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3.1. Other Signs Used in Writing 

 

In addition to the qûššāyāʾ (  ݁ ) and rûkkākāʾ (  ݁), which are used to indicate whether the 

BeGaDKePhaT letters have a hard or soft pronunciation in fully vocalized texts, there are also a 

number of other signs used in Classical Syriac.  The following chart introduces three other signs 

that are commonly used in Classical Syriac:1  
 

Table 3.1 – Other Signs Used in Writing 

Sign Name Function Examples 

 s(e)yāmē Indicates that the word is plural.  Used ܐ  

with nouns, adjectives, participles, and 

third feminine plural verbs in the 

imperfect tense.  The s(e)yāmē is not 

used with masculine plural adjectives or 

participles in the absolute state since the 

forms are easily recognizable.  There are 

no fixed rules for which letter of the 

word the s(e)yāmē is placed over: it is 

placed wherever it fits best, usually over 

a shorter letter.2  When placed above a 

 (sons)ܝ ܵ̈ܐ  ܒܢ ܲ
 (gods)ܐ ܹ̈

ܗ 
̈ܵ
ܠ ܲ  ܐ 

 (kings) ܐ 
ܠܟܹ̈
 ܡ ܲ

 (lands)ܐ ܬܵ̈ ̈ܪܥܵ̈  ܐ ܲ

                                                      
1 Other signs will be introduced further on in this textbook.  An appendix will eventually be included at the end that 

will summarize all of the material about signs used in this textbook.  
2 When used with the letter ܪ, the seyāmē is combined with the dot above the ܪ and becomes ̈ܪ. 
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 the s(e)yāmē simply replaces the dot ,ܪ

above the ܪ (i.e. ̈ܪ) rather than having all 

three dots written separately.  Since the 

s(e)yāmē is so important for 

distinguishing singular nouns from 

plural nouns, the seyāmē is normally 

written even when texts are not 

vocalized. 

 hastener ܐ  

line;3 also 

referred to as 

linea 

occultans 

(i.e. hiding 

line) or 

marheṭana 

(i.e. hastener) 

A hastener line can be written either 

above a letter or below a letter.  It 

indicates that the letter it is written with 

should not be pronounced.  This 

happens especially with the letter nun 

when there is no vowel between it and 

the next letter.  The reason why the nun 

loses its pronunciation in these cases is 

because it assimilates to the following 

consonant and doubles it.  In the case of 

the BeGaDKePhaT letters, this means 

that the letter will have a hard 

pronunciation.  It also occurs quite 

frequently with the letters alaf and he at 

the beginning of words when they have 

lost their pronunciation.   

(wife) ā’tetta’ܐ  
ܬܵ̈ ܢ̱ܬ  ܲ  ܐ 

ܐ ܢ ܬܵ̈  šattā’ (year) ܫ ܲ

 nāšā’ (man)ܐ ܢܵ̈ܫܵ̈  ܐ 
 

. soft period4 

Marks the end of a sentence or a short 

division in a sentence.  The soft period 

is not always significant for translation. 

ܐ ܗܵ̈
̈ܵ
ܠ ܐ ܐ ܲ

̈ܵ
ܬ ܒܪ ܫܝ 

̈ܵ
ܬ  .ܒܪ ܝܵ̈

ܐ. ܪܥܵ̈ ܬ ܐ ܲ ܐ ܘܝ ܲ ܝܵ̈  ܫܡ ܲ

 .hard period5 Marks the end of a paragraph or section ܀
ܐ  ܚܦܵ̈

̈ܵ
ܐ ܡܪ ܗܵ̈

̈ܵ
ܠ ܲ ܗ ܕܐ  ܚܹ̈ ܘܪܘ 

ܝܵ̈ܐ܀ ܝ  ܡ ܲ
ܲ
ܦ 
ܲ
ܠ ܐ   ܥ ܲ

 

 

3.2. Nouns 

 

Nouns in Syriac are marked (i.e. have differentiated forms) for gender (masculine vs. feminine), 

number (singular vs. plural), and state (absolute, emphatic, construct, and pronominal).   

 

When dealing with languages, gender is a grammatical category that classifies nouns according to 

the patterns they follow in terms of how they are formed and by how they interact with other 

parts of speech that are also marked for gender (i.e. adjectives, pronouns, and verbs).  Syriac 

nouns can be either masculine or feminine.  The terms masculine and feminine are used because 

nouns that are biologically masculine follow a certain pattern while nouns that are biologically 

feminine follow another pattern.  Nouns that are neither masculine nor feminine biologically (e.g. 

a tree, a rock, a river, etc.) are classified as masculine or feminine based on whether they follow 

                                                      
3 This term is unique to this textbook.  The name given here is based on the name for the line in Syriac. 
4 This term is unique to this textbook.  Most textbooks do not include a name for this sign. 
5 This term is unique to this textbook.  Once again, most textbooks do not include a name for this sign. 
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the pattern used for nouns that are biologically masculine or the pattern used for nouns that are 

biologically feminine.  However, the fact that a noun follows either the masculine pattern or the 

feminine pattern does not make the object signified by the noun either masculine or feminine – it 

simply has to do with which noun pattern they follow. 

 

Number refers to how many items are being referred to by the noun.  Nouns in Syriac can be 

either singular or plural.  Singular nouns normally refer to one item but some nouns in the 

singular, referred to as collective nouns, can refer to a group viewed as a whole (e.g. flock).  

Plural nouns refer to more than one item. 

 

State refers to the form a noun takes when it takes on certain grammatical functions.  In order to 

understand the functions of the various states used in Classical Syriac, it is first necessary to 

understand the function of states in earlier forms of Aramaic.  In Imperial Aramaic, there were 

four different states: the absolute state, the emphatic state, the construct state, and the pronominal 

state: 

 

(a) The absolute state was the default state for a noun.  Since Imperial Aramaic had no 

indefinite article (i.e. “a” or “an”), the absolute state was used to indicate that the noun was 

indefinite in meaning.  For example, if the word “horse” was in the absolute state, you would 

translate it as “a horse” rather than “the horse”.  If the word “horses” was in the absolute state, 

you would translate it as “horses” rather than “the horses”. 

 

(b) The emphatic state (sometimes referred to as the determined state) was normally used to 

indicate that a noun was definite in meaning.  In English this would be communicated by 

putting a definite article (i.e. “the”) in front of the word.  Imperial Aramaic, however, had no 

definite article.  Instead, nouns were put into the emphatic state to communicate definiteness.  

The emphatic state was normally indicated by adding an alaf (ܐ) to the end of the word.  The 

alaf (ܐ) at the end of the word basically functioned like the definite article (“the”) in English.  

For example, if the word “horse” was in the emphatic state, you would translate it as “the 

horse” rather than “a horse”.  If it was in the plural, you would translate it as “the horses” 

rather than “horses”. 

 

(c) The construct state was used when two nouns appeared side-by-side with the second word 

having a genitival (“of”) relationship with the first word.  In other words, the construct state 

was used when the relationship between the two nouns can be indicated in English by using 

the word “of” between the first and the second noun with all of the meanings that the word 

“of” can have in English.  While Imperial Aramaic did have a separate word for “of”, the 

construct state could also be used to indicate the same relationship.  The two nouns that 

appeared side-by-side were said to be in a construct relationship with each other.  The first 

noun was put in the construct state while the second noun was put either in the emphatic state 

or in the absolute state depending on the meaning of the noun in the sentence.  For example, if 

the word “son” were put into the construct state and was followed by the word “king” in the 

emphatic state, you would translate it as “the son of the king” even though the word “of” does 

not appear in the sentence. 
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(d) The form of pronominal state was usually identical with the form of the construct state.  

The difference, however, is that instead of being in a construct relationship with a separate 

word (i.e. a noun), the noun in the pronominal state is in construct relationship with a 

pronominal suffix.  A pronominal suffix is a pronoun (e.g. him, her, us, you, them) that is 

attached directly to the end of a word.  Pronominal suffixes will be discussed in a future 

lesson. 

 

Like Imperial Aramaic, Classical Syriac also has four separate states.  In Classical Syriac, 

however, the distinction between the emphatic state and the absolute state has become blurred to 

the point of being irrelevant when it comes to nouns in the emphatic state.  Unlike Imperial 

Aramaic, a noun in the emphatic state in Classical Syriac can be either definite in meaning or 

indefinite in meaning depending on the context.  In fact, in Classical Syriac, the emphatic state is 

the default state for nouns.  In other words, virtually every noun in Classical Syriac normally 

appears in the emphatic state (i.e. nouns almost always end in ܐ).   

 

That being said, nouns sometimes do appear in the absolute state and construct state in Classical 

Syriac.  When they do, they function in the same way they did in Imperial Aramaic.     

 

The following charts summarizes the forms and functions of both masculine and feminine 

(regular) nouns in the emphatic, absolute, and construct states based on gender, number, and 

state: 

 

Table 3.2 – Masculine Singular Nouns (Regular) 

 Ending Example Translation Function 

Sg. Emph. ܐ ̈݁ܵ ܒܕܵ̈ܐ   servant Unmarked (definite or indefinite) (the) ܥ ܲ

Pl. Emph. ܐ ܹ̈݁ ܐ  ܕܹ̈ ܒ   servants Unmarked (definite or indefinite) (the) ܥ ܲ

Sg. Abs. -6 ܥܸܒܕ  a servant Indefinite 

Pl. Abs.   ܢܝ ܒܕܝ    ܢܥ ܲ  servants Indefinite 

Sg. Constr. - ܥܸܒܕ the servant of “of” relationship with following word 

Pl. Constr.  ܲ ݁ܝ ܒܕ ܲ   ܝܥ ܲ  the servants of “of” relationship with following word 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
6 The form of a singular noun in the absolute state is the basic form of the noun.  The determined state is produced by 

adding an alaf (ܐ) to the end of it. 
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Table 3.3 – Feminine Nouns (Regular) 

 Form Example Translation Function 

Sg. Emph. ܐ ܠܟ 7ܬܵ̈ ܐܡ ܲ ܬܵ̈  (the) queen Unmarked (definite or indefinite) 

Pl. Emph. ܐ ܬܵ̈ ̈݁ܵ ܐ  ܟܵ̈ܬܵ̈
 
ܠ  queens Unmarked (definite or indefinite) (the) ܡ ܲ

Sg. Abs. ܐ ̈݁ܵ
ܠܟܵ̈ܐ   a queen Indefinite ܡ ܲ

Pl. Abs. ܵ݁̈ܢ ܢ  ܟܵ̈
 
ܠ  queens Indefinite ܡ ܲ

Sg. Constr. ܬ ܲ
 ݁ ܬ  ܠܟ ܲ

 the queen of “of” relationship with following word ܡ ܲ

Pl. Constr. ܬ ̈݁ܵ ܟܵ̈ܬ 
 
ܠ  the queens of “of” relationship with following word ܡ ܲ

 

With the exception of masculine singular nouns and feminine singular nouns that do not have the 

feminine marker ܬ (see table 3.4 below), the construct state can be identified quite easily on the 

basis of the form of the word.  In the case of masculine singular nouns, the construct state can be 

identified through a combination of form and word order.  In terms of form, masculine singular 

constructs will be identical with the masculine singular absolute form.  Since the default state for 

nouns is the emphatic state, these should be quite easy to recognize.  In terms of word order, the 

noun in the construct state comes first and is immediately followed (with rare exceptions) by the 

genitive (i.e. the noun it stands in an “of” relationship with).  Note the following example: 

 

Syriac English 

ܠܟܵ̈ܐ  .The soul of the king ܢܸܦܫ ܡ ܲ

 

The uses of the construct state in terms of meaning are identical with the genitival use of the 

particle ܕ.  See table 3.7 below. 

 

Some feminine nouns appear to be masculine in their singular form (i.e. they do not have the 

feminine marker ܬ) but they do appear to be feminine in their plural form.  Note the following 

example: 

 

Table 3.4 – Feminine Nouns (Irregular) 

 Form Translation Function 

Sg. Det. ܐ ܦܫܵ̈  soul Unmarked (definite or indefinite) (the) ܢ ܲ

Pl. Det. ܐ ܬܵ̈ ܫܵ̈ ܦ   souls Unmarked (definite or indefinite) (the) ܢ ܲ

Sg. Abs. ܢܸܦܫ  a soul Indefinite 

                                                      
7 Note that the ܬ in the feminine singular ending always has a soft pronunciation unless the letter has been doubled.  

Note also that the difference between hard and soft pronunciations are not marked in this textbook after chapter 2. 
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Pl. Abs. ܢ ܫܵ̈ ܦ   souls Indefinite ܢ ܲ

Sg. Constr. ܢܸܦܫ the soul of “of” relationship with following word 

Pl. Constr.   ܦ ܬܢ ܲ ܫܵ̈  the souls of “of” relationship with following word 

 
Irregular nouns will be discussed as they appear in the vocabulary list of each chapter. 

 

3.3. Genitival ܕ  
 

The particle ܕ has several functions in Classical Syriac: it can be used as a relative pronoun (who, 

which, that), it can be used to introduce a purpose clause or clause of respect (to, in order to, that 

so that, in order that, with respect to), or it can be used to indicate a genitival relationship 

between two words (i.e. it functions like the word “of” in English).  The particle ܕ is always 

attached directly to the beginning of the word that comes immediately after it and is pronounced 

with a quick e sound (shewa) between the particle and the word it is attached to.  However, when 

the first letter of the word has no vowel sound, the vowel patakh is inserted between the particle ܕ 
and the word it is attached to.  Note the following examples: 

 

 

Table 3.5 – The Particle ܕ Attached to the Beginning of a Word 

Particle Word Combination Translation 

ܠܟܵ̈ܐ ܕ ܠܟܵ̈ܐ ܡ ܲ  of the king ܕܡ ܲ

ܐ ܕ
̈ܵ
ܐ ܒܪ

̈ܵ
ܒܪ  of the son ܕ ܲ

 

The focus of this section will be on the genitival use of the particle ܕ. 
 

When the particle ܕ is used genitivally, the word being modified comes first (the head word), the 

particle ܕ (the marker of the genitive) comes second and is attached directly to the word that 

comes next, and the word that stands in an “of” relationship with the first word (the genitive) 

comes third.  For example, in English, the phrase “the son of the king” can be analyzed as follows 

as follows: 

 

Table 3.6 – Genitival Relationships in English 

The Head Word 

(i.e. word being modified) 

Marker of the 

Genitive 

The Genitive 

(i.e. the word modifying the first word) 

The son of the king 

 

In this case, the phrase “of the king” is a genitive of respect/reference (i.e. he is a son with 

respect/reference to the king).  The same phrase in Classical Syriac can be written as follows 

(keeping in mind that the same phrase could be written in several different ways):   
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Syriac English 

 ܒ
̈ܵ
ܠܟܵ̈ܐ ܐܪ ܕܡ ܲ  The son of the king. 

 

This can be analyzed as follows (using English word order): 

 

Table 3.7 – Genitival ܕ With English Word Order 

Word Being Modified 

(i.e. the head word) 

Marker of 

Genitive 

Word Modifying First Word 

(i.e. the genitive) 

 ܒ
̈ܵ
ܐܪ ܠܟܵ̈ܐ ܕ   ܡ ܲ

 

Note that the word ܐ
̈ܵ
 is in the emphatic state rather than the construct state.  The construct ܒܪ

state is unnecessary since the particle ܕ indicates that there is a genitival (“of”) relationship 

between the two words. 

 

The particle ܕ, like the English word “of”, can indicate a wide variety of relationships between 

the head word and the genitive.  Note the following uses: 

 

Table 3.8 – Types of Genitival Relationships 

Use English Example Paraphrase 

Genitive of Possession the gold of the king the gold that belongs to the king 

Genitive of Respect/Reference the father of the man the father with reference to the man 

Attributive Genitive the man of kindness the man characterized by kindness 

Material the image of gold the image made of gold 

 

When translating a phrase with genitival ܕ into English, simply translate ܕ using the word “of” 

and, when necessary, retranslate the sentence to make it less ambiguous. 

 

3.4. Prepositions  

 

Prepositions are words that are used to begin a phrase that specifies something about the action or 

state communicated by the verb.  Note the following examples in English (the prepositions have 

been put in italics): 

 He threw the ball to him.  (Indicates direction) 

 She sat on the chair.  (Indicates location of action) 

 He carried the water for her.  (Indicates on whose behalf the action was carried out) 

 She was in the city.  (Indicates the location of the subject of the verb) 
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There are two types of prepositions in Syriac: inseparable prepositions and independent 

prepositions.  Inseparable prepositions are prepositions that are attached directly to the beginning 

of a word and begin the prepositional phrase.  In translation, however, they are treated as separate 

words.  Independent prepositions are separate words that come at the very beginning of a 

prepositional phrase. 

 

Table 3.9 – Inseparable Prepositions 

Form Meaning Example Translation 

ܐ in, with, by, among ܒ ܝܬܵ̈  in the house ܒܒ ܲ

ܠܟܵ̈ܐ to, for, toward ܠ  for the king ܠܡ ܲ

 

As in the case of genitival ܕ, when inseparable prepositions are attached to the beginning of a 

word, they are normally pronounced with a quick e sound (shewa) between the preposition and 

the word it is attached to.  However, when the first letter of the word it is attached to has no 

vowel sound, the vowel patakh is inserted between the preposition and the word it is attached to: 

 
 
 

Table 3.10 – Inseparable Prepositions on Words With No Vowel Under First Consonant 

Preposition Word Combination Translation 

ܐ ܒ ܢ ܬܵ̈ ܐܒ ܲ  ܡܕܝ  ܢ ܬܵ̈  in the city ܡܕܝ 

ܐ ܠ
̈ܵ
  ܒܪ

ܲ
ܐܠ 

̈ܵ
 for the son ܒܪ

 

Note that the preposition ܠ can also be used before an infinitive (e.g. “to run”).  This will be 

covered in a future chapter. 

 

Independent prepositions (e.g. ܝܟ ܢܸܡ  ,ܐ ܲ ܠܥ ܲ  , , etc.) are separate words and come at the very 

beginning of the prepositional phrases they introduce. 

 

3.5. The Conjunction ܘ 

 

The conjunction ܘ is attached directly to the beginning of the word that follows it and normally 

means “and”.  However, the conjunction ܘ can also mean “also”, “but”, “both…and” (ܘ...ܘ), or 

“then”.  The conjunction ܘ is vocalized in the same way as the particle ܕ and inseparable 

prepositions.  Note the following examples: 

 

Table 3.11 – The Conjunction ܘ 

Word Combination Translation 

ܠܟܵ̈ܐ ܠܟܵ̈ܐ ܡ ܲ  and the king ܘܡ ܲ
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ܐ ܝܬܵ̈ ܐ ܒ ܲ ܝܬܵ̈  and the house ܘܒ ܲ

 
̈ܵ ܢ ܬ  ܐܡܕܝ   ܘ ܲ  

̈ܵ ܢ ܬ   and the city ܐܡܕܝ 

ܐ
̈ܵ
ܐܘ ܲ  ܒܪ

̈ܵ
 and the son ܒܪ

ܐܝ  ܸܐܦ   ܣܩܲܘܦܵ̈ ܐܝ  ܦ  ܸܐ ܘ   and the bishop ܣܩܲܘܦܵ̈

ܐ ܚܵ̈ ܐܐ ܲ ܘ ܐ ܲ  and the brother ܚܵ̈

 

3.6. Verbless Clauses 

 

Some clauses in Classical Syriac have no verb.  When a clause has no verb, the verb “to be” 

should be inserted when translating into English.  The verb “to be” should normally be put into 

the present tense but the ultimate determiner should be context.  Note the following examples: 

 

Syriac English 

ܐ ܝܬܵ̈ ܐ ܒܒ ܲ
ܠܟܵ̈  .The king is in the house ܡ ܲ

ܢ   ܡܕܝ  ܐ ܒ ܲ ܚܵ̈  ܐ ܲ
̈ܵ ܐܬ   The brother is in the city. 

ܢ   ܢ ܡܕܝ  ܐ ܡ 
̈ܵ
 ܒܪ

̈ܵ ܐܬ   The son is from the city. 

ܲ ܚܸ ܘ ܠ ܐ  ܐ ܥ ܲ
ܝ  ܫܲܘܟܵ̈ ܐ ܦ ܲ ܬܗܲܘܡܵ̈  And darkness was over the surface of the deep. 

 

3.7. Vocabulary 

 

Nouns 

Singular Plural Meaning 

ܒܵ̈  ܲ ܐܐ  ܐ  ܗܹ̈
ܒ ܵ̈ ܲ  father ܐ 

ܐ ܚܵ̈ ܐ ܐ ܲ ܚ ܹ̈
ܲ
 brother ܐ 

ܐ ܗܵ̈
̈ܵ
ܠ ܐ ܐ ܲ ܹ̈

ܗ 
̈ܵ
ܠ ܲ  God ܐ 

ܐ ܝܬܵ̈ ܹ̈ ܒܵ̈  ܒ ܲ
ܐܬ    house 

ܐ
̈ܵ
ܝ ܵ̈  ܒܪ ܐܒܢ ܲ  son 

ܐ ܗܒܵ̈ ܲ
 gold ----------------------------- ܕ 

ܐ ܣܦܵ̈ ܲ
 silver ----------------------------- ܟ 

 
̈ܵ ܢ ܬ  ܐܡܕܝ  ܐ  ܢܵ̈ܬܵ̈ ܢܹ̈ܐ ,ܡܕܝ   ܕܝ 

  ,city, town ܡ 

province, region 

ܠܟܵ̈ܐ ܠܟܹ̈ܐ ܡ ܲ
 king ܡ ܲ

ܐ ܠܟܬܵ̈ ܐ ܡ ܲ ܟܵ̈ܬܵ̈
 
ܠ  queen ܡ ܲ
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ܪܝܵ̈ܐ  ----------------------------- ܡܵ̈
Lord (often for 

YHWH8) 

ܐ ܚܵ̈  Messiah, Christ ----------------------------- ܡܫܝ 

ܐ ܦܫܵ̈ ܐ ܢ ܲ ܬܵ̈ ܫܵ̈ ܦ   soul, person, life, self ܢ ܲ

ܒܕܵ̈ܐ ܐ ܥ ܲ ܕܹ̈ ܒ   slave, servant ܥ ܲ

ܝ ܵ̈ܐ -----------------------------  sky, skies, heaven 9ܫܡ ܲ

 

 

Prepositions 

ܝܟ  like, as, approximately, about ܐ ܲ

 in, with, by ܒ

ܬ  towards, at, with, following, according to, in front of ܠܘܵ̈

ܢ ,ܸܡܢ  from, of, some, by ܡ 

ܠ  on, upon, above, concerning ܥ ܲ

ܡ  with, during ܥ ܲ

 

Particles 

 of (genitival), which (relative pronoun), in order to ܕ

 

Conjunctions  

 and ܘ

 

3.8. Homework 

 

a) Using practice sheet 3.1, memorize the paradigms given for nouns in Table 3.2 and Table 3.3. 

 

b) Memorize the vocabulary in 3.7 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 3 at https://markfrancois.wordpress.com/syriac-grammar/. 

 

c) Using practice sheet 3.2, translate the sentences from Syriac to English. 

 

d) Using practice sheet 3.3, translate the sentences from English to Syriac. 

                                                      
8 Note that YHWH is the personal name for God in the Hebrew Bible.  In scholarly literature it is often spelled 

without vowels since the original vowels of YHWH were not passed down on in the tradition. 
9 Note that ܝ ܵ̈ ܐ ܝ ܵ̈ ܐ only occurs in the plural.  However, the fact that ܫܡ ܲ  occurs in the plural should not affect ܫܡ ܲ

how it is translated.  The difference between sky, skies, and heaven can only be determined by context. 

https://markfrancois.wordpress.com/syriac-grammar/

