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The Aramaic alphabet is adapted from the
Phoenician alphabet and became distinctive
from it by the 8th century BCE. The letters all
represent consonants, some of which are
matres lectionis, which also indicate long
vowels.

The Aramaic alphabet is historically significant,
since virtually all modern Middle Eastern
writing systems use a script that can be traced
back to it, as well as numerous non-Chinese
writing systems of Central and East Asia. This
is primarily due to the widespread usage of the
Aramaic language as both a lingua franca and
the official language of the Neo- Assyrian
Empire, and its successor, the Achaemenid
Empire. Among the scripts in modern use, the
Hebrew alphabet bears the closest relation to
the Imperial Aramaic script of the 5th century
BCE, with an identical letter mventory and, for
the most part, nearly identical letter shapes.

Writing systems that indicate consonants but do
not indicate most vowels (like the Aramaic
one) or indicate them with added diacritical
signs, have been called abjads by Peter T.
Daniels to distinguish them from later alphabets,
such as Greek, that represent vowels more
systematically. This is to avoid the notion that a
writing system that represents sounds must be
either a syllabary or an alphabet, which implies
that a system like Aramaic must be either a
syllabary (as argued by Gelb) or an incomplete
or deficient alphabet (as most other writers
have said); rather, it is a different type.
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= 3 Unicode Unicode  U+10840-U+1085F

= 4 References range (http://www .unicode.org/charts/PDF/U10840.pdf)

= 5 External lnks Note: This page may contain [PA phonetic symbols.

. Aramaeans
HlStOl’y Aramaic language

. . Aramaic alphabet
Origins

Aramaean kingdoms

The earliest inscriptions in the Aramaic language use the Phoenician alphabet. Over
time, the alphabet developed into the form shown below. Aramaic gradually

¢ Aram-Damascus

. . . . * Paddan A
became the lingua franca throughout the Middle East, with the script at first . Aianj;ehrj;n
complementing and then displacing Assyrian cuneiform as the predominant writing | , ... soba

system.

. . Aramaean kings
Achaemenid period &

* Reson
Around 500 BCE, following the Achaemenid conquest of Mesopotamia under * Hezjon + Tabrimmon
Darius I, Old Aramaic was adopted by the conquerors as the "vehicle for written | «Ben-Hadad * Ben-Hadad II
communication between the different regions of the vast empire with its different * Ben-Hadad I1I + Hazael
peoples and languages. The use of a single official language, which modern * Hadadezer * Rezin

scholarship has dubbed Official Aramaic or Imperial Aramaic, can be assumed to
have greatly contributed to the astonishing success of the Achaemenids n holding their far-fung empire together

for as long as they did."!]

Imperial Aramaic was highly standardised; its orthography was based more on historical roots than any spoken
dialect and was mevitably nfluenced by Old Persian.

For centuries after the fall of the Achaemenid Empire in 331 BCE, Imperial Aramaic—or near enough for it to
be recognisable—would remain an influence on the various native Iranian languages. The Aramaic script would

survive as the essential characteristics of the Pahlavi writing system.!?]

A group of thirty Aramaic documents from Bactria have been recently discovered. An analysis was published in
November 2006. The texts, which were rendered on leather, reflect the use of Aramaic in the 4th century BCE

Achaemenid admmistration of Bactria and Sogdiana. 3]

Its widespread usage led to the gradual adoption of the Aramaic alphabet for writing the Hebrew language.
Formerly, Hebrew had been written using an alphabet closer in form to that of Phoenician (the Paleo-Hebrew
alphabet).

Aramaic-derived scripts

Since the evolution of the Aramaic alphabet out of the Phoenician one was a gradual process, the division of the
world's alphabets into those derived from the Phoenician one directly and those derived from Phoenician via
Aramaic is somewhat artificial. In general, the alphabets of the Mediterranean region (Anatola, Greece, Italy)
are classified as Phoenician-derived, adapted from around the 8th century BCE, while those of the East (the
Levant, Persia, Central Asia and India) are considered Aramaic-derived, adapted from around the 6th century
BCE from the Imperial Aramaic script of the Achaemenid Empire.

After the fall of the Achaemenid Empire, the unity of the Imperial Aramaic script was lost, diversifying into a
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number of descendant cursives.

The Hebrew and Nabataean alphabets, as they stood by the Roman era, were little changed in style from the
Imperial Aramaic alphabet.

A Cursive Hebrew variant developed from the early centuries CE, but it remained restricted to the status of a
variant used alongside the non-cursive. By contrast, the cursive developed out of the Nabataean alphabet in the
same period soon became the standard for writing Arabic, evolving nto the Arabic alphabet as it stood by the
time of the early spread of Islam.

The development of cursive versions of Aramaic also led to the creation of the Syriac, Palmyrenean and
Mandaic alphabets. These scripts formed the basis of the historical scripts of Central Asia, such as the Sogdian
and Mongolian alphabets.

The Old Turkic script evident in epigraphy from the 8th century likely also has its origins in the Aramaic script.

Modern

Today, Biblical Aramaic, Jewish Neo-Aramaic dialects and the Aramaic language of the Talmud are written in
the Hebrew alphabet. Syriac and Christian Neo- Aramaic dialects are written in the Syriac alphabet. Mandaic is
written in the Mandaic alphabet.

Due to the near-identity of the Aramaic and the classical Hebrew alphabets, Aramaic text is mostly typeset in
standard Hebrew script in scholarly literature.

Imperial Aramaic alphabet

Redrawn from A Grammar of Biblical Aramaic, Franz Rosenthal; forms are as used in Egypt, 5th century
BCE. Names are as in Biblical Aramaic.

Letter Letter Letter Equivalent Letter in ... Sound
name form Hebrew Arabic | Syriac Brahmi Nabataean Kharosthi value
Alaph x N \ ~ H xsx 7 g// Jai/,
Béth y 5 = - O 5J 9 b/, ]
Gamal & b} A AL A X f 19/, K/
Dalth | o 7 22 3 D T ] 1dl, 13/

He ” = A a | nd  » h

/wl; lo/,
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* A Arabic o= sin derives only its position in the traditional abjadi order in the Arabic alphabet from
samekh; its shape is derived from shin as a function of a sound change from Proto-West or Central
Semitic to Arabic. Also all Arabic letters started out as dotless.

Matres lectionis

Main article: Mater lectionis

The letters Waw and Yudh, put following the consonants that were followed by the vowels « and i (and often
also o and e), are used to indicate the long vowels # and 7 respectively (often also 6 and é respectively). These
letters, which stand for both consonant and vowel sounds, are known as matres lectionis. The letter Alaph,
likewise, had some ofthe characteristics of a mater lectionis: in initial positions, it indicated a specific consonant
called glottal stop (followed by a vowel), and, in the middle of the word and word finally, it often also stood for
the long vowels d or é. Among Jews, nfluence of Hebrew spelling often led to the use of He instead of Alaph in
word final positions. The practice of using certain letters to hold vowel values spread to child writing systems of
Aramaic, such as Hebrew and Arabic, where they are still used today.

Unicode

The Aramaic alphabet was added to the Unicode Standard in October, 2009 with the release of version 5.2.

The Unicode block for Imperial Aramaic is U+10840-U+1085F:
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Imperial Aramaic!!l
Unicode chart (http://www.unicode.org/charts/PDF/U10840.pdf) (PDF)

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 | A B

C D E F
utosex L 0O O 0O 0O 0O 0000000000
udossx L 0O O 0O 0O O O 0o odaododg

Notes

1.~ As of Unicode version 6.1
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