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Abstract 
 

The purpose of this paper is to present a comprehensive description of the Hebrew language of 

the two main communities that lived in South Yemen—Shar'ab and Aden.  

 

Hebrew ceased to be a spoken and living language in the third century CE and since that time 

was preserved principally within a liturgical framework—reading from the Bible, praying, and 

studying Rabbinic literature. The reading of books written in Hebrew and Aramaic was passed 

continuously from generation to generation through to the last. In each community a unique 

tradition of reading the Hebrew texts formed. A reading tradition can be defined in the following 

way: pronunciation of the Hebrew letters as they were passed on and received from generation to 

generation in a particular community or ethnic group. 

 

The reading tradition held by the Jews of Yemen has received much attention. Several 

researchers such as Abraham Zvi Idelsohn and Hubart Grimme in the early 20th century, and 

Shlomo Dov Goitein after them, researched Yemenite Hebrew and described in detail the vowels 

and consonants of its system of pronunciation. However, the most comprehensive and accurate 

research of Yemenite Hebrew was done by Sehlomo Morag. In 1956, Morag founded The Jewish 

Oral Traditions Research Center in which the various language traditions of the Jewish 

communities are documented in the form of recordings. The first product of the research center 

was his significant book, The Hebrew Languge Tradition of the Yemenite Jews, printed in 1963. 

The book is based on an intensive study of Yemenite Hebrew, and is more detailed and 

organized than all previous research on the topic. On the basis of many hours of recordings of 

Yemenites who came from all over Yemen, Morag differentiated between five groups of 

Yemenite Hebrew divided according to geographical regions in Yemen—each group has its own 

system of pronunciation.  

 

The tradition of the Jews of central Yemen receives the most attention in Morag’s book ("group 

A"), and principally investigated was the tradition of the people of the city Sanaa. The court of 

law of Yemen was situated in Sanaa, and many sages and scholars lived there who were spiritual 

authorities for all the communities in Yemen. Morag identified in the people of Sanaa a great 
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ability for conservation. Their language tradition is characterized by ancient and original 

linguistic characteristics —they differentiate between all twenty-two Hebrew consonants and 

between the six allophonic בגדכפ"ת pairs. In terms of vowels, they differentiate between all six, 

as in the vowel system of the ancient Babylonian Tradition, and the mobile shva (shva na) is 

pronounced exactly according to the rules of the Tiberian Tradition of the Bible. The sounds 

themselves are stable and fixed in their pronunciation and hardly ever vary. Moreover, the 

scholars of Sanaa have a very good command of the books of the Bible and the Talmud, and 

have a stable tradition of pronouncing each and every word contained therein. These features 

also characterize scholars from other areas of Yemen but not to the same extent typical of the 

scholars of Sanaa.  

 

Since Morag’s book, almost all of the research on Yemenite Hebrew has been done on the basis 

of informants from Sanaa. The collection of recordings of informants from Sanaa at the Research 

Center is bigger than the amount of recordings from all the other cities—in Yemen or otherwise. 

In this work, I focus on the language tradition of the Jews from Southern Yemen. Upon 

considering the differences Morag described between the various regions in Yemen, the principal 

differences are based on the pronunciation of three sounds: the ק, the dagesh-marked ג, and the 

vowel holam. It is possible to say, generally, that the sounds are pronounced one way in 

Southern Yemen, and another way in Central and Northern Yemen. Since several studies have 

been done on the language tradition of Central Yemen, there remains a need to examine the 

Hebrew tradition Southern Yemen in a more focused and in-depth way.  

 

In this paper, I improve upon Morag’s findings on the phonetic system of the Jews of Southern 

Yemen, and examine anew phonological issues in the reading of the Bible. However, most of 

this paper deals with the tradition of reading the Mishnah: I deal with phonological issues from 

the reading of the Mishnah, and more specifically in the Mishnaic system of nouns according to 

the reading tradition of the Jews of Southern Yemen.  

 

Before summarizing the principal findings of the paper, I would like to begin with a few things 

on the community of Southern Yemen. 

 



III 

The Shar'ab region shares a northern border with Ibb County and a southern border with Taʻizz. 

At the beginning of the 20th century, approximately 10,000 Jews lived in this region and 

inhabited many settlements (over 130). Some of the Jews were scattered in small villages, and it 

sometimes happened that the Jews living in a certain village did not number enough to make up a 

minyan of ten. In Shar'ab there were many scholars well versed in the Bible, the Halacha and the 

Kabbalah. In general, the people of Shar'ab have a tradition of reading in Aramaic: Onkelos’ 

tradition of the Torah and Jonathan’s tradition for haftarot, selected chapters of the Mishnah and 

the Aramaic sections of En Ya’akov and Hok LeYisra'el. Study of the Babylonian Talmud in its 

entirety was the province of few.  

 

The city of Aden is on the Red Sea, and its port served as a center of commerce between Yemen 

and countries of the Red Sea. The city was conquered by the British in 1838, and following that 

time developed economically and in terms of urban infrastructure. In the 20th century, the city’s 

population was made up of the local population and immigrants who came from various places 

in Yemen because of its economic prosperity. Knowledge of the Bible was part of the culture of 

any Adenite boy, as in the rest of Yemen, which he obtained from the Talmud “mori” (teacher) 

or in the synagogue. The people of Aden gained proficiency in the Mishnah within a liturgical 

framework—in prayer or mourning—and also from Moed tractates that were taught during the 

chaggim (holidays). Students of the local yeshiva learned, in addition, others of the six tractates 

of the Mishnah and the Babylonian Talmud. 

 

Because the whole of Southern Yemen is close to the port, Aden was open to influences outside 

of Yemen. Printed books that came from Livorno and from other places greatly influenced 

Halachic Minhagim (customary laws), the wording of prayers, and the versions of Rabbinic 

literature. Some of the printed books were punctuated (to indicate the Hebrew vowel system), 

especially Siddurim (Jewish prayer books) and the books of the Mishnah. These all had a 

significant influence on the language tradition of the people of Southern Yemen.  

 

Summary of the study’s findings: 
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On the subject of consonants, it is necessary to specify the range of pronunciations of the letter  ק 

in the tradition of Aden. Morag described two pronunciations, and this study expands that 

number to three main pronunciations. On a basic level, the letter is pronounced as in Shar'ab— q. 

The other two pronunciations ( ,) are more fricative, and in general are dependent on the 

phonetic environment. In certain conditions, the pronunciation of ק became identical to the 

pronunciation of the lax ג (). This overlap created a stop or pharyngealized pronunciation also 

in the use of the lax ג: q >  >  //  >  > q.   

 

The lax  ב is pronounced in southern Yemen as a bilabial consonant. Because of the affinity 

between the lax and the dagesh pronunciations, there ceased in many instances to be a distinction 

between the allophones.    

 

The most important topic in terms of vowels is the pronunciation of the holam. Morag 

hypothesized that in southern Yemen the holam was pronounced like the tsere — e. A 

reexamination of the pronunciation of the holam in Yemen changes the mapping of its 

pronunciation. Outside of Sanaa and its environs, the holam has a variety of pronunciations. 

Some of them are close or even identical to the tsere and some are close to the holam as 

pronounced in Sanaa. This diversity in the pronunciation of the holam is documented also in the 

people of southern Yemen, and is dependent on the degree of lip-rounding and in the vowel’s 

placement (height and backness) in the mouth. Indeed, it is correct that in southern Yemen the 

pronunciation of the holam as a tsere can be heard in the majority of the people of the area and in 

the majority of instances, such that the pronunciation caused morphological changes (that is to 

say paradigm shifts in verb forms). Essentially, unlike the consonants ק and ג, there is no clear 

and continuous variation in the pronunciation of the holam across geographical boundaries—its 

diversity of pronunciations was characteristic of all the areas of Yemen.  

 

In terms of the rules of the mobile shva (shva na), the southern tradition is similar to the tradition 

of the center. The shva na is pronounced in three manners: the default is ǎ, before a guttural it is 

pronounced with the vowel of the guttural being furtive (hatuph), and in front of the consonant  י 

it is pronounced ǐ. The people of southern Yemen also distinguish between a shva na and a 

resting shva naḥ in the same way as those of central Yemen. In a few known, fixed words the 
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people of southern Yemen deviate from the rules: דִים ד ,מְיסָֻּ  Instead of pronouncing the shva .מְיחָֻּ

na regularly ǐ, they pronounce it ǎ. These are not coincidental abnormalities. This special 

pronunciation is uniform among the informants and is documented in the Habban region, and 

should therefore be viewed as an authentic phenomenon 

 

On the subject of stresses, we found that in southern Yemen there is less meticulousness in the 

lengthening of the stressed syllable in a segolate word (a word in which the penultimate vowel is 

stressed). The same thing is true with the pronunciation of secondary stresses, marked in the 

Bible with a ga'ya: these are not pronounced meticulously in southern Yemen. There are types of 

secondary stresses (in a closed syllable or shva) that are systematically pronounced in central 

Yemen and in southern Yemen are very limited.  

 

On the tradition of reading the Mishnah: as a basis for this work, I recorded over the course of a 

few years informants from the communities that were proficient in the tradition of their 

forefathers. The recordings comprehend the corpus that was possible to learn abroad—Brachot, 

Mo'ed, Pirkei Avot, and chapters from the Mishnah that are learned in mourning. I describe the 

Mishnaic reading tradition from several perspectives: the “Ketiv and Qeri” custom, different 

phonological characteristics, and noun morphology. I compare the findings with the first major 

informants of the tradition in central Yemen: from the Nahum manuscript (16th century) to the 

vocalized Talmud of Rav 'Amr. Issues of phonology and nouns, I compare to the tradition of 

manuscripts of the Mishnah and to descriptions of the oral tradition that have been published in 

various studies.  

 

Keri uchetiv: in many cases, the informants deviated from the style of the print they were reading 

and pronounced another version. The main types of alterations were in linguistic form (such as: 

אחד אַחַת < רשות  דפנות ;רשות  דפנות < שלשה  לוֹש   exchanges with versions that were more ,(שָּ

familiar to them (גבוה היה  הּ < כמה  ובהָּ גָּ היה  טוב ;כמה  ויום  חול < שבת  ויום   morphological ,(שבת 

alternations ( עים הדילו ן  < כתיקונן ;הַדַלּוּעִים <  קנָּ  and distancing themselves from insults and ,(כְתָּ

swearing (משביעין הם < משביעים אנו ;נִטמֵאת < נטמאתי).  
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Phonological issues: in the matter of the בגדכפ"ת letters, other rules arise than in the Tiberian 

Tradition of the Bible. After a word ending in a vowel, a dagesh kal (dagesh lene) is preserved 

ה כֵן  ,שתי פֵיאוֹת) כֵל) ’לאֹ‘ except for in words that come after (עוֹשֶׂ  After the letters .(וְלאֹ כִבּוּ ,לאֹ תֵאָּ

 and in Shar'ab also in ,(וְכוֹס  ,בְּגוּפוֹ such as) כ and ג a dagesh kal is common in the letters ,ובכ"ל

the letter ת and less frequently in ד (such as  רבְּ  ,וְתֵשַע דִינָּ ). In another position the phenomenon is 

rarer (such as בֵּי"ת ,יִגמוֹר ,לִתלוּיָּה). In between vowels the dagesh kal is common in proximity to 

another letter with a dagesh (גִין ,תוּתִים  A fricative pronunciation that doesn’t follow the rules .(זַגָּ

is common in the letter טוּר) פ ) in certain fixed stems ,(יִספוֹד  ,פָּ םנִפגָּ  וֹקיִבדֿ , ), in the letter  כ 

dissimilated from ּכ ( לָּ כַ  הלכָּ וּל כִלכ , ), and after ר ( ינַסהַרכִ  רכָּ  , ןלְצָּ ).  

 

Dagesh hazak (gemination, dagesh forte) in ר: in the Tiberian Tradition of the Bible it is rare. In 

the tradition of southern Yemen, the ר takes a dagesh primarily after the relative pronoun ש 

( אָּ  רָּ השֶׂ רוּחַ  , ה) stem in the pi'el ל"י in ,(שֶׂ ה ,עִרָּ ע) in the qattāl pattern ,(מְקַרֶׂ גִין  ,גַרָּ  and in verbs (סַרָּ

and some proper names (חַרוּב ,מְקַרְדִין).  

Gutteral letters that takes a dagesh: Two forms occurred in the corpus: ּמִיחּוּי ,מִיחּו. In the 

tradition of central Yemen exist additional forms in ל"י stem.  

Duplication in shva letters: in the Bible the dagesh hazak cancels itself in י in the shva after the 

definite article ה or the preposition מ. In the tradition of southern Yemen of Talmudic language 

there is a dagesh hazak after the definite article (בַּיְשוּב ,הַיְסוֹד) ה but not after the preposition    מ 

ם) ם in the tradition of central Yemen—מִימֵיהֶׂ   .(but not always ,מִיְמֵיהֶׂ

Preformative מ of the participle Pi'el and Pu'al after indefinite article ה: always takes a dagesh in 

central Yemen (הַמְחַתְכוֹ  ,הַמְעַמֵר); in southern Yemen it doesn’t take a dagesh and the vowel ה is 

lengthened by secondary stress ( רמֵ עַ מְ ֽהַ וְ  דקֵ רַ מְ ֽהַ וְ  , דקֵ רַ מְ ֽהַ וְ  , , but there is a dagesh in other forms: 

ה   .The southern tradition is the same as in this as the better manuscripts .(הַמְגִילָּּ

After מַה: throughout Yemen the letter does not take a dagesh (מְרוּ ,מַה נִשתַנָּה אָּ  except for ,(מַה שֶׂ

several known instances (ה אֶׂ   .(מַה יאֹכַל ,מַה נָּ

Gutturals: in the tradition of southern Yemen, the guttural consonant acts in many instances as a 

regular consonant. Sometimes it is only marked with a shva naḥ (ּה ,נֶׂחשְדו עקְרָּ ב ,נֶׂ  and ,(מַהלַך  ,מַערָּ

sometimes also the preceding vowel doesn’t change (ן ה ,הִעבִּירָּ   .(נִעשָּ

Punctuation of definite article ה before ע: in instances in the Bible where there is a qamats, there 

are many instances of patah (ר ה ,הַעִיקָּ   .(לַעוּקָּ
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Other linguistic issues in the reading of the Mishna: 

 

Pā'el verbal stem: in several forms a Pā'el stem replaces the Pi'el, without a dagesh and with 

qamats in the preceding vowel (לְשִים כְכִין ,מְתָּ   .(מְסָּ

Masculine participle Pu'al in the verb stem ל"י: is read with a final qamats (ה זהב ,מְמוּנָּה   .(מְצוּפָּ

Hif'il conjugation of ע"ו stem: there is a tendency to pronounce the tsere (ה  ,מֵבִיאִין  .(מֵאִירָּ

Punctuating the relative pronoun ש: before third person pronouns, ‘אֵין’ and its declensions,  אִם 

and similar— the relative pronoun ש:  is read with a shva ( אִם, שְאִלמַלֵאשְהוּא, שְאֵינוּ, שְ  ). 

Punctuating ובכ"ל letters in pretonic position: many times the letters are punctuated with a shva 

ץ) ה, כְאֵלּוּ, יין וְחוֹמֶׂ  .(כְזֶׂ

Changes in form in a pausal position:  in a syntactic pausal position is occasionally in the same 

forms as the Bible (ּת, שִלֵּשו חָּ ךָ, אֶׂ  .(יָּדֶׂ

Participle with a subject suffixes: in Aden, the pronunciations are the same as in the central 

tradition (לְנִי ,גוֹזֵרְנִי לַ  ,גוֹזֵרַנֵי :the shva is mobile); in Shar'ab there is another form – מְקוּבָּּ נִימְקוּבָּּ .  

Feminine participle with an object suffixes: pronunciations as in several other traditions: ּעוֹקְרַתו, 

 .הוֹפְכַתוּ

Absolute instead of construct state: in several constructs, the first noun preserves the absolute 

form: לִיחַ צִיבּוּר אמתדַיָּן ה ,שָּ . Especially when the word ends in a labial consonant or in ב   :ר עַקְרָּ

ר שקלים ,בית הבד   .מוֹתָּ

Construct forms instead of absolute forms: common in ש -מקום   sentences when a preposition 

precedes: מִמְקוֹם שנהגו ;לִמקוֹם שטעה. 

Connecting של: as in many other traditions, the word ‘של’ is connected frequently to a nearby 

word:  ָּּל ם-שֶׂ דָּ אָּ לְּ  , ב-שֶׂ הָּ זָּ .  

Definite nouns: the default is to make definite nouns that have in front of them בכ"ל letters: 

רִיס , בַּיִיחוּד ,לַמַפרֵעַ  באֹ ,כַתָּ עֲתִיד לָּ   .לָּ

 

Noun morphology: this study examined 900 nouns. I will give a sample group of nouns 

according to various characteristics.  

 

Shift to a \u\ vowel within a certain consonant environment:  ֻסמִיןק   .תֻרנְגוֹל ,שֻפוֹדִים ,
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Conservation of the base vowel:  ָּּרִיאִיםב סוּקִים ,  .פָּ

Shift to patah before open final syllable: א א ,קַיַימָּ  .שְיַירָּ

Feminine plural suffix after י punctuated usually with a hiriq or a qamats: נִיוֹת  ,מַלכִיוֹת ,פורעָּ

יוֹת יוֹת ,מֻרבָּּ   .סַנהַדרָּ

qall pattern is frequently punctuated in singular form with a qamats: ק ג ,דָּ ל ,חָּ   .טָּ

The qtal pattern is common in the tradition of Aden as in central Yemen and more rare in the 

tradition of Shar'ab: ף ר ,דְלָּ ן ,נְסָּ ף in Aden instead of סְדָּ לֶׂ ר ,דֶׂ סֶׂ ן ,נֶׂ דֶׂ   .in Shar'ab סֶׂ

Plural of the qātol pattern is generally an action: לְקוּחוֹת ,דְשוּשוֹת. This is considered relatively 

late.  

Plural through the Aramaic in specific words:  רִבקוֹת ,עוּלשִין ,גִזרִין. 

The suffix ס in words not of Hebrew origin are pointed usually with a patah:  ַסבַּרדְל  ,הוּגרַס ,

 .הַרכִינַס

 

In order to characterize the Yemenite tradition, it is necessary to map out categories in relation to 

other traditions: 

 

A tradition unique to southern Yemen: אִלּו (demonstrative), ל זֶׂ ל ,גֶׂ בֶׂ הכְ  ,זֶׂ בַרָּ . 

The general Yemenite tradition: ה ה ,עוּברָּ חֵב ,רֵיוַח ,עַלִּים ,עִיסָּ   .This group contains many nouns .רָּ

Agreement with the Nahum manuscript (16th century Yemenite): in quite a few nouns there is 

agreement between with a more ancient Yemenite tradition (the central tradition behaves 

differently):  ַרִיןג זבָּּ רֵת ,דְמַאי , ן but הֵם ,הַכָּ   .מוֹלִים ,הֶׂ

Agreement with the ancient tradition of many manuscripts: זוֹן ה ,חַלָּּ ף ,קַטרֵב ,סְעוֹדָּ לֶׂ  and many קֶׂ

other forms.  

A difference from Biblical language: there are biblical nouns that are called otherwise in the 

Mishnah, which indicates the stability of the tradition of southern Yemen: )ג )מִנְהָּ ג  ל   ,מַנהָּ מַנעָּ

ךָ( לֶׂ ס( ,)מִנְעָּ ס )פִינְחָּ  .and many more פִקְחִין )פִקחִים( ,פִנחָּ

Later forms: because of the influence of printed books or in the absence of a good tradition there 

exist later forms: אי ,דִינָּר ,דַייתִיקֵי ,אֲרִיג   .דְמָּ

 

In conclusion, it must be said that the research of traditional languages is an act of salvaging 

forgotten traditions. The tradition of southern Yemen is a complex tradition: it is very close to 
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the tradition of central Yemen, and following this study it is possible to describe a general 

Yemenite tradition on many issues relating to the reading of the Bible and Rabbinic literature. 

The tradition has many ancient characteristics of Talmudic language, and it has also a later 

tradition due to the influence of printed books. 


