
Lesson 4: The Noun

Each Aramaic word is associated with a three consonant root. Due to the fact that
most Aramaic words have only three consonants, identifiiing the root consonants is
often rather easy. Thus, e.g., the word 1)n has the root -l ?n. eeing able to

recognize the root of a word is important because it (usually) allows you to
understand the basic semantic field of the word and allows you to predict how the
word's pronunciation will change when suffixes are added to it. Additionally it
allows you to look the word up in a dictionary, since some dictionaries are
organized according to root.

For our purposes we will consider the four most basic types of roots:
1. strong - having three "solid" consonants (i.e., N, l, l, -T, ;'J, T, n, 13, =,),D,),

D, JJ,5, S, ir, 
-1, lD, lD, n).

2. first weak * having a "weak" (''1, n,:, N) consonant as the first consonant.

3. middle weak - having a "weak" (.1,') consonant as the second consonant.

4. final weak - having a "weak" (''1, n, N) consonant as the third consonant.

Notice that 'alepft is relatively stable in the middle of a root, and that, similarly,
nun ts stable in the middle and at the end of a root.

Identifoing strong roots will not be difficult. Identifuing the weak ones will
sometimes prove tricky.

Typically, the weak consonants will disappear and verbs derived from these roots
will have slightly different forms than those of the strong roots. Therefore, when
we describe the verbs, we will need to describe the morphology of these roots
separately.

Part 1: Simpler Nouns and Adjectives
In many Semitic languages, Aramaic among them, nouns and adjectives are very
similar, sometimes overlapping in form and function. So, e.g., adjectives often can
be used like nouns and have the same morpholo gical patterns as nouns.

Nouns and adectives have two genders: male and female.
They have two numbers: singular and plural.
They have three states: absolute (the basic form of the noun/adj.), the construct
state (a shortened form, common to the Semitic languages), aod the emphatic or
determined state. These are best explained through example:
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The absolute form marks the basic form of the word, the one listed in dictionaries.
The construct state marks a connection to a following word. So, e.g., -lFD in the

construct state might be followed by the word I )n "krng" to give the expression

l'F lED : "abook of a king", or "aking's book". Such a connection between
words can be called a genetive relationship (based on analogous constructions from
Indo-European languages). The emphatic/determined state marks a noun with a
degree of specificity, like the English word "the".

When a word in the construct state precedes another word in the absolute state,
both words lack specificity and can be translated with the English"a" or "an".
When a word in the construct state precedes another word in the
emphatic/determined state, both words carry this nuance of specificity and both
can be translated with the English word "the". Thus,

-l rn :ED : "abook of a king" , ar "aking's book"
N?)D :!F : "the book of the king", or "the king's book".

You will note that in the above list the fonns of the absolute and construct state are
identical for this word, but this is not always the case. E.g., consider the word
- - L u ,;f?:D (queen, a feminine noun):

absolute:
construct:
emphatic/determined:

absolute:
construct:
emphatic/determined:

lFD : book
-i!D : book of- ;

NJ?D : the book

t  l )  / ( ) :  OUeen
I

r r  b q

I r) /Q : queen oI
t r r  h q  . 1
Nl rJ  )E:  Tne OUeen

T : : -
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Nouns and adjectives are inflected according to the following paradigm, illustrated
here by the adjective "l'llIJ ("ready", "destined"):

singular
abs.:

const.:

emph./det.:

plural
abs.:

const.:

emph./det.:

singular
abs.:

const.:

emph./det.:

plural
abs..

const.:

emph.idet.:

masc.
-.l ri ?l

I  t l ) J

-?r Fl lt
t l t J

r$-?.l n ?tt \  |  ) t ,
t ' - i

masc.
l r - ! F r ? t
I  t t t t /
I

t -,r Fr tt
I t D /

N:-T'f  i i j
T - - l

masc.

N 
-]'rl!

masc.
l t F t t

t t  I  i l , v
t - '
I

i  I  l i ) /

Nt 
I'nIl

The distinctive features of each of these forms are indicated in the followine chart:

fem.
ilJ'nP

F - | ! n  l t
t t t  t t , /

- ' - i

$F"l' nIJ (' a-1ly{-ta')
(Note the long vowel ftl in a closed,
unaccented syllable.)

fem.
! - . t F f t
I  r r | ,
J I

t- t-r F l t
t t t  t t ,

Nn'l'nl

fem.
;'1 

"l'n!

:

fem.
i  r r r Y
I
l T

fl , 
t'nu

Nn 
-'l'iu

tl
t l

t \ t  I
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Noun/adj.
abs./cstr. si

emph./det. pl. emph.idet

P'n! ("old")

!p ("good",
root: 3 I ll)
The : -a.
- t  t a i  .  - v

1 ' y l  z a - e ' r

1"liitie")
'f i:1 ('Judgment",

.  t  a  - \root: i  t)

l:ll!("mountain.")

Et!l_'l ("wise")

. r . i L , . ,
jp r ("ton$ue )

("voice"; root:

/  l  ? )
The : a.

lltU ("remnant")
The : -a.

Exercise 4a: Fill in the followi chafi for masculine nouns/adiectlves:

Notice that the two words with waw as a
)p;, harre similar forms.

middle consonant of their root (lF and

Exercise 4b:
Fill in the followin chart for feminie nouns/adi trves:

cstr. slng.

NijP'F!

i l -1t

1"good",
root: ! 1 lf)

"little"
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nJ'n
("animal";
root: lil 11)

Nn.lt n
? :

-l'\r -1F?
t ' -

("wise")
;1i?-'i3
("charity")

Ntli?'ls
(sidqatd')

r?.:i slppar
("bird")

N-IEg
t :

It should be apparent that there are certain consistencies between these words. E.g.,
the words ni?'F! ,;1?'ll-1 , and;l?'i?n all have the same vocalic pattern.
Similarly, the words i1]i'iil!,;1'l'tJi and;'T?l:n have similar forms, though the
long middle vowel of each is different. Recognizing these patterns helps to make
the acquisition of new words easier.

The exception to these consistencies is that in the emphatic forms when the
adjective has a long-E then the following tsw has no dot and is pronounced soft,
whereas if the vowel is a long-[, long-a, or long-r vowel then the taw rs
pronounced hard.

Note that some feminine words do not bear the characteristic i'l , ending, words

like -lET (Sippar). Their inflection is identical to that of masculine nouns.

Note also that the pronunciation of the feminine adjective in the absolute state is
identical to that of the masculine adjective in the emphatic/determined state. The
only difference in these forms above are the endings, iJ , - on the feminine

adjective (the typical marker of femininity) and N , - on the emphatic/determined
masculine noun. Because the pronunciation of these two morphemes is so similar,
they were often confused; it is common to find feminine nouns with the ending N ,
- and masculine emphaticidetermined nouns with the ending i'T , - . For the
purposes of pedagogy, I will consistently render the feminine absolute ending with
heh, and the masculine emphaticidetermined form with an 'aleph.

Par12. More Complex Nouns and Adjectives
Many nouns and adjectives in Aramaic witness more complex changes in their
inflection. A good, basic example of these changes is seen with the masculine word
for money or silver, 1Q!, and the feminine word for a letter or missive, i1]lN
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singular
abs.:

const.:

emph./det.:

plural
abs.:

const.:

emph./det.:

masc.
nn-1

t - :

E1n=t
t - :

N?O! (kaspa')

masc.
'?r5n-l
|  + - <

fem.
nJ$

nll$

ItFl-]lN

fem.'ill$

I1-lINrE:]---1
" : -

It',EDl (kaspayya ) NFll$

According to the rules of Aramaic pronunciation, the accent of a word is typically
on the last syllable. The vowel of a syllable immediately preceding the accented
syllable reduces if i t  is a short vowel ( la/, lel . . ,  l i l  . ,  lol,,  lul .  ) in an open

syllable. Thus, although the absolute form for "silver" is EIQ!, we would never

expect the absolute form to be *N?Q?, since this would leave a short vowel in an

open, unaccented syllable (*ke-sa-pa ). Such a vowel would always redttce.
However, a form like *N?D! in Aramaic is also intolerable; so, the result of these

tendencies is that the first syllable sees the emergence of a full vowel. In this case,
the lalvowel that emerges under the first syllable in the emphatic/determined
singular state produces a form that is much closer to the word's etymological
origin: kaspu.

The process of vowel reduction might further be illustrated by examining the
history of the plural form for "kings", jn;?8. fn early Aramaic (in, e.g., the 800s-
500s BCE) vowels did not reduce, nor was there spirantization of begodkephat
consonants. (Both phenomena began later, presumably spirantizatron taking effect
before vowels started reducing.) This means that the plural for "king" was
pronounced molakTn, with the accent on the final syllable. But, after several
hundred years, the word had a much different form: the kaph was spirantized and
the syllable immediately before the accent reduced. Although there was perhaps a
period of transition where the vowel was pronounced as a murmured vowel,
eventually it was lost altogether. This hypothetical transformation might be
illustrated below:

l. *malakTn --+ 2. *malak\n --- 3.*malaktn --+ 4. mqlk1n
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One should note that because the kaph (l) no longer is preceded by a vowel, one
would expect it to be pronounced "hard"; however, a memory of the original vowel
has been preserved in the "sofl" pronunciation of the kaph. (See also j'liJf "gold"
below). Unexpectedly, the pronunciation of the plural of "silver" (j'EQ?) reflects
no such memory of a vowel beneath the second root consonant.

A vowel does NOT reduce if it is a long vowel, or if it is in a closed syllable. Thus,
the vowel of the adjective lb does not reduce because , here represents a long
vowel, and similarly the long lil vowel in'l'119 does not reduce. If the syllable
preceding an accented syllable is closed, the vowel also does not reduce. This is
seen in words like lll "great", which has the emphatic form N+:l (rabba' ).

This rule of pronunciation can also be used to explain the absolute form of p'Fl!
('attTvq; "old"). The second syllable of the word is accented, and one might expect
for the short vowel in the preceding syllable to reduce. However, this does not
happen since the first syllable of p'Fl! is closed. The same is true for the first
syllable in il]lR; the short /i/ vowel does not reduce.

Exercise 4c.
Many Aramaic nouns follow the pattern of EIQ! above. Complete the following
chart for these words that follow the pattern of lQ!

sing. abs./cstr. slng.
emph./det.

pl. abs. pl. cstr pl. emph /det.

E)! ("image")

)JJl ("master")

lpfl ("wine")

Tl! ("slave")

lJllFl ("gate")

In all of the above examples, the vowel of the first syllable is lal, as in the example
of fQ!.Many nouns, however, have a short lil or lel (or sometimes a short lul or
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short lo) in this position. E.g., -lPQ ("book") has a short lil and -lll ("man") has a
short ltl tnthe plural forms:

singular masc. masc.
abs.: -llD -l:i

- i

const.: llO -fll

emph./det.: |IJBD NJrl (?)

plural
abs.: ] . ' - l lD ] '-11,t :

const.: '-15D '-l:.1

emph./det.: Ni:f !D Nr -l:i

As with tlQ!,the singular emphatic/determined state of IBD reveals a form very
close to the word's original pronunciation, sipru. The etymological base of words
is not always important to know, but it sometimes does help explain certain
inconsistencies in the printed texts. E.g., the word for gold, :L-l-T, would seem to be
identical in its form to the word for silver, tlE! And, in its vocalic pattern, it is, in
fact similar. However, because the original form of the word in the singular was
dahabu (Nor *dahbu),the beth is always "soft" (that is, a fricative, or
spirantized), and the second consonant is always followed by a muffilured vowel:
thus, N+il1 for the emph.idet. state, and'i'liTJ for the plural absolute. (Compare
with the corresponding form of JQ!. N?O! where the shewa represents the
absence of a vowel and the ! is "hard").

Other nouns exhibit slightly different morphological patterns, but the basic
principle of vowel reduction outlined above applies to all of them, making the
forms of nouns rather predictable.

Vocabulary:
;lliN : "letter" f.
)Pl : "master" m.

]tJ : "judgment" m.
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nh:n : "crime" f.
n]tn : "animal" f.
Et!l_] : "wise"
-lp[l : "wine" m.
lE : ..good"
-l:ll3 : "mountain" m.

lP, 
: "tongue" m.

-lEO : "book" m.
'Tl! : "slave" m.

P'il! : "old"

ilflfB:"charity"f.
-lEX 

$ippar: "bird" f.
- L a a  L L '  ) )I r  )S :  - - lmage m.. '  :
)P : "voice" m'
-]NU : "remnant" m.
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