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 20" 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



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 n»a57ya 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, | 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 p, the dagesh-marked », 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: | 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, | would like to begin with a few things

on the community of Southern Yemen.



The Shar'ab region shares a northern border with Ibb County and a southern border with Ta‘izz.
At the beginning of the 20" 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 20" 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:



On the subject of consonants, it is necessary to specify the range of pronunciations of the letter p
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 p became identical to the
pronunciation of the lax » (®). This overlap created a stop or pharyngealized pronunciation also

intheuse ofthelax»: > ®>® // ® > ® >q.

The lax a 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 p and », 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 &, before a guttural it is
pronounced with the vowel of the guttural being furtive (hatuph), and in front of the consonant »
it is pronounced i. The people of southern Yemen also distinguish between a shva na and a

resting shva na/ 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: o>1en, Ton. Instead of pronouncing the shva
na regularly i, they pronounce it a. 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, | 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. | describe the
Mishnaic reading tradition from several perspectives: the “Ketiv and Qeri” custom, different
phonological characteristics, and noun morphology. | compare the findings with the first major
informants of the tradition in central Yemen: from the Nahum manuscript (16" century) to the
vocalized Talmud of Rav 'Amr. Issues of phonology and nouns, | 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:
TAN MYY > NN MV, NNaT NwOw > Nt vidy), exchanges with versions that were more
familiar to them (m2x P>n NN > PNy N NND; 2L DM NIV > SN oM Navw), morphological
alternations (oow>>1n > DowIvTn; MP>Nd > Rpna), and distancing themselves from insults and

swearing (CnNNPY) > NNPL); NN DAV > DN PYIYN).



Phonological issues: in the matter of the n»a51)a 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
(ninog snw, 12 Nwiy) except for in words that come after ‘N5° (9o85 ND, 123 N)). After the letters
91513, a dagesh kal is common in the letters » and 5 (such as 9m3, ©1)), and in Shar'ab also in
the letter » and less frequently in % (such as ywm), 7»72). In another position the phenomenon is
rarer (such as m5m9, 7Y, m72). In between vowels the dagesh kal is common in proximity to
another letter with a dagesh (o>mm, pai). A fricative pronunciation that doesn’t follow the rules
is common in the letter o (709, Ti9?), in certain fixed stems (039, PiTV), In the letter 5

dissimilated from 2 (nY253, 9¥393), and after 9 (©°371, 137%Y).

Dagesh hazak (gemination, dagesh forte) in 4: in the Tiberian Tradition of the Bible it is rare. In
the tradition of southern Yemen, the 4 takes a dagesh primarily after the relative pronoun v
(Pxay, mAv), in > stem in the pi‘el (nqy, Napn), in the gattal pattern (y7, y»70) and in verbs
and some proper names (1921, 17n).

Gutteral letters that takes a dagesh: Two forms occurred in the corpus: »»y, »mn. In the
tradition of central Yemen exist additional forms in »5 stem.

Duplication in shva letters: in the Bible the dagesh hazak cancels itself in » in the shva after the
definite article n or the preposition n. In the tradition of southern Yemen of Talmudic language
there is a dagesh hazak after the definite article n (Ti02n, 23v2) but not after the preposition
(onmn—in the tradition of central Yemen on»on, but not always).

Preformative m of the participle Pi‘el and Pu'al after indefinite article »n: always takes a dagesh in
central Yemen (4mynn, 1590n0); in southern Yemen it doesn’t take a dagesh and the vowel n is
lengthened by secondary stress (\aynm), TR0, TR, but there is a dagesh in other forms:
n90). The southern tradition is the same as in this as the better manuscripts.

After nn: throughout Yemen the letter does not take a dagesh (mnwy nn, ymxyY Nn), except for
several known instances (N3 nn, 98> Nn).

Guitturals: 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 nak (v¥n), mpy), 27vn, 72nn), and
sometimes also the preceding vowel doesn’t change (Y12yn, nwy)).

Punctuation of definite article n before y: in instances in the Bible where there is a gamats, there

are many instances of patah (\>yn, Npw2).
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Other linguistic issues in the reading of the Mishna:

Pa'el verbal stem: in several forms a Pa'el stem replaces the Pi'el, without a dagesh and with
gamats in the preceding vowel (o¥onn, y250n0).

Masculine participle Pu'al in the verb stem »5: is read with a final gamats (n3»n, 21t NIN).
Hif'il conjugation of y7y stem: there is a tendency to pronounce the tsere (025, NPXR).
Punctuating the relative pronoun w: before third person pronouns, ‘ypx’ and its declensions, ox
and similar— the relative pronoun v: is read with a shva (X205NY , DRV IPRY NINY).
Punctuating 552y letters in pretonic position: many times the letters are punctuated with a shva
(\piny 1 5% ,M12).

Changes in form in a pausal position: in a syntactic pausal position is occasionally in the same
forms as the Bible (wyv ,nnx ,97).

Participle with a subject suffixes: in Aden, the pronunciations are the same as in the central
tradition (°37193, »923p10 — the shva is mobile); in Shar'ab there is another form: >y 1%, »Y23pn.
Feminine participle with an object suffixes: pronunciations as in several other traditions: ym1py,
AN,

Absolute instead of construct state: in several constructs, the first noun preserves the absolute
form: 712>y oy, nnxn 1. Especially when the word ends in a labial consonant or in 49: 27py
Ta0 M3, DYPY ININ.

Construct forms instead of absolute forms: common in -v Dypn sentences when a preposition
precedes: Nyow DIPNY; NMY DIPNN.

Connecting Sv: as in many other traditions, the word ‘o’ is connected frequently to a nearby
word: oN-2v, 101-9Y.

Definite nouns: the default is to make definite nouns that have in front of them 5751 letters:

Y992, TIN?A, DN, NI7 TNYY.

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

according to various characteristics.

Shift to a \u\ vowel within a certain consonant environment: ynop, 07119y, SINIn.
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Conservation of the base vowel: o3, op09.

Shift to patah before open final syllable: xp»p, X7»Y.

Feminine plural suffix after » punctuated usually with a hirig or a gamats: ni»ym9, n¥»oon,
NN, NIITMIV.

qgall pattern is frequently punctuated in singular form with a gamats: p7, »n, 0.

The gtal pattern is common in the tradition of Aden as in central Yemen and more rare in the
tradition of Shar'ab: 957, 99), Y70 in Aden instead of 957, 99), Y79 in Shar'ab.

Plural of the garol pattern is generally an action: nivye, ninipb. This is considered relatively
late.

Plural through the Aramaic in specific words: 93, ¥93y, nipan.

The suffix o in words not of Hebrew origin are pointed usually with a patah: ©9713, DN,

0YI7.

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: yox (demonstrative), 513, 921, n123.

The general Yemenite tradition: n723y, Nody, D2y, N1, aN7. This group contains many nouns.
Agreement with the Nahum manuscript (16 century Yemenite): in quite a few nouns there is
agreement between with a more ancient Yemenite tradition (the central tradition behaves
differently): poavw, >80T, n190, on but y), ©Yin.

Agreement with the ancient tradition of many manuscripts: yit9n, nTivo, 270, 927 and many
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: () »m, Sym
(T2y31), (ONY9) DRI, (DXNPI) PNP and many more.

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

exist later forms: M, > 0T, AT, INDT.

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.



