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Hebrew: prehistory and four periods 

0.   Proto-Semitic, proto-NW-Semitic  

proto-Canaanite, “proto-Hebrew” 

 

1. Biblical Hebrew 

 

2. Mishnaic/Rabbinic Hebrew 

 

3. Medieval Hebrew 

 

4. Modern Hebrew, Israeli Hebrew (Israeli language) 



The Semitic languages 

An overview 
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Semitic languages (1): Akkadian 

Mesopotamia 

• Sumerian: 

 A language isolate. 

 4th -3rd millennium BCE. 

• Akkadian: 

 East Semitic language. 

 Since mid-3rd millennium BCE. 

 2nd millennium: lingua franca of 

the Middle East: Mari, Ugarit, 

Canaan, Egypt/Tel el-Amarna 

   Spoken: until mid-1st mill. BCE 

   Written: until Roman times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: http://edanedanan-

pentatonic.blogspot.com/2010/11/10-

kerajaan-terbesar-dunia-dalam.html 
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Semitic languages (1): Akkadian 

• Periods and dialects: Script: cuneiform (wedges) 

-Borrowed from Sumerian 

-Syllabic + logograms + determinants 

-Polyphonous signs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: http://www.language-
museum.com/encyclopedia/a/akkadian-cuneiform.php 

2600-

1950 BCE 

Old Akkadian 

1950 – 

1750/1600 

Old 

Assyrian 

Old 

Babylonian 

1500/1600 

– 1000 

Middle 

Assyrian 

Middle 

Babylonian 

1000 BCE 

– 600 CE 

Neo 

Assyrian 

Neo 

Babylonian 

600 BCE 

– 50 CE 

   --- Late 

Babylonian 
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Semitic languages (2): Arabic 

• Pre-Islamic Arabic 

• 7th cent. CE: Arabic of Qur’an, Classical Arabic 

• Middle Arabic (800-1200) 

 

          Medieval Arabic dialects 

         Judeo-Arabic dialects 

 

• Modern Standard Arabic 

          Modern Arabic dialects 
diglossia! 
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Semitic languages (3-5): Ethiopian 

and South-Arabian languages 

• Old (Epigraphic)  

South-Arabian languages: 

• (in Yemen) Sabean, Minaean, 

Qatabanian, Hadhramautic 

• Ethiopian languages: 

• Ge’ez: holy tongue of the Ethiopian Coptic Church(es) 

• Modern Ethiopian Semitic languages: Amharic, Tigre, 

Tigrinya, and many-many others 

• Modern South-Arabian languages (in Yemen & Oman) 

• Mehri, Soqotri, Shehri, Bathari, etc. 
http://www.ancientscripts.com/s_arabian.html  http://socotra.info/assets/images/new4/letter_300.jpg 
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Semitic languages (6-7):  

North-West Semitic 
• Ugaritic: 2nd millennium BCE. 

• Aramaic: 1st millennium BCE – today 

=> Syriac: 1st millennium CE – (today: by Syriac churches) 

• Canaanite langs: since 2nd half of the 2nd millennium BCE 

• Tel el-Amarna glosses 

• Phoenician: 1st half of 1st millennium BCE  

=> Punic: 1st millennium BCE in Western Mediterranean 

• Hebrew: 1st millennium BCE – today 

• Ammonite, Edomite, Moabite: early 1st millennium BCE 

Further Semitic languages:  

Amorite (NW-Semitic?), Eblaite (East Semitic?), etc. 
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The Semitic languages: subgroups 

A probably standard approach:   

 East Semitic: Akkadian (and Eblaite?) 

 West Semitic:  

    North-West Semitic: 

      Ugaritic, Canaanite, Aramaic 

    Arabic: go to NW (Central Semitic = Arabic  + NW)?  

    or go to South? or go apart? Different opinions! 

    South Semitic: 

      Modern SA, Epigraphic SA, Ethiopian 



The prehistory of Semitic: 

The Afro-Asiatic language phylum 
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The Afroasiatic language family, 
a.k.a. Afroasiatic language phylum 

• Semitic language family 

• Egyptian: old Egyptian => Coptic 

• Egyptian script: hieroglyphic, hieratic => demotic 

• Coptic script. Cf. Coptic orthodox church 

• Berber language family (North-Africa: Atlas, Sahara) 

• Cushitic language family (East-Africa: Ethiopia, etc.) 

• Chadic language family (West-Africa: e.g., Hausa.) 

• Omotic language family (SW-Ethiopia) 

  1950: Joseph Greenberg. Since: many different subgroups proposed. 

Common ancestors: when, where, how did they live? 
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The Afroasiatic language family, 
a.k.a. Afroasiatic language phylum 

 

Source: http://linguistics.byu.edu/classes/ling450ch/images/aamap.gif,  

Adapted from Bomhard 1984:181.  
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The Afroasiatic language family, 
a.k.a. Afroasiatic language phylum 

 

Source: 

http://alma.matrix.msu.edu/african_languages 



Introduction to  

historical linguistics 
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Indo-European numerals 

Source: Robert Beekes: 

Comparative Indo-European Linguistics, An Introduction. 

(John Benjamins, 1995) P. 214. 

Proto-Indo-European             Old Church Slavic  Lithuanian 
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Indo-European numerals 

Source: Robert Beekes: 

Comparative Indo-European Linguistics, An Introduction. 

(John Benjamins, 1995) P. 215. 

Tocharian A/Toch. B                                        Old Irish      Gothic 
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Indo-European: some pics  

Source: http://andromeda.rutgers.edu/~jlynch/language.gif 
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Indo-European: some pics 

Source: http://www.wsu.edu/~gordonl/S05/354/IE-Germanic_files/image002.jpg 
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Indo-European: some pics  

Source: http://www.sas.upenn.edu/sasalum/newsltr/summer96/branch.html 
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Indo-European: some pics  

Source: http://dienekes.110mb.com/articles/ieorigins/colin_renfrew.jpg 



Isoglosses for Semitic: 
Akkadian Ugaritic Hebrew Cl. Arabic Ge’ez 

’king’ šarru(m) malku melex malik nəgūš 

are there cases? Yes Yes No Yes No 

’build’ banū bny bānā banā nadaqa 

’you, masc.’ attā atta attā anta anta 

Past tense 
formed with 

prefixes suffixes suffixes suffixes suffixes 

Dual: is there sg, 
du & pl? 

Yes Yes No / not 
productive 

Yes No 

Definite article No No Yes Yes Yes? 

Which isogloss to use when drawing a “family tree”? 

Take into consideration: 

- Possible innovations/changes in more recent languages. 

- Possible language contacts (with each other, with other languages). 



See you next week! 


