter.  This same principle 

applies to the next two vowels as well.  This way of representing these vowels is unique to this textbook but follows 

the standard way for representing similar vowels in Hebrew.  The goal is to be able to take a transliterated text and 

reproduce the exact forms that should be represented in the Syriac text. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=76-ZSAE_VOo&t=175s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SbalA-VxeAs&t=35s
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Note that three vowels in East Syriac (  ܝ |  
 are formed using a combination of consonants and (ܘ   | ܘ 

vowel dots.  As in earlier forms of Aramaic, ܝ and ܘ were used to represent vowels before a full 

system of vowels was developed much later on.  In Classical Syriac, when a text is vocalized (i.e. 

when it is written with a full system of vowels), both the consonant and the vowel dot will 

usually appear.  In some cases (e.g. ܠ ܛ ܠ ,kul ܟ  ܢ ,meṭṭul ܡ   min) the dot may be used on its ܡ 

own without the vowel letter.  When a text is unvocalized (i.e. when it is not written with a full 

system of vowels), only the vowel letter will appear, though in some cases even the vowel letter 

will be missing. 

 

2.3. The BeGaDKePhaT Letters, Qûššāyā’, and Rûkkākā’  

 

     As we saw in chapter 1, there are six consonants in Classical Syriac that have a dual 

pronunciation.  These are known as the BeGaDKePhaT letters (ܬ ܦ ܟ ܕ ܓ ܒ).  The first 

pronunciation (i.e. the hard pronunciation) is used when the letter is not preceded by a vowel 

sound while the second pronunciation (i.e. the soft or spirantized pronunciation) is used when the 

letter is preceded by a vowel sound, even if the vowel sound is found in the previous word: 

 

Table 2.2 - BeGaDKePhaT Letters 

 Transliteration Pronunciation 

Letter 
No Vowel 

Sound 

After Vowel 

Sound 

No Vowel 

Sound 

After Vowel 

Sound 

 b b b (boy) v (vile) ܒ

  g g g (girl) gurgle sound ܓ

 d d d (day) voiced th (the) ܕ

 k k k (kite),  ch (Ger. acht) ܟ

 p p p (put) f (fight)8 ܦ

  t t t (tall) unvoiced th (thin) ܬ

 

In a fully vocalized text, the BeGaDKePhaT letters are sometimes accompanied by dots to 

indicate whether or not they have the hard pronunciation or the soft pronunciation.  When the 

letter has a hard pronunciation, the dot is written above the letter (  ܲ ) and is called a qûššāyā’.  

When the letter has a soft pronunciation, the dot is written below the letter (  ܲ) and is called a 

rûkkākā’.  Note the following examples: 

 

 

                                                      
8 Note that East Syriac eventually began to pronounce ܦ with a hard pronunciation even when it was preceded by a 

vowel sound.  See Takamitsu Muraoka, Classical Syriac: A Basic Grammar with a Chrestomathy (2nd ed.; 

Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2005), §9.  In this textbook, we will continue to pronounce it with a soft 

pronunciation when it is preceded by a vowel sound. 
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Table 2.3 - Qûššāyā’ and Rûkkākā’ 

Word Transliteration Meaning 

ܠܵܟ   ܐܡ    malkāʾ king 

ܐܒ  
ܵ
ܪ  brāʾ son 

ܐ ܵܕ   îdāʾ hand’ ܐܝ 

ܵܢܐ
ܵ
ܪ ܬ   yûtrānāʾ plenty, profit ܝܘ 

 

Note that the BeGaDKePhaT letters can also take a qûššāyā’ when they are doubled, giving them 

a hard pronunciation.  See discussion in chapter 3. 

 

In this textbook, the BeGaDKePhaT letters will not be written with a rûkkākā’ (i.e. when there is 

a soft pronunciation) or qûššāyā’ (i.e. when there is a hard pronunciation) except in some 

situations where the qûššāyā’ indicates doubling. 

 

2.4. Consonant Clusters  

 

Consonant clusters occur when two consonants appear side-by-side with no vowel between 

them.9  When a word in Syriac has a consonant cluster it is important to know whether the two 

letters are part of the same syllable and should, therefore, be pronounced together (e.g. the sm in 

small) or whether they form the boundary between two syllables and should be pronounced 

separately (e.g. the ct in lactose).   

 

The following rules can be used to determine whether a particular consonant cluster should be 

pronounced together or mark the boundary between two separate syllables and should be 

pronounced separately: 

 A consonant cluster at the beginning of a word will be pronounced together with a 

slight, though unmarked, “e” sound in between (e.g. ܠ  
    q(e)ṭal).10 – ܩܛ 

 

 A constant cluster at the end of a word will be pronounced together (e.g. ܠܬ  - ܩܛ  

q(e)ṭalt). 

 

 In the middle of a word, when the vowel that comes before the consonant cluster is a 

short vowel, the consonant cluster forms the boundary between the two syllables and 

should be pronounced separately (e.g. ܠܵܟܐ  .(’malkā – ܡ  

 

                                                      
9 This should be distinguished from a digraph in English where two consonants are used side-by-side to produce a 

single consonant sound (e.g. the ck in luck or the sh in ship).  Digraphs do not occur in Syriac. 
10 In transliteration, we will use a superscript e in brackets to indicate the slight “e” sound between the first and 

second letter of the consonant cluster.  The “e” is enclosed in brackets since the sound is not marked by a separate 

vowel marker in the script.  Most textbooks do not include this in their transliterations.  However, the same 

phenomenon occurs in Hebrew and is marked by a separate sign (vocal shewa) and is helpful in Syriac since it will 

have an effect on how BeGaDKePhaT letters are pronounced when they are part of a consonant cluster.  See below. 
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 In the middle of a word, when the vowel that comes before the consonant cluster is a 

long vowel, the first letter in the consonant cluster forms its own syllable with a 

quick “e” sound after it while the second letter in the consonant cluster begins the 

next syllable (e.g. ܡܵܬܵܢܐ   .(’mûmetānā - ܡܘ 

Note that BeGaDKePhaT letters that appear as the final letter of a consonant cluster at the end of 

a word will be pronounced with a hard pronunciation since no vowel sound comes before it (e.g. 

e.g. ܠܬ  qṭalt).  BeGaDKePhaT letters that appear as the second letter of a consonant cluster - ܩܛ  

at the beginning of a word will be pronounced with a soft pronunciation since it is preceded by a 

slight, though unmarked, “e” sound (e.g. ܒ  
 k(e)tab).  BeGaDKePhaT letters that appear as – ܟܬ 

the second letter of a consonant cluster in the middle of a word after a long vowel will be 

pronounced with a soft pronunciation since they are preceded by a slight, though unmarked, “e” 

sound (e.g. ܡܵܬܵܢܐ  .(’mûmetānā - ܡܘ 

The following chart classifies East Syriac vowels into historically long vowels and historically 

short vowels, which is helpful for knowing whether or not to divide consonant clusters in the 

middle of a word: 

 

Table 2.4 – Historically Short and Long Vowel 

Historically Short Historically Long 

   ܲ   ܵܲ  

  ܲ    ܲ  

sometimes   ܝ or   ܲ ܲ   or ܝ     

sometimes   ܘ or   ܲ ܲ   or ܘ     

sometimes   ܘ or   ܲ ܲ   or ܘ     
 

As indicated in the chart, vowels written with ܘ or ܝ are usually historically long but sometimes 

represent historically short vowels.  Historically short vowels are vowels that act like short 

vowels for the purpose of dividing syllables despite the fact that they are pronounced the same as 

any other vowel with the same vowel sign.  The reason for this is that in earlier stages of Aramaic 

they would have been pronounced as short vowels and, in vocalized texts, would have had a 

separate vowel sign to indicate that it was short.  Since these are unpredictable, they simply need 

to be learned based on the presence of a qûššāyā’ or rûkkākā’ in fully vocalized texts or 

dictionaries. 

 

The following chart illustrates the rules for dividing consonant clusters as well as how this affects 

the pronunciation of the BeGaDKePhaT letters: 
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Table 2.5 – Consonant Cluster Syllable Division 

Situation Word Syllable Division Transliteration Meaning 

Long Vowel  ܡܵܬ ܐܐܘ  ܐ  ܵ
 ʾûm(e)tā’ people, nation ܐܘ  |   ܡ |  ܬ 

Short Vowel11 ܪܵܟܐ ܪ  ܐܘ  ܐܵܟ    |ܐܘ   ʾûrkā’ length 

Short Vowel  ܪܵܬ ܐܒܝ  ܪ   ܐ  |ܒܝ  ܵ ܬ   bîrtā’ palace, fortress 

Beginning ܵܬܐ ܵܬܐ  |ܚܛܝ   ܚܛܝ   ḥṭîtā’ sin 

Beg. and End ܒܬ ܒܬܟܬ    ܟܬ    ktabt you wrote 

 

2.5. Diphthongs 

 

     The term diphthong refers to a sound that is made when two vowel sounds occur side-by-side 

with the first vowel sound gradually sliding into the second vowel sound.  Diphthongs in English 

are often formed when vowels are combined with the letters w or y.  Note the following 

examples: 

 

Table 2.6 – Diphthongs in English 

Example Explanation 

boy The o and the y combine to form a sound that starts off as an o but slides into an e. 

now The o and the w combine to form a sound that starts off as an a but slides into a u. 

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

way The a and the y combine to form a sound that starts off as an a but slides into an e. 

 

Note that in these examples, the diphthongs are not formed by placing two vowels side-by-side 

but by placing two letters side-by-side that produce a vowel sound that slides into another. 

Diphthongs in Classical Syriac are formed in exactly the same: diphthongs are formed by 

combining a vowel sound with the letters ܘ or   ܝ .  Note the following examples: 

 

Table 2.7 – Diphthongs in Syriac 

Diphthong Pronunciation Example Pronunciation 

ܘ   ܲ  ow ܘܵܡܐ  yow-mah ܝ  

ܘ ܵܲ  ow ܵܡܘܵܬܐ mow-tah 

ܝ   ܲ  uy ܝܵܬܐ  buy-tah ܒ  

ܝ ܵܲ  uy ܵܒܝܵܫܐ buy-shah 

                                                      
11 Note that this is one instance where the vowel   ܘ is short.  Instances when   ܘ is short simply need to be memorized. 



Vowels, BeGaDKePhaT Letters, Consonant Clusters, Diphthongs 

Mark Steven Francois (Ph.D., The University of St. Michael’s College) 
 15 

 
 

Note that these diphthongs form closed syllables.  This means that the next syllable has no vowel 

sound that comes before it.  In the second and third examples given above, note that the letter ܬ 

is pronounced with a hard pronunciation (t) rather than with a soft pronunciation (t) because it is 

not immediately preceded by a vowel sound. 

 

The distinct sound made by the diphthong often disappears when the diphthong moves further 

away from the stressed syllable.  In these cases, the diphthongs are said to have collapsed.  When 

this happens, the ܘ   ܲ  and the ܘ ܵܲ  simply become   ܘ while the ܝ   ܲ  and the ܝ ܵܲ  simply become   ܝ or 
ܝ  ܲ .  In each of these cases, the ܘ and the ܝ are said to have become quiescent (i.e. silent).  Note 

that in these cases, the ܘ and the ܝ are not vowel letters because they are part of the root of the 

word.  Collapsed diphthongs will be noted when they appear in the textbook. 

 

2.6. When are ܘ and ܝ Pronounced as Consonants? 

 

     Since ܘ and ܝ can be used as vowel letters and are sometimes silent, it can be difficult at times 

to know when to pronounce them as consonants.  Here are two quick rules to help figure out 

when to pronounce ܘ and ܝ as consonants: 

 

(a) When ܘ or ܝ are written with their own vowel (apart from   ܲ  or   ܲ ) they should be pronounced 

as consonants: e.g. ܵܓܵܘܵܢܵܝܐ (gāwānāyā’). 

 

(b) When ܘ or ܝ do not have their own vowel and are preceded by  ܵܲ  or    ܲ , they form part of a 

diphthong and should, therefore, be pronounced as consonants.  See diphthong examples given 

above. 

 

2.7. Vocabulary 

 

Proper Nouns 

ܪ  
ܫܠ ܡܐܘ   Jerusalem 

ܕܕܵ  ܘܝ   David 

ܵܢܢܝܘ   ܚ    John 

ܦܝܵ  ܘܣ   Joseph 

ܥܩܘ   ܒܝ    Jacob, James12 

ܫܘ   ܥܝ   Jesus, Joshua 

                                                      
12 Note that the word “Jacob” is translated as James in English when referring to the two disciples named James and 

Jesus’s brother.  The fact that “Jacob” is translated as “James” has to do with internal developments in English as a 

language rather than differences in Syriac or Greek.  In German, for example, the disciples named James and James 

the brother of Jesus are referred to as Jakobus, the same name used for Jacob in the Old Testament. 
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ܐܵܦܐܟ    Cephus, stone 

ܫ   ܐܡܘ   Moses 

ܡ ܪܝ    Mary, Miriam ܡ  

ܨܪ   ܝܢܡ   Egypt 

 

2.8. Homework 

      
a) Memorize the vocabulary in 2.7 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 2 at https://markfrancois.wordpress.com/syriac-grammar/. 

 

b) Memorize the names for the vowels in East Syriac, their forms, how they are transliterated, 

and their pronunciations.  Practice sheet 2.1 reproduces Table 2.1 above but only includes the 

names of the vowels.  Practice filling out the rest of the chart.   

 

c) Using practice sheet 2.2 at https://markfrancois.wordpress.com/syriac-grammar/, divide the 

Syriac words into syllables.  When the words contain BeGaDKePhaT letters, indicate whether 

they should be pronounced with the hard pronunciation or the soft pronunciation using a rûkkākā’ 

or a qûššāyā’.  Make sure you are able to explain why these letters have either a hard or soft 

pronunciation. 

 

d) Using practice sheet 2.3 at https://markfrancois.wordpress.com/syriac-grammar/, transliterate 

the words in Syriac into English letters.  Pay special attention to when the BeGaDKePhaT should 

have a hard pronunciation or a soft pronunciation.  Make sure you are able to explain why these 

letters have either a hard or soft pronunciation. 

 

 

f) Using practice sheet 2.4 at https://markfrancois.wordpress.com/syriac-grammar/, copy the 

Syriac text, including the vowels, into the lines that are provided.  Practice pronouncing each 

word. 
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