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Abstract. It has been not infrequently mentioned by Semitists 
that a few graphemes of the West Semitic consonantal alphabet had 
been multifunctional. This is witnessed, in particular, by transcriptions 
of Biblical names in Septuagint, Demotic transcriptions of Aramaic 
as well as by the Arabic alphabet, Aramaic by its origin, which twen-
ty two graphemes were ultimately developed into twenty eight ones 
through inventing additional diacritics. The oldest firmly deciphered 
and convincingly interpreted variety of the West Semitic consonantal 
script was employed in Ugarit as early as the 13th century BC. Being 
contemporaneous with the epoch of the invention of the West Semitic 
consonantal script the most significant evidence is provided with Se-
mitic words occasionally transcribed in Egyptian papyri from the New 
Kingdom. Examples collected (J. Hoch) demonstrate that one and the 
same Semitic consonant could be recorded variously with different 
Egyptian consonants used; even more crucial is that various Semitic 
consonants could be recorded with the same Egyptian one.

E. de Rougé was the first one to state that the immediate proto-
types of Semitic letters were to be sought among the Hieratic char-
acters. W. Helck and K.-Th. Zauzich determined that the West Se-
mitic alphabet comprised only those characters which had been used 
in “Egyptian syllabic writing”. Summarizing philological and histori-
cal evidence does allow us to conclude that the Canaanite consonantal 
alphabet developed as a local adaptation of the Egyptian scribal prac-
tice of recording non-Egyptian words. This local adaptation must have 
occurred under Ramesside rule, when Egyptian or Egyptian-trained 
scribes resided at Canaanite sites.

It seems reasonable to conclude that West Semitic consonantal 
graphemes were not intended for reflecting Semitic phonetics ade-
quately from the beginning of their existence. Their usage was origi-
nally conditioned by the Egyptian scribal practice of rendering Semitic 
words that was current during the New Kingdom.
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Аннотация. Такие особенности ханаанского инвентаря гра-
фем, как игнорирование вокализма и полифункциональность ряда 
графем (гортанные, сибилянты и интердентальные) объясняются 
тем, что ханаанский консонантный инвентарь изначально, по всей 
видимости, не предназначался для адекватной передачи звуково-
го строя семитских языков, сформировавшись в XIII — нач. XII 
вв. до н.э. на основе египетского делового курсива в результате 
местной (левантийской) адаптации египетской писцовой практи-
ки записи неегипетской лексики.

Ключевые слова: западносемитский, ханаанский, египет-
ский, угаритский, консонантный, письмо, алфавит, полифункци-
ональная графема, писцовая практика.

1. ‘Multifunctionality’ of consonantal graphemes 
versus ‘historical merger’ of West Semitic consonants

Though the inventory of West Semitic consonants is not the subject 
of much debate, it is still treated with some inconsistency. The invento-
ry of such languages as Hebrew, Phoenician or Aramaic, for instance, is 
normally represented as reduced due to the supposed historical merger 
of some phonemes [Militarev, Kogan 2000: LXVIII–LXIX] and there-
by observed in terms of linguistics. At the same time, the problem has 
been taken absolutely different and discussed in terms of merely graph-
emes’ usage. A good illustration of this disagreement is The Semitic lan-
guages: An International Handbook. It contains the general chart ‘Reg-
ular correspondences of the Proto-Semitic consonants’ preceded by the 
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statement that Proto-Semitic “consonantal inventory is very stable and 
only two of its segments — sibilants and gutturals — have been subject 
to substantial changes in individual Semitic languages” [Kogan 2011: 
55]. The latter obviously involve Hebrew and Aramaic which is rep-
resented in the paragraph by Syriac only. According to the chart [ibid., 
Tab. 6.2] and the attached lexical illustrations, the “substantial chang-
es” imply merger of sibilants and gutturals [ibid.: 55–59]. There is, 
however, some disagreement between this approach and the following 
consideration:

 In the Phoenician alphabet, *ḫ and *γ are rendered by the same 
graphemes as *ḥ and *ˁ … If the alphabet was created to render ad-
equately the Phoenician consonantal inventory … *ḫ and *γ must 
have shifted to *ḥ and *ˁ in that language (and in its forerunner 
in the ‘short’ Ugaritic alphabet …). But this need not be true for oth-
er NWS idioms using the Phoenician alphabet: in these languag-
es ח and ע may have been polyphonic and render both uvulars 
and pharyngeals, still unmerged. It seems that this was indeed 
the case in most of early Aramaic and Canaanite (bold mine — 
A. N.) [ibid.: 114–115].

In any case, it has been not infrequently mentioned by Semitists that 
a few graphemes of the West Semitic consonantal alphabet had a dou-
ble or even a triple function, namely those used for recording gutturals, 
sibilants and interdentals [Hoch 1994: 413–418; Rendsburg 1996: 509–
510; Steiner 2005; Blau 2010: 73–76; Fales 2011: 566; Kogan 2011: 92, 
114–115; Lehmann 2012: 34–37], as shown by the quotations below:

 When borrowed from the Phoenicians, the graphemes <ש> in He-
brew served ‘double duty’ … The introduction of diacritical dots 
.was due to the Masoretes” [Edzard 2011: 482–483]1 (<שׁ> .vs <שׂ>)

 Hebrew does not have separate signs for those phonemes in its 
twenty-two-letter alphabet, but, ever since the nineteenth century, 
many scholars have argued that the letters ח and ע were polyphon-
ic, each representing a uvular fricative as well as a pharyngeal one. 
The argument has been based on transcriptions of etymologically 

 1 This holds for the Tiberian tradition, while the Babylonian tradition, its earlier and 
much more economical counterpart, lacks the diacritic dots for ש as well as any special 
means to mark double consonants (geminata).
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transparent names in the Septuagint (LXX), correlated with cog-
nates in three other Semitic languages — Arabic at first, later ESA 
and Ugaritic. The claim is that the LXX uses the Greek velar stops 
(normally χ and γ, rarely κ) to transcribe the Semitic uvular frica-
tives (*ḫ and *ġ) but zero, a, or ε for the Semitic pharyngeal frica-
tives (ḥ and ˁ) [Steiner 2005: 231–232].

Differentiating Aramaic gutturals (uvulars from pharyngeals) 
in the first millennium BC can be shown by Demotic transcriptions 
of Aramaic from Ptolemaic Egypt due to papyrus Amherst 63 which 
dates from the early 3rd century BC. The Aramaic texts it contains 
are, however, not later than the 7th century BC [van der Toorn 2018: 
38]. R. Steiner, who is a pioneer in the decipherment and investigation 
of the Amherst Papyrus, pointed out that

 Until two or three decades ago, most Semitists assumed that uvular 
*ḫ was lost already in Old Aramaic, as the result of a merger with 
pharyngeal *ḥ. Today, thanks to papyrus Amherst 63 (the Aramaic 
text in Demotic script), there is a new conventional wisdom” [Stein-
er 2011: 195].

In his earlier article Steiner described the matter in the following way:

 Unlike the Greek alphabet and the cuneiform syllabary, upon which 
previous attempts to demonstrate the polyphony of ח and ע in the Hel-
lenistic period were based, the Egyptian script is reasonably well 
suited to the task of differentiating uvulars from pharyngeals. This is 
at least as true of the Demotic script in Amherst 63 as it is of the New 
Kingdom scripts used for Canaanite in the second millennium B.C.E. 
They all have contrasting signs for ˁ, ḥ, and ḫ, not to mention h. In fact, 
in addition to ḫ, Demotic has a phonetically similar fricative translit-
erated ẖ. The absence of a sign for ġ is a drawback, but not a serious 
one. In Amherst 63, ḫ and ẖ are used to render *ġ (as well as *ḫ) … 
In Amherst 63, Aramaic *ġ and *ḫ are consistently distinguished from 

*ˁ and *ḥ, respectively, in dozens of examples [Steiner 2005: 236].

Furthermore, the Arabic alphabet, which is Aramaic in origin and 
based on the same inventory of consonant letters, also bears witness 
to the multifunctionality of some consonantal graphemes. Denoting 28 
Arabic consonants by means of not more than 22 graphemes was facili-
tated by the vocalization of the Quran and its enhancement by diacritics. 
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Before this stage the Arabic letters for recording gutturals, sibilants and 
interdentals evidently had a double consonantal function: ḥ / ḫ (خ/ح); 
d / ḏ (د/ذ); s / š (س/ش); ṣ / ḍ (ص/ض); ṭ / ẓ (ط/ظ); ˁ / ġ (ع/غ). It is natu-
ral to assume that at the time of Mohammed the situation in Aramaic 
or, at any rate, in some of its dialects was the same, at least in the case 
of the gutturals denoted by ḤET (ח) and ˁAYN (ע), as witnessed by Ar-
amaic loanwords in the Quran (Table 1).

Table 1. Some Aramaic loanwords with gutturals in the Quran,
based on [Jeffery 2007 [1938]: 116–117, 279–280, 202–203, 208–209]

Aramaic Arabic Aramaic Arabic

‘crime, sin’ חוב
ḥwb

حوب
ḥūbun

‘the world, 
the uni-
verse’

עלם
(pl עלמין)

ˁlm 
(pl ˁlmyn)

عالمین
ˁālamīna

(only 
in the pl)

‘a copy, ex-
emplar’

נסחת
nsḥt2

نسخة
nusḫatun ‘idolatry’ טעות

ṭˁwt3
طاغوت
ṭāġūtun

But of special importance for our subject is just the earliest available 
evidence that is provided by the Egyptian transcriptions (or, maybe more 
accurately, transliterations) of Semitic/Canaanite words attested in Egyp-
tian sources primarily of the second half of the second millennium BC 
[Albright 1934; Helck 1989; Hoch 1994; Steiner 2005: 230, 236]. In fact, 
this was contemporaneous with the beginnings of the Canaanite conso-
nantal alphabet. In his monograph James Hoch [1994] presents about 
six hundred words of Semitic origin attested in Egyptian transmission. 
A significant outcome of the research is that

 the most important factor that emerges from the Egyptian evi-
dence is the size of the phonemic inventory, which numbers as high 
as 27–29 phonemes, even in the more recent material. This is far 
more than usually believed to be present in the contemporary 
Canaanite dialects (bold mine — A. N.). Although it cannot be 
demonstrated that any single dialect contained the full inventory, 
it would seem likely that at least some did (or nearly so) since the 

 2 < Akkadian nisḫu(m) ‘extract, copy’ [Kaufman 1974: 78].
 3 The use of Aramaic ṭˁw(t) ‘error’ as a technical theological term ‘idol / pagan god’, 
in contrast to the Lord, was specific to the Targums [Jeffery 2007 [1938]: 203; Sokoloff 
1990: 227; Cook 2008: 107; Cook 2015: 96].
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Egyptian evidence suggests that dialects with mergers were in the 
minority as source languages. In most cases we have hieroglyph-
ic / hieratic evidence for the phonemic oppositions down to the end 
of the 11th century B.C.E. [Hoch 1994: 413–414].

Within this relatively small list one can nevertheless perceive pho-
netic variation in conveying Semitic consonants, which in all likelihood 
can be explained by the lack of an overarching written norm. For this 
reason, when selecting particular symbols to denote a word-form from 
a foreign language, an Egyptian scribe must have relied on his own ex-
perience of comprehending and recording foreign words. An illustra-
tion of all the attested variants of the Egyptian denotation of Semitic 
sibilants, interdentals and gutturals is presented in the table below (Ta-
ble 2). It leads to two conclusions: 1) one Semitic consonant could be 
occasionally recorded by different Egyptian consonants; 2) Egyptian 
scribes could record different Semitic consonants by one and the same 
consonant. Neither of these two results is surprising since any foreign 
transmission cannot and usually does not strive to convey the source 
language phonetics precisely, especially in writing4.

Table 2. Egyptian transmission of the Semitic (Canaanite) consonants, based 
on [Hoch 1994: 435–437]

Egyptian 
transcription

Semitic phonemes
(interdentals and sibilants)

Egyptian 
transcription

Semitic phonemes
(velars and gutturals)

Ḏ /ṣ/, /z/, /ḍ/, /ḏ/ Ḥ /ḥ/, /ḫ/
S /ṯ/, /ś/, /š/ Ḫ /ḫ/
Š /š/, /ṯ/ ˁ /ˁ/, /ġ/
Ṯ /s/, /ḏ/5 Q /q/, /ġ/, /g/

G /ġ/, /g/

2. Egyptian origins of the consonantal script
in the Late Bronze Age Levant

As for the origins of the Canaanite consonantal alphabet, most plau-
sible from a historical viewpoint as described below seems to be the 

 4 Cf., e.g., Late Babylonian renderings of Aramaic names, where “Cuneiform ḫ stands 
for Aramaic h, ḥ and ˁ” [Streck 2017: 182].
 5 But also /z/, see [Shisha-Halevy 1978: 149, 152].
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so-called ‘hieratic hypothesis’ [Weidmüller 1960; Hodge 1969; Helck 
1972; Zauzich 2015]. It is alternative to its much more popular ‘proto-
sinaitic/acrophonic’ counterpart [Gardiner 1916; Sethe 1918; Hamilton 
2006; Krebernik 2007; Morenz 2011]6 whose modern-day approach, 
which still comes across crucial stumbling blocks concerning real his-
torical context, is outlined by Benjamin Sass as follows:

 The alphabet was created by speakers of a West Semitic tongue ei-
ther in the Sinai under Egyptian domination or in Egypt itself, most-
ly employing hieroglyphic Egyptian models for the pictograph-
ic letters … It was Albright … who first labelled the inscriptions 

“Proto-Sinaitic”. Frustratingly, the dating evidence is contradicto-
ry (bold mine — A . N.); it seems to point to two alternative time-
frames, very wide apart, for the birth of the alphabet: either ca. 1800 
BCE, an idea revived by Goldwasser … or ca. 1300 BCE …

  The next phase in the history of the alphabet is no less enig-
matic (bold mine — A . N.). Under still obscure circumstances, al-
phabetic writing seems to have vanished from Egypt, resurfacing 
in the Egyptian-controlled Shephelah … If one is looking for strat-
ified inscriptions only, the alphabet is found first in Late Bronze 
contexts of the 13th and 12th centuries at Lachish and neighbouring 
sites … In this phase the alphabet lost many of its pictographic as-
pects while still keeping others; it also kept multidirectional writ-
ing. Frank Moore Cross … labelled this stage “Proto-Canaanite”. 
One may as well employ the term “linear alphabet” … in order 
to distinguish this script from its contemporary adoption in cune-
iform guise in Ugarit and the rest of the northern and central Le-
vant.

  And to yet another enigma (bold mine — A . N.): Judging 
by the stratified inscriptions — and they are still very few — the 
linear alphabet seems to have remained confined to the Shephelah 
for the next three or four hundred years — Late Bronze II–III and 
Iron I. Meanwhile, the region has become Philistia. Only in early 
Iron IIA did the alphabet begin to spread to Phoenicia and to other 
parts of the West Semitic area [Sass 2017b: 89–90].

 6 The book by Zauzich [2015] is the most comprehensive study to date devoted to the 
comparison of the two hypotheses and focused on the hieratic one (‘Die hieratische The-
orie’); it also includes comprehensive bibliography on the subject and some other topics 
related to it.



A. V. Nemirovskaya

432

According to the hieratic hypothesis, by contrast, the prototypes 
for the letters were cursive (hieratic) characters of the so-called ‘Egyp-
tian group writing’7, by using which the Egyptians adjusted themselves 
to writing down foreign-language words, including those of Canaanite 
origin. In the nineteenth century, Emmanuel de Rougé [1874] was the 
first one to state that the West Semitic consonantal alphabet had origi-
nated from the Egyptian cursive script, with

 his clear perception of the fact, itself antecedently probable, that 
the immediate prototypes of the Semitic letters must be sought, not, 
as had hitherto been vainly attempted, among the hieroglyphic pic-
tures of the Egyptian monuments, but among the cursive charac-
ters which the Egyptians had developed out of their hieroglyphs, 
and which were employed for literary and secular purposes, the hi-
eroglyphic writing being reserved for monumental and sacred uses 
[Taylor 1883: 90].

A century later, Wolfgang Helck [1972] and Karl-Theodor Zauzich 
[2002; 2003] determined that the West Semitic alphabet had comprised 
only those Egyptian cursive characters which had been used in the group 
writing. In addition, it has been proposed that the traditional names 
of the West Semitic graphemes stem from some technical (mnemonic) 
designations of their Egyptian prototypes, either single glyphs or groups 
of characters [Weidmüller 1960; Zauzich 2015; Nemirovskaya, Soush-
chevsky 2016]8.

The innovative Egyptian scribal practice was widely introduced 
as a consequence of Egyptian conquests in Western Asia at the time 
of the 18th dynasty [Albright 1934: 12–14; Helck 1971: 505 ff., 580; 

 7 It is often referred to as ‘syllabic writing / orthography’, but “Group writing does not 
imply an indication of specific vowels (which is why the term ‘syllabic writing’, that is 
sometimes used synonymously, is erroneous)” [Wimmer, Maeir 2007: 42 n.10].
 8 [Nemirovskaya, Soushchevsky 2016: 768] ought to be corrected: “As for the ex-
pression ỉ.n=f ‘thus he said’, which presumably constituted the prototype of the name 
ˀALEPH and whose recording normally began with this group, it was in general a typical 
literary cliché in Neo-Egyptian narratives with the help of which Egyptian scribes (au-
thors) of the New Kingdom used to mark the end of one’s direct speech in their literary 
compositions [Korostovtsev 1973: 268]. The fact that this literary cliché was particularly 
typical of NeoEgyptian literature allows us to treat the New Kingdom as the terminus 
ante (sic!) quem for the developing of the long-lived alphabetic scribal curriculum that 
has come down to us” — to put it more accurately, terminus post quem.
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Artzi 1990: 154]. Egyptian military and administrative control over the 
Levant, particularly in Southern Canaan, was exercised for about four 
hundred years and achieved its maximum in the Ramesside period in the 
reign of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th dynasties in Egypt (the 
13th — early 12th centuries BC) [Na’aman 1981: 185; Weinstein 1981; 
Higginbotham 2000: 34–40; Redford 2003: 255; Hoffmeier 2004: 141; 
Gadot 2010: 52; Gilmour, Kitchen 2012; Koch 2014; Koch 2018]. As it 
was supposed by William Albright, the widespread occurrence of syl-
labic writings in Egyptian papyrus documents might have been affect-
ed by the syllabic principle of the Mesopotamian cuneiform which was 
generally practised in this period in Levantine city-states and elsewhere 
in the Near East:

 Since the influence of cuneiform in Egypt probably reached its max-
imum in the reign of Ramesses II, owing to the extensive correspon-
dence with Asiatic princes required by his wars and diplomatic rela-
tions with the Hittites, a slight cuneiform influence on the syllabic 
orthography seems not unlikely.

  There can thus be no doubt that the Egyptian scribes of the four-
teenth and thirteenth centuries actually learned cuneiform in order 
to write letters abroad [Albright 1934: 13, with n. 50].

It was the hieratic script that was directly employed for writing 
on papyrus in order to compose administrative documents, letters and 
pieces of literature versus formal hieroglyphs carved in stone. Thus the of-
ficial documents were written in the same way in the Levant as in Egypt 
itself [Goldwasser 1984; Goldwasser 1991; Goldwasser, Wimmer 1999; 
Sweeney 2005; Wimmer, Lehmann 2014]. See the quotations below:

 Two types of Egyptian inscriptions have been recovered in Canaan: 
hieratic inscriptions written in cursive script with ink on Egyp-
tian-style bowls; and hieroglyphic inscriptions carved into stone. 
Hieratic inscriptions are the more numerous of the two and are ap-
parently related to the economic administration of the region. All 
these inscriptions, dating broadly to the Ramesside period, have 
been recovered from sites in Canaan with Egyptian ties … Although 
the Lachish ostraca were not found in situ, one of the sherds con-
tains the word for “scribe.” Orly Goldwasser … suggests that this 
may indicate that Egyptian or Egyptian-trained scribes resided at the 
site [Killebrew 2005: 67].
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 By the end of the Nineteenth Dynasty and during the Twentieth 
Dynasty Egyptian scribes resided at Lachish, Tell Seraˁ, Tell Haror, 
Qubur el-Walaydah, Tell el Farˁah South and Ashkelon. They wrote 
good, contemporary, administrative hieratic that exhibited no specif-
ic provincial affinities. Naturally, what has come down to us is not 
papyri but writing on pottery sherds (ostraca) and complete bowls. 
On the one hand, the language, topics and measurements mentioned 
in the texts make part of the typical Egyptian repertoire; on the other 
hand, however, the yield is a specific Canaanite-Egyptian produc-
tion. The complete Canaanite bowls that carry hieratic inscriptions 
(to be carefully differentiated from the ostraca) seem to be relat-
ed to a religious-administrative local belief-system … Most likely, 
Egyptian scribes who resided in Canaan and had to deal with such 
issues were bilingual and possibly even of Canaanite background 
[Goldwasser 2016: 151]9.

It is not surprising, therefore, that this was this historical epoch 
when the oldest real (i.e. firmly deciphered and convincingly interpret-
ed10) project of Levantine consonantal phonography was launched in the 
city-state of Ugarit. Although the cuneiform shape and clay tablets may 
seem to have prevented anyone from even thinking of anything Egyp-
tian, Carleton Hodge [1969: 278] dared to assume that since the scribal 
practice of the group writing “was the normal representation of foreign 
words in Egyptian, it would be logical to look to it as a possible ‘mod-
el’ for Ugaritic11. It should also be remembered that what the Egyptian 
wrote was hieratic, not hieroglyphic”.

 9 Remarkably, at least one sherd bearing a non-Egyptian, presumably Canaanite, text 
written in hieratic of the 20th dynasty has been identified within the corpus of non-liter-
ary Late Egyptian ostraca from Egypt [Shisha-Halevy 1978].
 10 This still cannot be said about the so-called “Proto-Sinaitic alphabetic inscriptions” 
from Serabit el-Khadem (Sinai) and Wadi el-Hol (northwest of Luxor) [Haring 2015: 21, 
24], though the following consideration probably aims to support some cautious opti-
mism, despite everything: “Obviously much more research is needed in order to decipher 
the alphabetic inscriptions at Serabit el-Khadim and Wadi el-Hol, and to give them their 
proper place in the history of alphabetic writing. Solving the chronological controversies 
seems to be especially important so that we know what developments took place in the 
second millennium BCE, and when precisely in that millennium” [ibid.: 29]; on such 
chronological controversies see above, the quotation from [Sass 2017b].
 11 This view appears to have been shared by Helck though he did not mention Hodge’s 
article directly [Helck 1972; Dietrich, Loretz 1988: 42].
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At the present time, it is generally believed that the Ugaritic conso-
nantal script was invented in the 13th century BC [Pardee 2007: 186189; 
van Soldt 2010: 205]12 when Ugarit enjoyed its last high point in the rela-
tionship with Egypt, which visibly affected the scribal practice in Ugarit 
during the Ramesside period [Mynářová 2010: 365–369; cf. Gilmour, 
Kitchen 2012: 11]. As regards the two patterns of the cuneiform conso-
nantal script attested at Ugarit, a longer one with its 30 letters (for 27 con-
sonants) and left-to-right direction of writing and a shorter one with its 
22 letters and right-to-left direction (the so-called “long” and “short” al-
phabets, respectively), Manfried Dietrich and Oswald Loretz came to the 
shrewd conclusion13 (still unconventional, however) that the shorter al-
phabet appears to have been the predecessor of its longer counterpart:

 To all intents the Ugaritic alphabet looks like, so to speak, the Phoe-
nician alphabet with 22 consonants, extended by the insertion of 5 
additional letters plus 3 at the end. Consequently, the Phoenician 
alphabet formed the forerunner of the longer Ugaritic alphabet … 
The establishment of a longer alphabet comprising 30 letters could, 
however, also be understood as the original and earlier one, from 
which a shorter alphabet developed through the loss of 8 letters, i.e. 
the later Phoenician alphabet — advocated by Albright and his stu-
dents up to the present as the ‘reduction theory’14. However, that 
would contradict what happens when an alphabet is adopted and 
where necessary extended by adding further letters, according to the 
principle ‘an alphabet comes after a language’. This became clear 
when a group of tablets was published, also from Ugarit and con-
temporary with the others, which displayed the following ‘Phoe-
nician’ characteristics: a script going from right to left and a short 
22-letter alphabet. This proved that in Ugarit two alphabets coex-
isted: a shorter alphabet with the characteristics of later Phoenician, 

 12 Previously the most widespread opinion was that the Ugaritic alphabetic cuneiform 
had been invented in the 14th century [Pardee 2007: 186–188].
 13 First presented in [Dietrich, Loretz 1988: 297–299].
 14 Cf., e.g., the following view: “At the present time one can propose as a working 
hypotheses that the West-Semitic linear consonantal script, primitively consisting of 27 
consonants, was sometimes reduced to 22 letters, in certain ‘Proto-Phoenician’ cities 
of the Levant, that is, on the coast. These two types of linear alphabetic script, first the 
27-letter script, then the 22-letter one, went through an adaptation to cuneiform” [Le-
maire 2008: 48–49].
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and a longer one, expressly for writing down Ugaritic [Dietrich, Lo-
retz 1999: 82–83].

In addition to cuneiform alphabetic texts from Ugarit

 the earliest buildup of well-dated alphabetic inscriptions in Pales-
tine belongs to the 13th century. The dozen or so preserved examples 
from the end of the Late Bronze Age, mostly on pottery, are evident-
ly but a fraction of the bulk of the texts, written on perishable papy-
rus and now lost [Sass 2005: 153–154].

Referring to observations of van der Kooij, Lundin, Dietrich and Lo-
retz, Reinhard Lehmann reasonably concludes that writing on an uneven 
hard surface should have been secondary to that carried out on a flat 
smooth one:

 What we know of the original West Semitic texts, i.e., inscriptions, 
from the middle or late second and even of the first millennium, are 
sherds, graffiti, and fragments incised in stone, but naturally nothing 
that is written flat. Flat writing however, i.e., with ink on papyrus 
or another smoothed or planar surface, must have gone on simul-
taneously with and even earlier than clumsy scratches on sherds. 
This is also most likely considering the conjectural genesis of Ug-
aritic cuneiform … It is also evident that scratched or carved ‘cur-
sive’ linear letter forms in argil always are predated by plain cursive 
types of professional flat writing … Unfortunately, all this has gone 
forever because of the perishable nature of papyrus in the climate 
of Palestine, and, therefore, conclusions are speculative [Lehmann 
2012: 31].

Later on, the similar scheme with cursive writing preceding its mon-
umental / lapidary counterpart is also witnessed by epigraphic material 
of the first millennium BC:

 The script of the Byblos texts, too, imitates the cursive in part … 
But the West Semitic alphabet in its non-monumental manifesta-
tion is earlier than that: stratigraphically dated inscriptions on pot-
tery indicate that the alphabet … moved from south to north in the 
second half of the tenth century (early Iron IIA) from its core re-
gion, the Shephelah/Philistia … Then in late Iron IIA, roughly 
the first half of the ninth century or slightly before, the alphabet 
spread to the entire Levant and the Jazira — presumably for use 
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in documents written in ink as indicated by the streamlined, cursive 
shapes the letters were acquiring then … When a few decades later, 
ca 830, the alphabet in the West Semitic kingdoms finally gained 
enough ground, the first monumental alphabetic inscriptions were 
set up [Sass 2017a: 110].

Finally, witty observations were made by Anson Rainey in his on-
line critique of “How the Alphabet Was Born from Hieroglyphs” by Or-
ly Goldwasser15:

 the alphabet was invented by highly sophisticated Northwest Sem-
ites who knew not only hieroglyphics but probably also hieratic, 
the cursive script generally used by Egyptians at that time … It 
should be obvious that the alphabet was designed to be written 
on papyrus … The miners who inscribed their thoughts on the walls 
of the turquoise mines or on the cliff above the smelting camp at Bir 
Nasib, were hardly the inventors of the alphabet [Rainey 2010].

3. Conclusions

It is the foreign origin of the consonantal alphabet that makes it 
easy to explain its initial inadequacy for recording Semitic phonetics 
it had been adapted to convey, were it the case of Canaanite (Phoeni-
cian, Hebrew or Moabite) or other Semitic languages (Aramaic and 
later Arabic)16 as well as a non-Semitic language17. Moreover, it is the 

 15 Moreover, a similar view was expressed more than thirty years ago: “Now, the ques-
tion arises: Did these West Semitic workers or slaves in Sinai invent the first alphabetic 
writing? For some decades after the discovery, the answer was positive. Scholars be-
lieved that these Semites, who were in daily contact with Egyptian writing, improved it 
and restricted it to uniconsonantal signs, thereby inventing the alphabetic system of writ-
ing. In addition, there were scholars who tried to relate this script to the Israelites, who 
after the Exodus lived for a generation in the Sinai peninsula. Nowadays these romantic 
views are no longer accepted” [Naveh 1987: 25–26].
 16 Somewhat similar may sound Lehmann’s view that “the Northwest Semitic short-
ened or ‘short Abgad’ does not reflect a spoken dialect at all, but has emerged as a scrip-
tio franca for the Semitic-speaking Levant” [Lehmann 2012: 13].
 17 Epigraphic material from the Philistine cities made with an early form of the con-
sonantal alphabet has also been found [Maeir et al. 2008; Shai 2011: 125]; see, e.g., the 
following observation: “The existence of a specific West Semitic scribal tradition in Phi-
listia appeared only about 25 years ago in West Semitic epigraphy research. Of course, 
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consonantal character of the early Canaanite alphabet that proves this 
idea. A specific feature of Semitic is its root-and-pattern morphology 
based on transfixes, and the patterns always include internal vocaliza-
tion, which means that vowels play a significant role in Semitic mor-
phology. The consonant alphabet, by contrast, had completely ignored 
vocalism from the very beginning, which can only be explained by its 
non-Semitic, namely Egyptian origin. The historical grounds of this 
have been described above.

As to the linguistic ones, it is well known that “hieroglyphic writ-
ing consistently ignored and omitted the vowels” [Gardiner 1957: 26]. 
This peculiarity of the Egyptian script is likely to have been directly 
influenced by the Egyptian language itself whose linear morpholo-
gy appears to have been originally characterized by just a secondary, 
non-essential role of vowels as opposed to consonants18. In a similar 
fashion, when the Egyptians had to write down non-Egyptian lex-
emes they used to divide them primarily into consonantal segments. 
Thus, for example, the city of Babylon (biblical Båḇäl) was record-
ed as  b-b-r 19. The Canaanite consonantal script appears 
to have emerged as a local adaptation of the Egyptian scribal prac-
tice of recording non-Egyptian words in the second half of the second 
millennium BC. This is why from the very beginning, the graphemes 
of the Canaanite alphabet were not intended for any exact denotation 
of the real consonantal structure of Canaanite lexemes (not to mention 
their vocalism) but rather reflected the Egyptian scribal practice of de-
noting the Semitic consonants.

The common misconception that the consonantal script, despite all 
its shortcomings, did adequately reflect the Semitic consonantism is 
a mere derivative of the belief that the consonant alphabet ought to have 

this scribal tradition developed from the Canaanite tradition and during the 12th–10th cen-
turies BCE. It is practically impossible to distinguish this script from the proto-Phoeni-
cian or proto-Hebrew Script. However it is necessary to take into account this political 
and cultural specificity” [Lemaire 2012: 297].
 18 Grammarians prefer to describe this feature in terms of the writing system pe-
culiarities: “the Egyptian scribes ignored the vowels in writing” [Gardiner 1957: 9]; 

“hieroglyphic writing usually shows only the consonants of Egyptian words” [Allen 
2014: 13].
 19 It seems reasonable to transliterate the spelling just this way, and not as b-b-ra [Hoch 
1994: 95] taking into account the fact that in the so-called Egyptian syllabic orthogra-
phy “  steht auch dort, wo wir ein silbenschließendes ‘r’ erwarten” [Helck 1989: 131].



Origins of the Canaanite alphabet and West Semitic consonants’ inventory

439

been invented by native speakers of a certain Semitic language20. At the 
same time, the precise identity of this language usually makes no differ-
ence for such speculations. A factor that is even more crucial is that one 
is accustomed to perceive West Semitic languages through the prism 
of the consonantal scripts. But in practice, this interpretation implies 
that ancient scribes should have had an idea of phonemes (consonants 
and vowels). Then they should have separated vowels from consonants 
for some sophisticated reasons and picked out just consonants for re-
cording, as is presumed by

 the following scenario: In a moment of contact, some Canaanites 
confronted the inventors with the fact that they could write their 
names in Egyptian, using “little pictures” … Both Egyptian and 
Semitic languages are root based. This kind of “consonants only” 
system serves an important cognitive role … Perhaps confronted 
with a foreign name written in mono-consonantal hieroglyphs, the 
genius inventor(s) may adopted from the Egyptian system only the 
option of writing a word or name using consonants alone [Goldwas-
ser 2015: 134–135].

Such a modern abstract linguistic approach can hardly be relevant 
to the activities of scribes in the Ancient Near East. In actual fact, a clear 
logical mistake is that the final stage of the process that unintentionally 
resulted in developing consonantal phonography has been broadly con-
sidered to represent its starting point. It is clearly not a matter of pure 
chance that the most long-lived and developed among the Ancient Se-
mitic writing traditions, namely the Akkadian cuneiform, had nothing 
to do with the principles of consonantal writing. The only exception is 
the period from the 8th century BC onward (Neo-Assyrian and Neo-/Late 
Babylonian), when Mesopotamian cuneiform conventions were part-
ly influenced by the Aramaic consonantal writing [Streck 2001; Streck 
2005; George 2003: 442]. Finally, it is relevant to mention here an im-
portant conclusion reached by Ignace Gelb [1963: 141]:

 20 See, e.g., the assertion that “native alphabets (such as Ugaritic and Phoenician) were 
with all likelihood specifically designed for the consonantal systems of the respective 
languages” [Kogan 2011: 97]. Considering co-existence of the two Ugaritic alphabets, 
together with the multifunctionality of Semitic / Canaanite consonantal graphemes not 
infrequently mentioned elsewhere including the same author [ibid.: 114–115], this “like-
lihood” is far from being so certain, however.
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 In investigating various types of writing I have found the following 
conditions affecting the names of signs: Either the forms of the signs, 
their values, and their names are all directly borrowed by one sys-
tem from another, as in the case of Greek from Semitic or Coptic 
from Greek (bold mine — A. N.); or the forms of the signs and their 
values are borrowed, as in the case of Latin from Greek or Armenian 
from Aramaic, and in subsequent years the names of the signs are 
freely invented and added; or finally the forms of the signs and their 
values are first freely invented and then the sign names are added, 
as in the case of the Slavonic Glagolitsa or the Germanic runes.

The first scenario (typed bold) described by Gelb is, actually, 
the oldest pattern of the adoption of a writing system. Moreover, it 
seems to be the most natural and appropriate one for Ancient Near East-
ern scribal practices, if not in general. It is highly probable that just this 
scribal strategy was implemented in course of Canaanite adaptation 
of the so-called Egyptian group writing, which must have occurred un-
der Ramesside rule in the reign of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th 
dynasties, i.e. in the 13th — early 12th centuries BC.
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