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Hebrew is one of the oldest languages in the world, with a rich history that spans thousands of years. From its early roots as a language spoken by the ancient Israelites to its modern-day revival as the official language of the State of Israel, the story of Hebrew is one of resilience and transformation.The Roots of HebrewHebrews earliest origins can
be traced back to the ancient Israelites, who spoke a Canaanite language that evolved into what we now know as Hebrew. The earliest written records of Hebrew date back to the 10th century BCE, when the language was used to write religious texts such as the Torah.Over the centuries, Hebrew underwent significant changes as it was influenced by
other languages, such as Aramaic, Greek, and Latin. Despite these changes, Hebrew remained an important language in the Jewish community, used for religious study and practice.The Revival of HebrewFor centuries, Hebrew remained a language of study and prayer, but was not widely spoken as a daily language. However, in the late 19th century,
a movement began to revive Hebrew as a spoken language, fueled by the desire of Jews to create a new, modern identity in their ancestral homeland.This movement, known as the Revival of Hebrew, was led by figures such as Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, who believed that Hebrew could be transformed into a modern, living language. Ben-Yehuda and his
colleagues created new words and phrases to express modern concepts and ideas, and promoted the use of Hebrew in daily life, in schools, and in the media.The revival of Hebrew was a monumental achievement, and played a crucial role in the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948. Today, Hebrew is the official language of Israel, spoken by
millions of people around the world.The Challenges of HebrewDespite its success, Hebrew continues to face challenges as a living language. Modern Hebrew has evolved significantly from the ancient Hebrew of the Bible, with new words and phrases constantly being added to express modern concepts and ideas. This can make it difficult for learners
to master the language, as well as for native speakers to keep up with the latest terminology.In addition, Hebrews complex grammar and unique alphabet can also pose challenges for learners. However, with the help of modern language learning resources and a growing community of Hebrew speakers around the world, these challenges can be
overcome.The Future of HebrewAs Hebrew continues to evolve and adapt to the modern world, it remains a symbol of Jewish identity and heritage. Hebrew is not only a language, but also a cultural and spiritual tradition that has been passed down from generation to generation.As we look to the future, it is clear that Hebrew will continue to play an
important role in Jewish life and identity, as well as in the wider world. Whether spoken in the synagogues of Jerusalem or in the boardrooms of Tel Aviv, Hebrew will always be a language of resilience and transformation, a testament to the power of language to shape our world and our lives. "You only have I known of all the families of the
earth"Amos 3:2 The Hebrews are a people of miracles, from the first Hebrew, to the history of Israel, throughout the ages to the modern times, the Hebrews are indeed a people of miracles. Abraham was the first Hebrew, and the Lord swore an oath to him saying, "I will make of thee a great nation." Abraham believed God even though he and his wife
Sarah were childless and very old. How could such a miracle happen? This is how the Lord works, he is a God of miracles and his promises always come true. Sarah laughed when Isaac was born and therefore his name meant "laughter."The Hebrews indeed became a great nation, whom God not only called, but loved and cherished as his own bride.
This Website traces Hebrew history from the time of Abraham, Moses, David, Solomon, the Kings and prophets, the Assyrian and Babylonian captivities, to the time of Jesus, the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 A.D., and into modern times. We will also focus on the future glory and eternal rest promised to Abraham's offspring. Hebrew,
the official language of Israel and one of the oldest languages still in use today, carries a rich and fascinating history. Its journey from an ancient sacred language to a vibrant, modern tongue is a testament to cultural perseverance and innovation. This article delves into the evolution of Hebrew, exploring its roots, decline, revival, and current
significance. Hebrew is part of the Northwest Semitic language family, which also includes Aramaic and Phoenician. The earliest known inscriptions in Hebrew date back to the 10th century BCE. It was the language of the Israelites, used in daily life and, most notably, in religious texts, including much of the Hebrew Bible (Tanakh). In its ancient
form, known as Biblical Hebrew, the language was written without vowels and relied on a system of consonantal script. Over centuries, as it became primarily a liturgical language, vocalization systems like the Tiberian vowel notation were developed to aid in pronunciation during religious recitation. Following the Babylonian exile in the 6th century
BCE and subsequent foreign dominations, including the Greek and Roman empires, Hebrew gradually ceased to be a spoken vernacular. It was replaced by Aramaic in daily life, though Hebrew remained the language of religious practice, scholarship, and poetry. During the Middle Ages, Jewish communities across the diaspora maintained Hebrew as
a scholarly and sacred language. Writers, philosophers, and poets used Hebrew to produce religious and philosophical texts, ensuring its continuity despite its limited role in spoken communication. The late 19th and early 20th centuries marked a pivotal period in the history of Hebrew. The languages revival as a spoken tongue is largely credited to
Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, a linguist and Zionist visionary. Born in 1858 in what is now Belarus, Ben-Yehuda believed that the Jewish people needed a common language to unite them in their ancestral homeland. Ben-Yehuda dedicated his life to revitalizing Hebrew, adapting it for modern use by creating new words and expressions. He compiled the first
modern Hebrew dictionary, drawing from Biblical, Mishnaic, and medieval Hebrew, as well as borrowing from other languages to fill lexical gaps. Words for contemporary concepts, such as electricity (, chashmal), were either invented or redefined. The establishment of Hebrew schools and the promotion of the language in Jewish communities were
crucial to its spread. By the time of Israels founding in 1948, Hebrew was not only widely spoken but also recognized as a unifying national language. Modern Hebrew, or Ivrit, differs significantly from its ancient counterpart. While it retains much of its Biblical vocabulary and grammar, modern influences have shaped its evolution: Phonology and
Pronunciation: Modern Hebrew has simplified some of the phonetic distinctions present in Biblical Hebrew. For example, guttural sounds like ayin () and chet () are often softened in everyday speech. Syntax and Grammar: The verb system, based on roots and patterns (binyanim), remains a hallmark of Hebrew grammar, though modern usage has
streamlined some complexities. Vocabulary Expansion: With the influence of immigration and globalization, Modern Hebrew incorporates words from Yiddish, Arabic, Russian, English, and other languages. Slang and informal expressions also evolve rapidly. The revival of Hebrew was not without its challenges. Early adopters faced resistance from
communities who viewed it as a sacred language unsuitable for secular use. Others struggled to adapt to its transformation from a written language to a spoken one. Despite these hurdles, the revival of Hebrew is considered one of the most successful examples of language revitalization in human history. It demonstrates how cultural identity and
linguistic heritage can serve as powerful motivators for communal effort. Today, Hebrew is spoken by over 9 million people worldwide, with the majority residing in Israel. It serves as a cornerstone of Israeli culture, education, and identity. Literature, cinema, and music thrive in Hebrew, and the language is a vital medium for technological and
scientific innovation in the country. Hebrews integration into digital platforms and the internet has further cemented its role as a dynamic, modern language. New words are regularly added to its lexicon to reflect technological and cultural advancements. The evolution of Hebrew from an ancient sacred language to a modern, living tongue is a
remarkable story of resilience and ingenuity. Its revival symbolizes more than linguistic achievementit reflects the enduring connection between language, culture, and identity. As a testament to human determination, Hebrew stands as a vibrant thread weaving together the past, present, and future of the Jewish people. Hebrew is classified as a
Semitic (or Shemitic, from Shem, the son of Noah) language. Was Hebrew just one of the many Semitic languages such as Canaanite, Aramaic, Phoenician, Akkadian, etc., that evolved out of a more ancient unknown language? Or, was Hebrew, and the Semitic family of languages, the original language of man? According to the Bible all people spoke
one language (Genesis 11:1) until the construction of the Tower of Babel, in southern Mesopotamia which occurred sometime around 4000 BC (Merrill F. Unger, "Tower of Babel," Unger's Bible Dictionary, 1977 ed.: 115). During the construction of the Tower, God confused the language of man and scattered the nations (Genesis 11:7,8). It is at this
time that the Sumerians (from the land of Sumer, known as Shinar in the Bible - Genesis 10:10), speaking a non-Semitic language, appear in southern Mesopotamia (J.I. Packer, Merril C. Tenney, William White, Jr., Nelson's Illustrated Encyclopedia of Bible Facts (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995) 337.). It is believed that the Sumerians are related to
the people living between the Black and Caspian Seas (Madelene S. Miller and J. Lane Miller, "Sumer," Harper's Bible Dictionary, 1973 ed.: 710) known as the Scythians, descendents of Noah's son Japheth (Merrill F. Unger, "Scythian," Unger's Bible Dictionary, 1977 ed.: 987). At approximately the same time the Sumerians appeared in Mesopotamia,
another civilization emerges in the South, the Egyptians. The original language of the Egyptians is Hamitic (From Ham, the second son of Noah) and is also unrelated to the Semitic languages (Merrill F. Unger, " Egypt," Unger's Bible Dictionary, 1977 ed.: 288). During the time of the Sumerians and the Egyptians, the Semitic peoples lived in Sumeria
and traveled west into the land of Canaan. The descendants of Noah It would appear that after the Tower of Babel, the descendants of Japheth traveled north with their language, the descendants of Ham traveled southwest with their language and the Semites traveled west with their language. "That is why it was called Babel - because there the
LORD confused the language of the whole world. From there the LORD scattered them over the face of the whole earth" (Genesis 11.9). What was the one language spoken prior to the Tower of Babel? When God created Adam, he spoke to him (Genesis 2:16) indicating that God gave Adam a language and this language came from God himself, not
through the evolution of grunts and groans of cave men. When we look at all the names of Adam's descendent, we find that all the names from Adam to Noah and his children are Hebrew names, meaning that their name has a meaning in Hebrew. For instance, Methuselah (Genesis 5:21) is Hebrew for "his death brings" (The flood occurred the year
that he died). It is not until we come to Noah's grandchildren that we find names that are of a language other than Hebrew. For instance, the name Nimrod (Genesis 11:18), who was from Babylon/Sumer/Shinar and possibly the Tower of Babel, is a non-Hebrew name. According to the Biblical record of names, Adam and his descendants spoke Hebrew.
In addition, Jewish tradition as well as some Christian Scholars, believed that Hebrew was the original language of man (William Smith, "Hebrew Language," Smith's Bible Dictionary, 1948 ed.: 238). From the Flood to the Babylonian Captivity The first mention of a Hebrew is in Genesis 14:13 where Abraham is identified as a "Hebrew" (Eevriy in
Hebrew). In Exodus 2:6 Moses is identified as one of the "Hebrews" (Eevriym in Hebrew) and throughout the Hebrew Bible the children of Israel are often identified as "Hebrews." A "Hebrew" is anyone who is descended from "Eber" (Ever in Hebrew), an ancestor of Abraham and Moses (See Genesis 10:24). The language used by the descendants of
"Eber" is called "Hebrew" (Eevriyt in Hebrew), but is never called "Hebrew" in the Hebrew Bible, but is instead referred to as the "Language of Canaan" (Isaiah 19:18) and the "Language of Judah" (II Kings 18:28, Isaiah 36:11, 13, Nehemiah 13:24, II Chronicles 32:18). While the Hebrew Bible may not refer to the language of the Hebrews as
"Hebrew," we do know that their language was in fact "Hebrew," as attested to in the many inscriptions discovered in the land of Israel from this period of time. From the Babylonian Captivity to the Bar Kockba Revolt After the time of King David, the nation of Israel split into two kingdoms, Israel in the north and Judah in the south. The northern
Kingdom of Israel was taken into captivity by the Assyrians around 740 BC and the southern Kingdom of Judah was taken into Babylonian captivity about 570 BC. During their captivity in Babylon, the Hebrews continued to speak the Hebrew language, but instead of writing the language with the Hebrew script (often referred to as Paleo-Hebrew),
they adopted the Aramaic square script to write the Hebrew language and the Hebrew script was used on a very limited basis such as a few Biblical scrolls and coins. When the Hebrews returned to the land of Israel, around 500 BC, it was believed that the Hebrews had abandoned the Hebrew language and instead spoke the Aramaic language, the
language of their captors in Babylon. The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, in its first edition in 1958, stated; "[Hebrew] ceased to be a spoken language around the fourth century B.C." However, much textual and archeological evidence has been discovered over recent years, which has revised this long-established theory. Bar Kochba letter
from 135 A.D. One of the most compelling evidences for the continued use of Hebrew into the 2nd Century A.D. is a letter from the Jewish General Simon Bar Kockba (Shimon ben Kosva, as the first line of the letter states in the above picture), which is dated at 135 A.D., which he wrote during the second Jewish revolt against Rome. This letter, along
with many others, was written in Hebrew, establishing the fact that Hebrew was still the language of the Jewish people, even into the second century AD. Because of the overwhelming evidence of Hebrews continued use, the Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, in its third edition in 1997 now, states; "[Hebrew] continued to be used as a spoken
and written language in the New Testament period." From the Bar Kockba Revolt to Today When the Jews, led by Simon Bar Kockba, were defeated in the revolt of 135 AD the Jews were expulsed from the land and dispersed around the world initiating the Diaspora. At this point most Jews adopted the language of the country they resided in, but
Hebrew continued to be spoken in the synagogues and Yeshivas (religious schools) for the teaching and studying of the Torah and the Talmud. Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, c. 1912 In the late 19th Century Eliezer Ben-Yehuda began a revival of the Hebrew language as a living language for the Jewish people in Israel and when the state of Israel was
established as an independent nation in 1948, Hebrew became the official language and, once again, Hebrew became the native language of the Hebrew people. Share copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format for any purpose, even commercially. Adapt remix, transform, and build upon the material for any purpose, even
commercially. The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms. Attribution You must give appropriate credit , provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made . You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use. ShareAlike If you remix,
transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your contributions under the same license as the original. No additional restrictions You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits. You do not have to comply with the license for elements of the material in the
public domain or where your use is permitted by an applicable exception or limitation . No warranties are given. The license may not give you all of the permissions necessary for your intended use. For example, other rights such as publicity, privacy, or moral rights may limit how you use the material. Hebrew is the official language of the State of
Israel. It is a Semitic language spoken by the Jewish people and one of the worlds oldest living languages. There are 22 letters in the Hebrew alphabet and the language is read from right to left. Originally the Hebrew language was not written with vowels to indicate how a word should be pronounced. However, around the 8th century as a system of
dots and dashes was developed whereby marks were placed beneath the Hebrew letters in order to indicate the appropriate vowel. Today vowels are commonly used in Hebrew school and grammar books, but newspapers, magazines, and books are largely written without vowels. Readers must be familiar with the words in order to pronounce them
correctly and understand the text. Hebrew is an ancient Semitic language. The earliest Hebrew texts date from the second millennium B.C.E. and evidence suggests that the Israelite tribes who invaded Canaan spoke Hebrew. The language was likely a commonly spoken until the fall of Jerusalem in 587 B.C.E. Once Jews were exiled Hebrew began to
disappear as a spoken language, though it was still preserved as a written language for Jewish prayers and holy texts. During the Second Temple Period, Hebrew was most likely used only for liturgical purposes. Parts of the Hebrew Bible are written in Hebrew as is the Mishnah, which is Judaisms written record of the Oral Torah. Since Hebrew was
primarily used for sacred texts prior to its revival as a spoken language, it was often called lashon ha-kodesh, which means the holy language in Hebrew. Some believed that Hebrew was the language of the angels, while the ancient rabbis maintained that Hebrew was the language originally spoken by Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Jewish
folklore says that all of humanity spoke Hebrew until the Tower of Babel when God created all the languages of the world in response to humanitys attempt to build a tower that would reach the heavens. Up until a century ago, Hebrew was not a spoken language. Ashkenazi Jewish communities generally spoke Yiddish (a combination of Hebrew and
German), while Sephardic Jews spoke Ladino (a combination of Hebrew and Spanish). Of course, Jewish communities also spoke the native language of whatever countries they were living in. Jews still used Hebrew (and Aramaic) during prayer services, but Hebrew was not used in everyday conversation. That all changed when a man named Eliezer
Ben-Yehuda made it his personal mission to revive Hebrew as a spoken language. He believed it was important for the Jewish people to have their own language if they were to have their own land. In 1880 he said: in order to have our own land and political life we must have the Hebrew language in which we can conduct the business of life. Ben-
Yehuda had studied Hebrew while a Yeshiva student and was naturally talented with languages. When his family moved to Palestine they decided that only Hebrew would be spoken in their home no small task, since Hebrew was an ancient language that lacked words for modern things like coffee or newspaper. Ben-Yehuda set about creating
hundreds of new words using the roots of biblical Hebrew words as a starting point. Eventually, he published a modern dictionary of the Hebrew language that became the basis of the Hebrew language today. Ben-Yehuda is often referred to as the father of Modern Hebrew. Today Israel is the official spoken language of the State of Israel. It is also
common for Jews living outside of Israel (in the Diaspora) to study Hebrew as part of their religious upbringing. Typically Jewish children will attend Hebrew School until they are old enough to have their Bar Mitzvah or Bat Mitzvah. English frequently absorbs vocabulary words from other languages. Hence it is no surprise that over time English has
adopted some Hebrew words. These include: amen, hallelujah, Sabbath, rabbi, cherub, seraph, Satan and kosher, among others. References: Jewish Literacy: The Most Important Things to Know About the Jewish Religions, its People and its History by Rabbi Joseph Telushkin. William Morrow: New York, 1991. Within Biblical Hebrew itself,
subdivisions can be made according to the period or stage of the language. The earliest Hebrew texts that have reached us date from the end of the second millennium B.C.E. The Israelite tribes that settled in Canaan from the 14th to 13th centuries B.C.E.regardless of what their language might have been before they established themselves
thereused Hebrew as a spoken and a literary language until the fall of Jerusalem in 587 B.C.E.It is quite likely that during the First Temple period [1006-587 B.C.E.] there would have been significant differences between the spoken and the written language, although this is hardly something about which we can be exact. What we know as Biblical
Hebrew is without doubt basically a literary language, which until the Babylonian exile [following the fall of Jerusalem] existed alongside living, spoken, dialects.The exile marks the disappearance of this language from everyday life and its subsequent use for literary and liturgical purposes only during the Second Temple period [515 B.C.E.-70 CE].
The latest biblical texts date from the second century B.C.E., if we disregard Biblical Hebrews survival in a more or less artificial way in the Dead Sea Scrolls, for example, and in certain kinds of medieval literature.The Hebrew of the poetic sections of the Bible, some of which are very old despite possible postexilic revision, as well as the oldest
epigraphic material in inscriptions dating from the 10th to sixth centuries B.C.E., we call Archaic Hebrew, although we realize that there is no general agreement among scholars regarding this term.The language used in the prose sections of the Pentateuch and in the Prophets and the Writings before the exile we call Classical Biblical Hebrew, or
Biblical Hebrew proper. Late Biblical Hebrew refers to the language of the books of the Bible written after the exile. Help us keep Jewish knowledge accessible to millions of people around the world. With your help, My Jewish Learning can provide endless opportunities for learning, connection and discovery. It has often been stated that Biblical
Hebrew is not a language in the full sense of the word but merely a fragment of language, only a part of the language actually used by the Israelites prior to the exile. This is without doubt one of the most serious limitations for an adequate study of its history. Ten centuries ago, the Jews of Spain were fully conscious of this, as demonstrated by the
words of some Cordoban scholars: Had we not left our country as exiles, we should today possess the whole of our language as in former times.The approximately 8,000 lexical items preserved in the books of the Bible would not have been enough to meet the needs of a living language.The Origins of HebrewThe historical problem of the origins of
Hebrewsometimes raised as a question of the kind What was the language spoken by the Patriarchs? or What was the language of the conquerors of Canaan?is beyond the scope of this study, which is concerned only with more narrowly linguistic issues. Whatever the truth of the matter, we have to recognize that the exact beginnings of the Hebrew
language are still surrounded by mystery.From the moment of its appearance in a documented written form, Hebrew offers clear evidence that it belongs to the Canaanite group of languages, with certain peculiarities of its own. Possibly this means that when the Israelite tribes settled in Canaan they adopted the language of that country, at least for
their written documents. Ancient, and certainly anachronistic, traditions about these seminomads allude to Aramaean ancestors (see Deuteronomy 26:5), but inferences of a linguistic nature should not, in principle, be drawn from this.In the passage where Jacob and his descendants are portrayed as making a final break from Laban (the Aramaean,
Genesis 31:47), various writers have seen an allusion to the time when the Israelites abandoned Aramaic and adopted the Canaanite language of the country they were living in.In any case, there is a clear continuity between Hebrew as it is historically attested and the language of the El1Amarna letters [cuneiform tablets discovered in 1887], which
date from before the settlement of the Israelites in Canaan. This is not to deny that Israels monotheism could have had clear implications for particular semantic fields, thus distinguishing Hebrew from the languages of other Canaanite peoples.Combining historical and linguistic issues, it was suggested in the first decades of this century that Hebrew
is not a homogeneous linguistic system but a Mischsprache [hybrid language], in which it is possible to distinguish an early Canaanite layer, very close to Akkadian, and another more recent layer, closer to Aramaic and Southern SemiticAs well as modified versions of the Mischsprache hypothesis which continued to receive a measure of support until
recently, there have also been claims by various scholars, often led by considerations of an allegedly historical nature, that clear traces of Aramaic can be found in the origins of Hebrew. However, the various rebuttals of the Mischsprache theory have ensured that it is no longer generally regarded as very plausible nowadays, and a different kind of
approach to the problems which fuelled the theory is favored.Various recent studies have emphasized that Aramaic might have influenced Hebrew very strongly, not when Hebrew first emerged but many centuries later, in the second half of the first millennium B.C.E. up to the beginnings of the Common Era. Thus, it is generally accepted that in the
phonology [sound], morphology [structure], and lexicon [vocabulary] of Late Biblical Hebrew, as well as in Rabbinic Hebrew, there is a significant Aramaic component.Similarly, in the linguistic system of the Masoretes [sages who lived between the sixth and 10th century and were responsible for establishing a system of vowels for the consonants-only
Bible] features of Aramaic pronunciation have been superimposed on Hebrew.If, in various ways, we recognize in Hebrew elements that differentiate it from the neighboring Canaanite dialects, we do not believe that these are derived from the Aramaic or Amorite that the Israelites might perhaps have spoken before they settled in Canaan, but instead
that they result, for example, from linguistic conservativism, from independent linguistic developments within Hebrew, and from dialect diversity (about which we are acquiring ever more evidence).Increasingly it is believed that whereas Biblical Hebrew was the language of literature and administration, the spoken language even before the exile
might have been an early version of what would later become Rabbinic Hebrew. There are notable differences between the type of language used for poetry (which seems to be closer to the languages found in neighboring countries) and that employed by classical prose, as well as differences between the northern and southern or Jerusalemite
dialects. A further significant feature is the influence of various foreign languages on Hebrew over the centuries.Reprinted from A History of the Hebrew Languagewith the permission of Cambridge University Press.Want to learn Hebrew one day at a time? Click here to sign up for our Hebrew Word of the Day email. Get Jewish wisdom & discovery in
your inbox Modern Hebrew is one of the two official languages of the State of Israel, used as first language by the majority of its citizens. It is spoken by around 9 million people worldwide, most of whom live in Israel. The roots of the Hebrew language are traced back to the first millennium B.C. which makes it one of the most ancient languages still
spoken in the world today. Based on its classical sources (biblical, rabbinical & medieval) Hebrew was revived as a spoken language at the turn of the 20th century by a joint effort of intellectuals, teachers and educators, the most renowned of whom was Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, to become what is today Modern (or Israeli) Hebrew, the modern form of the
ancient language.AlexiaAfter completing my Master of Laws in The Netherlands, I decided to devote two years of my life to a long-thought-out project: studying Near Eastern Languages. The Polis immersive method provides me with linguistic tools and communication skills that are essential to improve my study of Arabic and Modern Hebrew.MA in
Near Eastern Languages (21)Avit Gracia-Garcial.ondon, UKHaving a lifelong experience teaching Latin with a communicative approach, I have found only at Polis the chance to learn Coptic, Hebrew, and Arabic taught also in the target language. It was very exciting to study there!Introduction to Hebrew Literaturelssues in Semitic LanguagesModern
Hebrew (Aleph, Aleph+, Beth, Beth+, Gimel, Gimel+)Mishna, the oldest authoritative postbiblical collection and codification of Jewish oral laws, systematically compiled by numerous scholars (called tannaim) over a period of about two centuries. The codification was given final form early in the 3rd century ad by Judah ha-Nasi. The Mishna
supplements the written, or scriptural, laws found in the Pentateuch. It presents various interpretations of selective legal traditions that had been preserved orally since at least the time of Ezra (c. 450 bc).Intensive study of the Mishna by subsequent scholars (called amoraim) in Palestine and Babylonia resulted in two collections of interpretations and
annotations of it called the Gemara, or Talmud. In the broader sense of the latter terms, the Mishna and Gemara together make up the Talmud (q.v.).The Mishna comprises six major sections, or orders (sedarim), that contain 63 tractates (massekhtaot) in all, each of which is further divided into chapters. Judaism: The making of the Mishna Zeraim
(Seeds), the first order of the Mishna, has 11 tractates. It begins by discussing daily prayer and then devotes 10 tractates to religious laws involving agriculture. Zeraim discusses the prescription that fields must periodically lie fallow, the prohibition on plant hybridization, and regulations governing what portion of a harvest is to be given to priests, to
Levites (a priestly clan), and to the poor.The second order, Moed (Festival), consists of 12 tractates that deal with ceremonies, rituals, observances, and prohibitions related to the Sabbath, to religious festivals, to fast days, and to such other days as are marked by regular religious observancee.g., periodic contributions to the Temple of
Jerusalem.Nashim (Women), the third order of the Mishna, discusses married life in seven tractates. It thus explains religious laws concerning betrothals, marriage contracts, divorce, bills of divorce, and certain ascetic vows that affect married life.The fourth order, Neziqin (Damages), has 10 tractates covering civil and criminal law as related to
damages, theft, labour relations, usury, real estate, partnerships, tenant relations, inheritance, court composition, jurisdiction and testimony, erroneous decisions of the Sanhedrin (high court), and physical punishments, including death. Idolatry, which is punishable by death, is also discussed. The tractate Avot (Fathers) seems to have been included
in the fourth order to teach a moral way of life that would preclude serious transgressions of the law and thereby diminish the necessity of punishment. It became one of the most popular pieces of Talmudic literature; in English translations it is usually called The Ethics of the Fathers. Qodashim (Holy Things), the fifth order, provides a detailed
description of the Temple of Jerusalem complex and discusses laws regulating Temple sacrifices, other offerings, and donations. It has 11 tractates.The last of the Mishna orders is ohorot (Purifications), divided into 12 tractates. It considers laws regarding the ritual purity of vessels, dwellings, foods, and persons and deals with various rituals of
purification. The text also provides considerable information on ritual objects. The section below details the timeline of how the Hebrew language has developed over the past three thousand years. It includes Biblical Hebrew, Inter-Biblical and Mishnaic Hebrew, Mishnaic Hebrew, Medieval Hebrew, and Modern Hebrew. It is largely accepted that
there are three periods of Biblical Hebrew: Archaic Biblical Hebrew: represented by certain poems in the Pentateuch and theProphets. Standard Biblical Hebrew: found in Biblical prose from Genesis through Second Kings. Late Biblical Hebrew: as seen in post-exilic books such as Ezra, Nehmiah, Daniel, and the Chronicles. There are seven common
verb stems of Biblical Hebrew, which fall into three groups. The first is made up of two stems, Qal and Nifal. Verbs in Qal may be active or stative, and Nifal verbs usually express either reflexivity, reciprocity, or may express the passive of Qal verbs. The second group contains three stems, Piel, Pual and Hitpael. The characteristic trait of this group is
the doubling (germination) of the second consonant and the stems are often called intensive. Piel verbs sometimes are factitive, Pual is an internal passive of Piel, and Hitpael may be reflexive or reciprocal, infrequently passive. The third group includes two stems and is formed with a prefixed consonant he: Hifil is causative-factitive and Hofal
functions as its internal passive. Biblical Hebrew has a sensitive and complex system of denoting subtle indications of time and aspect. The frequency of the conjunction waw before many verbs, according to medieval Jewish grammarians, could change the tense of a verb; this waw is known as the waw conversive. Foreign Loan Words According to
Kutscher, The native vocabulary of Biblical Hebrew is a true reflection of the life, geographical background, means of livelihood, manner and customs, religion and beliefs of the Jewish people during Biblical times. By means of the vocabulary, one can obtain a sociological breakdown of Jewish agricultural society. Technical and commercial terms are
largely foreign words, which Kutscher attributes to the foreignness of these concepts to the ancient Israelites, whereas the large number of native agricultural terms gives a window into the importance of working the land. For example, Kutscher notes there are 117 names of plants in Biblical Hebrew, 18 of which are thorns and thistles! Due to the
Silk Road and other trade routes, the average Jew in Biblical times had broad geographical horizons, from India to Southern Arabia and Nubia, to Asia Minor, and possibly beyond the Greek Isles. The general population was exposed to numerous languages and Biblical Hebrew absorbed many foreign words, often recognized by their alien roots or
appearance. Additionally, there are included in the Biblical Hebrew lexicon what are called travelling or culture words These are words that appear simultaneously in several languages of the Mediterranean basin, such that it is impossible to know in which language the word originated. One example is the word sack, which is found in Egyptian and
most Semitic languages. It was recorded in Greek and filtered into many European languages. Akkadian, the language of the Babylonians and Assyrians, is one of the main sources of loan words in Biblical Hebrew. As an example, the Hebrew month names today are of Akkadian origin. Several of them even appear in Late Biblical Hebrew books,
whereas in Standard Biblical Hebrew the month names reflect the ancient Canaanite calendar. However, more than any other language, it is Aramaic which left an indelible imprint on Hebrew, from the adoption of the Aramaic alphabet during Second Temple times to a more subtle influence of Aramaic roots that have so successfully infiltrated the
language that it is almost impossible to spot them. As Kutscher states, Because of the symbiosis of the two languages during the nearly one thousand years before Hebrew ceased being a spoken language (end of the second century CE), Aramaic became the main factor shaping Hebrew. This influence is most felt in the late books, Ezra, Nehemiah,
Chronicles, some Psalms, Esther, and more. Inscriptions The most important inscriptions from the First Temple Period are the Gezer Calendar (Solomonic period, 10th century BCE), the Samaria Ostraca (time of Joash, end of 8th century), the famous Siloam Inscription of Hezekiah (end of the eighth century), a letter from Mesad Hashavyahu (also
known as Yavne-Yam; time of Josiah, end of 7th century), the Lachish Letters and the Arad Ostraca (just before the end of the Kingdom of Judah, beginning of 6th century), according to Kutscher. Recently, another early inscription has been found written on a pottery shard in Emek HaFEla (possibly the Biblical Shaarayim), which has been dated to the
early 10th century BCE (during the reign of King David). Cairo Geniza The discovery of a cache of documents in the Cairo Geniza revolutionized Jewish Studies as an academic discipline. A few scholars had known about the Geniza collection even as early as the 1750s, but its significance was only discovered when a pair of English twin sisters, Agnes
S. Lewis and Margaret D. Gibson, brought renowned scholar Solomon Schechter text fragments from their Egyptian tour in 1896. Schechter was quick to understand the monumental importance of the find and travelled to Egypt where he acquired thousands of additional documents. Today, the largest stores of the Geniza finds are housed in the
Taylor-Schechter collection in Cambridge (where Schechter taught), some 193,000 fragments, and there are an additional 31,000 at the Jewish Theological Seminary of America (where Schechter later served as president). Ben Sira One of the most important finds in the Cairo Geniza was a Hebrew version of the Book of Ben Sira. Though there were
extant versions in Greek, Latin and Syriac, the Hebrew original had been presumed lost. A later monumental discovery by Yigael Yadin of additional fragments in Masada validated the texts origins and time-frame. (Previously some scholars had thought the book to have been composed in the Middle Ages.) The Masada fragments date back to 125-100
CE. The combination of the two finds gives a window into the history of the Hebrew language and the intertestamental literature of this period. Ben Sira, it seems, attempted to imitate the grammar and style of Biblical Hebrew, and his language drew heavily on the whole Hebrew Bible. However it could not help but be influenced by contemporary
spoken languages such as Mishnaic Hebrew and Aramaic. Additionally, there are influences from unknown foreign sources. Since all sources are written and literary, scholars know little about the actual spoken language at this period. The Dead Sea Scrolls The Dead Sea Scrolls, initially discovered by a shepherd in 1947 in caves in Qumran, above the
Dead Sea, were originally part of a library of a Jewish sect that had settled in the region. In this material are portions, and even whole books, from the Jewish Bible and Apocrypha and Pseudocrypha, as well as sectarian writings, hymns, manuals, and commentaries. Scholars have found interesting similarities between and differences in Biblical texts
from the Masoretic version. For example, the complete Isaiah Scroll (1QIsaa), whose text is largely similar, differs in spelling, phonetics, morphology, and in some cases, vocabulary, and syntax. Some scholars claim this reflects a more popular version of the book during this era.Among the many criteria used to determine the nature and date of the
language of the Dead Sea Scrolls are the forms of proper names. The spelling and writing of proper names clearly reflect a Hebrew later than the Biblical period. According to Kutscher, since Aramaic was the lingua franca during this period, the differences found in the Dead Sea Scrolls reflect the characteristics of a literary Hebrew used in the last
centuries of the first millennium BCE. There are many similarities between the language of the Dead Sea Scrolls and that of the Samaritan oral tradition of the Pentateuch. Additionally, common Aramaic forms and usages left their marks on the language. Interestingly, there are remarkably few words adapted from additional languages: Greek and
Latin are almost entirely absent from the Dead Sea Scrolls. One theory is that this was a conscious effort on the part of the writers to reject the foreign influence on their sacred language, perhaps an early Academy of the Hebrew Language. This consciousness is supported by the number of terms that appear to have been translated from Latin,
especially those pertaining to the military. Two aspects of the vocabulary of the Dead Sea Scrolls merit special attention. Firstly, like todays Academy, the writers of the scrolls took roots or words found in Biblical Hebrew whose meanings were lost or unknown and employed them with new meaning. Secondly, there are several words found in the
scrolls whose meanings are only now more-fully understood to scholars of Biblical Hebrew thanks to their usage in the Dead Sea Scrolls. Following the destruction of the Second Temple, Mishnaic Hebrew filled the vacuum left by the demise of Biblical Hebrew. It also was the spoken language of the region, as is attested in the Bar-Kokhba letters
written during the Second Jewish Revolt (132-135 CE). After the defeat of the Jews during the Second Jewish Wars, most native speakers of the tongue were killed, and Mishnaic Hebrew remained as a literary language. Therefore, when circa 200 CE Yehuda HaNasi and his students redacted the oral tradition in the Mishna, Tosefta, and halachic
Midrash, the language was, as Kutscher states, already dead, or moribund. He offers some evidence, including the fact that students of the Rabbi were no longer completely familiar with Hebrew to the extent that they sometimes had to consult the Rabbis maidservant for some meanings. (Kutschers assumption was that the maid, who was from a
lower class, still spoke Hebrew as a native tongue, and she fled Judea with the Rabbi to the Aramaic-speaking regions of the North where the Mishna was compiled.) There are two layers of Mishnaic Hebrew. MH1 is the older linguistic stratum of the Mishna, Tosefta, and the Baraytot in the Talmudim; MH1 was the spoken language of the Tannaim.
MH2, on the other hand, no longer was spoken naturally, but was used as the language of literary and religious discourse by the Amoraim in the Talmudim. An influential theory advanced by Abraham Geiger, one of the founders of the Jewish Reform movement, held that Mishnaic Hebrew was never spoken at all, but was always an artificial, literary
language. This theory was dismissed in the first few decades of the twentieth century by M.H. Segal. The publication of the Bar-Kokhba letters in the early 1960s, which dealt with mundane military and civilian matters, left no doubt that Mishnaic Hebrew had indeed been spoken. The vocabulary of Mishnaic Hebrew The vocabulary of Mishnaic
Hebrew is made up of Biblical words, Biblical material that underwent semantic or morphological changes, and foreign words from Akkadian, Persian, Greek, Latin and especially Aramaic. In some cases, words that were found in Biblical Hebrew with one meaning developed additional meanings in Mishnaic Hebrew. There was more than one dialect
of spoken Mishnaic Hebrew. A proof of this is the existence of several cases of multiple words for the same object among the Tannaim. The Mishnaic Hebrew spoken in Babylonia differed from that in Palestine. Two corpora of transliterations are highly instructive in learning more about Hebrew in the first half of the first millennium CE. The first is
the Secunda, the second column of the Hexapla, which is a six-column edition of the Bible edited by Origenes, who lived in Caesarea in the third century CE. The first column contained the Biblical text in Hebrew letters, the second a transliteration of the Hebrew text in Greek letters, and they were followed by four different Greek translations.
Though only a few fragments survived of the second column, it makes a significant contribution to the understanding of the pronunciation of Hebrew at this period. The transliterations of St. Jerome, who lived in Palestine at the end of the fourth and beginning of the fifth century CE, are also a gold mine of information. A Christian convert from
paganism, he came to the Holy Land from Europe and learned Hebrew from Jewish teachers to better translate the original Biblical texts into Latin. Several words of Mishnaic Hebrew are preserved in his writings. From the fifth century CE on, Hebrew was not used anywhere in the world as an everyday spoken language. However, it continued to be
widely used as a literary language up until its modern revival as a spoken tongue.One instance in which Hebrew did continue to be spoken was among Jews traveling from East to West or migrating from country to country. Additionally, Hebrew may have been used as the language of instruction in Jewish schools in Muslim countries, and even in
Amsterdam. In the Holy Land, there are also indications of Hebrew speech throughout the centuries; even Moses Montefiore mentions it (19th century). However, though not generally spoken, the language continued to evolve.As the Jews were a widely dispersed people during this period, there is significant borrowing from foreign languages, both
into Hebrew and from it. Arabic was the most influential in many ways, particularly in literature and the sciences.During the last part of this period, new Jewish languages arose as the result of contact between different spoken vernaculars and Hebrew, for example, Yiddish (German and Hebrew), Ladino (Spanish and Hebrew), Judaeo-Arabic (Arabic
and Hebrew). Vocalization The two most significant developments during this period were the invention of the vocalized vowel signs, and the rise of Hebrew grammar and lexicography. Prior to the development of the Masoretic diacritical marks, only a select few professional readers would have been able to recite the Bible in synagogues without
being influenced by their spoken languages. This was made more complicated by the fact that by the 8th century, Jews had to know three languages or dialects for religious purposes: Biblical Hebrew (for the Hebrew Bible), Mishnaic Hebrew (for the study of the Mishna), and Aramaic (for the study of the targumim and the Talmud). The Masoretic
system was developed in Tiberias in the second half of the first millennium CE. While it became the most widely used system, others were developed in Babylonia (which was used by the Yemenite community until a few generations ago) and in Palestine (it was unknown to scholars until discovered in the Cairo Geniza). Thanks to the standardization of
the Biblical vocalization, every literate Jew had the ability to read the Bible. Poetry Poetry in the Middle Ages was generally composed in Hebrew and some legal contracts were written in it as well. In Arab countries, Jews originally wrote poetry in Hebrew for religious purposes; in Christian countries, on the other hand, all literary production was
written in Hebrew, whether related to religious subjects or secular. From the middle of the first millennium CE,piyyut, a new genre of religious poetry, became popular in Palestine. It quickly spread across the Diaspora, reaching its height around the 15th century CE. These poems were recited in synagogues as an ornamental addition to the regular
liturgy. The authors of these religious poems used revolutionary linguistic tactics in their composition. In addition to using rare vocabulary and forms which had previously only been used in Biblical Hebrew, when a needed word could not be found in Biblical Hebrew, they also made use of Mishnaic Hebrew and Aramaic. Moreover, the poets
(paytanim) were fond of word play. Famous authors of earlypiyyutimin Palestine were Yose ben Yose (5th-6th century), Yannai (6th-7th century), and Elazar HaKalir (6th-7th century). Outside of Palestine, the most noted author was Saadya Gaon (9th-10th century), who lived in Babylonia and was influential in disseminating the Hebrew language
through his work on grammar and lexicography. He also translated the Bible into Arabic, which is still used today by Jews from Arab lands. In the twelfth century, Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra led a backlash against thepaytanimstating that the indiscriminate use of Biblical Hebrew and Mishnaic Hebrew was unseemly. Another rabbi in the 18th century
called their language a denigrating mixture of languages. A new branch of secular poetry also developed during this period. Whereas the goal of the paytanimwas largely to use Biblical Hebrew to glorify God, secular poets wrote their Hebrew with a freer hand and even created new verbs and nouns from existing Hebrew roots. Among the famous
secular poets are Shmuel HaNagid, Shlomo Ibn Gabirol, Judah HaLevi, and Ibn Ezra. They drew freely upon Mishnaic Hebrew and the usages of the paytanim and were somewhat influenced by Arabic. Beginnings of Hebrew Linguistics As Salo Wittmayer Baron stated in hisSocial and Religious History of the Jews, Perhaps in no period of human
history did preoccupation with the correctness and purity of the spoken and written language become such a deep concern of educated classes as during the Islamic Renaissance. Though the Rabbanite Saadya Gaon composed treatises on linguistics, as did others in the 9th-10th centuries, it is Karaite scholars who are considered to have been the
founders of Hebrew linguistics. Additionally, it was the Jews in 10th-13th century Spain who produced a golden age in linguistic research, influenced to a considerable extent by the Judeo-Arabic symbiosis. The most important founders of Hebrew linguistics include Menahem ben Saruq, Dunash ben Labrat, Judah ben Hayyuj, and especially Yonah Ibn
Janah. A father and son team, Joseph Qimhi (born in Spain) and David Qimhi (born in France), composed grammars and dictionaries of Biblical Hebrew in Arabic. Hebrew grammar is a result of the advent of Arabic grammar. The Spanish grammarians had a distinct advantage over the Arab grammarians in that they were knowledgeable in three
Semitic languages, Arabic, Hebrew, and Aramaic, and could compare them. Translations from Arabic As Christian Europe was still in the grasp of the Dark Ages, the Islamic world was enjoying a Golden Age of enlightened and scientific thinking. Jews slowly brought these ideas into Europe by way of Hebrew translations of Arabic works, both written
by Jews (Saadya Gaon, Maimonides) and Muslims. Due to the technical nature of many of these texts, neither Biblical nor Mishnaic Hebrew had the necessary terms in their lexicons. Therefore, translators translated the missing jargon from Arabic to Hebrew, creating a sort of translation Hebrew and generating thousands of new words. Also in the
process of literal translations, many new syntactical forms were created. Kutscher wrote, The introduction into Hebrew of new words or new meanings for older words and constructions alien to Biblical Hebrew and Mishnaic Hebrew had an influence which is still felt today. Mendele Mokher Sefarim (the pen name of Sholem Yakov Abramovich, 1836-
1917) is often called the Creator of Modern Hebrew (as opposed to Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, the Father of Modern Hebrew). Whereas Jews in Central Europe had turned away from Hebrew in expressing secular subjects in favor of the local vernacular, Jews in Eastern Europe did not have access to non-Jewish culture and therefore still utilized Hebrew for
writing secular thought. Mendele is considered the father of two literary languages, Hebrew and Yiddish, which until then had been relegated to less academic usages. Mendele was very precise in his writing and found it difficult to express fully his ideas in a Biblical Hebrew-based Hebrew. He therefore decided to create a Hebrew language of his
own. In Mendeles Hebrew there is significant exploitation and influence of Mishnaic Hebrew, both in terms of grammar and lexicon. He utilized Aramaic and turned to other sources as well: thesiddur(prayer book), Medieval Hebrew, the widely-known Rashi commentaries, and other popular texts. Mendele was successful in his new literary Hebrew,
but he had no interest in reviving the language as a spoken tongue. Indeed, in one of his short stories he even mocks those who try to speak Hebrew. Spoken Hebrew needed a different patriarch, which it found in Eliezer Ben-Yehuda. Mendele published his great work, Natural History, in three volumes. The first volume, Mammals, was published in
Leipzig in 1862. The second, Birds, was published in Zhytomyin 1866. And the third volume, Reptiles, was published in Vilnius in 1872. The image displayed here was scanned from the works accompanying illustrations, which were published at the end of the first volume. Total Immersion. Our classes are taught entirely in the target language: the
only language spoken, written, or read is the one being taught. This principle marks the main difference from the traditional grammar translation methods and is both the cornerstone and wellspring of our methodology. Dynamic Language Development. We recognize the students continuous progression in language acquisition based on the Four
Basic Language Skills (listening, speaking, reading and writing) and modes of discourse or literary genres (dialogue narration argumentation poetry). The students and staff of Polis make up a community of exceptionally diverse, intellectually curious, and highly motivated language learners. Studentswhether they be professionals or scholars, local or
internationalcome to Polis to share a commitment to language study and language immersion. Successful completion of the MA in Ancient Philology program entitles the student to receive an accredited MA degree from either the Pontifical University of the Holy Cross (Rome) or the International University of Catalunya (Barcelona). Successful
completion of the MA in Near Eastern Languages program entitles the student to receive an accredited MA degree from the University of Navarra (Pamplona) or the International University of Catalonia (Barcelona). To study and live in Jerusalem can be quite financially demanding. Polis is here to ensure that students who qualify receive the help they
deserve. Thanks to the generosity of our donors there are plenty of scholarship opportunities available for Polis Academic Programs in Jerusalem, including all MA, One-Year, and Fluency programs.
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