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EXCERPT FROM YAAKOV SAPIR'S "MASA'OTH TEMAN"
"From their pronunciation of the alphabet, to their use of vowels, as well the cantillations which they read in concert with the diacritical signs of punctuation [written beneath and above the letters of the Law], ( [all] are done in accordance with what was established for the language, and its proper usage. There is nowhere to be found amongst them the broken-tongue of the Sephardic Jews, neither anything similar to the hair strum of a language spoken by the Ashkenazi Jews. For the two of these have erred in [their] pronunciation of the [Hebrew] alphabet; having erred in the sound of the vowels, [and] having utterly abandoned the diacritical signs given for its cantations. Both of these have brought destruction upon the accurate reading [of the Law]. Whether it were the soft accentuated letters of B'G'D'  K'P'T' or the hard accentuated letters of the same,
 they have made no distinction; Or whether it was the letter Aleph or `Ayin, they made no distinction; or the soft-letter Beth with the Waw, 
 or Het with the soft letter Kaph, 
 or the dotted Kaph  with the Qof, 
 or Tet with Thau, [even] between the soft letter Thau and the Samach 
 they make no clear distinction! Wherefore, for us, [it would seem that] half of the Hebrew alphabet was made in vain by the pen of scribes, may G-d forbid! So it is with the vowels, each man turns and goes his own way. There be some who, reading the "komes," 
 make it sound like a "patah." Others make the "sere" sound like the "segul," 
 while still others would have you read "komes" instead of a "holam;" the fathers and their sons being mixed together! (For the first things treated herein are the fathers, while the latter things are their offspring.) They do not respect the face of a father, and their sons are like unto them! Now there be some who will change the "holam" for a "sere," 
 and a "shuruq" for a "hiraq," 
 or a "komes" for a "shuruq," and "hiraq" for a "segul." And with regard to the vowel symbol known as the "shawa," 
 each man does that which is right in his own eyes! Some making it rest, while others  making it move! 
 Some "snatching it away," 
 while others causing it to wander. And with rules so perfectly distorted,
 they go up and they go down. And they've made, thereby, the insignificant vowel a mark of excellence, and the vowel which was formerly strong, they've now turned into mere chaff! [All this] by the cantillations of those who assay to proof-read [the texts], and who whistle with the sounds of short lilting blasts and long sustained quavering blasts [of a trumpet]! etc. … They also reverse the first syllable accent with the second syllable accent, saying to what should be read as an accent on the second syllable, 'get thou up to the first!' And saying to what should be read as an accent on the first syllable, 'go down to the second!' This is not the case with our brethren, those who dwell in Yemen where, there, the tongue of the Arabian rules, [which language is also] the daughter of the Hebrew [language], and sister of the Aramaic. Now they are the inhabitants of the land of old, since the time of those who went into exile from the beginning, and they were never depleted by reason of moving from one exile to the next. Now as it would appear, the customs which they have arduously adhered to up until now, are the same as in former times, just as they received from [an unbroken chain of] tradition. They also raise their sons, from their youth up, upon the Hebrew dialect and its stringent application, and the diacritical signs of its punctuation, until at length one would think of it as his mother language. Therefore, they have exercised 
 a complete command of the language, and the very smell of the faithful tongue has never vanquished from them."
___________________________________________________________
הלשון המקורי:
מסעות תימן ליעקב ספיר

"מבטאם בהאותיות ותנועות ונגינתם בהטעמים עפ"י יסודי הלשון וצחותה. אין בהם מעלגת לשון הספרדים ולא מאין בינת שפת האשכנזים. כי אלה ואלה שגו במבטא האותיות, תעו בהגה התנועות, פקו טעם הנגינות. אלה ואלה שחתו הקריאה הנכונה. בין רפיון בג"ד כפ"ת לחזקן לא יבדילו, בין אלף לעין לא יבדילו, בין בית רפה לואו, בין חית לכף רפה, בין כף דגושה לקוף, בין טית לתיו, בין תיו רפה לסמך לא יפרישו. ותהי לנו מחצית האותיות כשוא עשה עט סופרים חס ושלום. כן עם התנועות, איש לדרכו יפנו וינועו. אלה הקמץ יפתחו והצרי יסגלו. החולם יקמצו. האבות והבנים יחדיו(כי הראשונים אבות והשניים תולדות). לא ישאו פנים לאבות ותולדותיהן כיוצא בהם. ואלה ימירו חולם בצרי, ושורוק בחיריק, קמץ בשורוק,וחיריק בסגול. ובשוואין איש הישר בעיניו יעשה. יניחו ויניעו, יחטפו וינודו, ובכללים בלולים יעלו וירדו. והיה התנועה הקלה לתפארת, והחסון לנעורת,ובנגינת מהגים ומצפצפים בצלצלי שברים תרועה וכו' 

...גם מהפכים מלעיל ומלרע, האומרים לרע עלה, ולעיל רדה. לא כן אחינו אלה יושבי תימן אשר שם תמשול לשון הערבי, בת העברי ואחות הארמי. והם יושבי הארץ מלפנים מאז גלו אלה בראשונה, ולא הורקו מגולה אל גולה. כנראה מהנהגותיהם עתה כבימים הקדמונים וכפי קבלתם. גם מגדלים בניהם מנעוריהם על המבטא העברי והדקדוק והטעמים. עד אשר תחשוב לו כלשון אמו. על כן עמד טעם הלשון בם, וריח השפה הנאמנה לא נמר מאתם."
(    Heb. "טעמים" , which diacritical signs or "punctuation marks"  not only help in accentuation, but also instruct the reader when a given word should be read with a lilting voice, or when it should be read by halting, &c. 





�  In Hebrew, these six letters (ב'ג'ד' כ'פ'ת') can be read with either hard or soft accentuations, depending on whether or not the letter carries with it a dot. The dotted "daleth"   ( ד), for example, is read like the English hard "D," like in "dog," or in "dipper." Whereas, the undotted "daleth" (ד ( , or soft-"daleth," is read like the English "th," as in "that," or "they." (For transliteration purposes, this sound is often written with the Latin characters of "dh.") The dotted "beth" ( ב) has a hard "B" sound, as in "boy," or "bat." Yet, an undotted "beth," has the sound of a "V," as in "valley," or "voice." The hard "gimmel," (ג ) or that which carries a dot, has always been pronounced by the Yemenite Jews as the English letter "J," as in "Jack," or "jelly." However, the soft-"gimmel" ( ג)  has the guttural sound of "gh," or the sound that one would make when gargling.  Likewise, the Hebrew letter "kaph" ( כ) carries both a hard and soft sound. When dotted, its sound is like the English "K," as in "kite." When undotted, its sound is like the German "ch," as in "Bach." (For transliteration purposes, this sound is sometimes written with the Latin characters of "kh.")  The Hebrew letter "Pe," (פ ) is perhaps the only letter still properly pronounced by all ethnic groups. When dotted (פ ), it carries the sound of a hard "P," as in "Peter," or "Paul." But when undotted, it has the sound of an English "F," as in "father," or "feather." The last of the double accented letters is the Hebrew letter "thau" (ת). When this letter is dotted, it becomes a hard-"thau," equivalent to the English letter "T," as in "Tom," or "turkey." But when undotted (  ת), its sound becomes soft, like the English "th," as in "thank-you," or in "thorn."  The distinct characters of these letters and their dots were always known by the Jews of Yemen.


�  Ashkenazi Jews have been the most guilty of this infraction, owing to their German influence. For in the German language, there is no true "waw" sound, as in the English "W." Rather, in German, every "w" (as in "wasser" = water, or "Was ist" = what is) is pronounced as in the English "V." This has caused some confusion when distinguishing between the soft-"beth" (having the true "V" sound), and the "waw" (  ו), having the true "W" sound.


�  Ashkenazi Jews have always pronounced these two letters in the same way, i.e. with a hard "ch" sound, as in "Bach." Rather, the "het" is actually much softer.


�  The dotted "kaph"  (כ) , as we said, has the English "K" sound. Almost all other ethnic groups render the same sound to the Hebrew letter "Qof"  (ק) . The Yemenites, on the other hand, pronounce the "qof" as the hard letter "G" in English, as in "go," or in "game." The Jews who lived in the district of Shar`ab (in Yemen) were different from their Jewish brethren in other parts of Yemen. For they would pronounce the "qof" (ק) as one would say the Arabic "qaf."


�  It is well-known that in German there is no "th" sound, as in the English "thank-you." Often, the English word "thank-you" is pronounced by a German as "sank-you." So then, this accounts for the Ashkenazi custom of giving the same sound for the soft letter "thau" (ת) and the "samach" (ס), since among Ashkenazi Jews there has been a strong German influence.


�  The "komes" ( +  ), with the Yemenite Jews, has a traditional "O" sound. Whereas, the "patah" ( _  ) has a traditional "ah" sound.


�  The Yemenite Jews, on the other hand, have always distinguished between the two. For instance, the "segul" with the Yemenites is similar to the "patah," both vowel symbols being the same in the Babylonian Supralinear punctuation. Even though the Yemenites later came to adopt the Massoretic Text of Tiberius, they would still continue to read the vowel symbol of "segul" like the symbol which appeared in all of their Babylonian Supralinear punctuated texts, id est, like the "patah." 


�  Here, no doubt, Yaakov Sapir was referring to the Yemenites, who often can be heard pronouncing the "holam" like the "sere," although there is a slight difference between the two vowels. 


� As in the case with some Yemenite Jews of remote villages when reading  וכתבתם על מזוזות ביתך ,will read the first letter (i.e. "waw" with the vowel of "shuruq") as if it were a "waw" with the vowel of  "hiraq," a thing strongly detested by the "Mahbereth Ha-Tijan" of Sanaa, a book  treating on the rules of reading Hebrew.


�  The "shawa" (  :  ) is unique among vowels, in that sometimes it causes the letter to be read as a "short patah," while at other times, it keeps the letter at rest. The rule is this: Whenever the first letter of any word is marked with a "shawa" (e.g. שמע ישראל), the first letter then takes on the sound of a "short patah," or "segul,"  as in the words, "shema' Yisroel" (not "shma' Yisroel"). The "shin" of שמע , as in all Hebrew letters which begin a word, and which are marked with the vowel "shawa," has the reading of a short sounding "patah" or "segul." The other instance of this is when the "shawa" is found beneath a Hebrew letter which has a dot within it. In this case, the letter is also read with a short sounding "patah" or "segul." A third instance is when two vowels of the "shawa" are written one after the other, as in  מעם מזבחי תקחנו. The first "shawa"of מזבחי   keeps the letter "zan" at rest, while the letter "beth" is read with a short sounding "patah" or "segul." Another instance is where a letter marked with a "shawa" comes directly after a large vowel sound (such as after a "waw" marked with a "holam," or "waw" marked with a "shuruq," or even after a letter marked with a "komes" and with the addition of an "extension mark," known as געיא  or  מאריך in Hebrew), in all these cases the succeeding letter is read with a short "patah" or "segul." (e.g. תושבי  "Toshavei" , but not "Toshvei.")


�  The word used here in Hebrew is actually an idiom, derived from שוא נע , or "moveable vowel known as shawa." The sense is to one reading the letter with a short sounding "patah" or "segul," as in the cases described in the previous note.


�  A play on words, for the שוא נע ("shawa" which is read like a short sounding "patah" or "segul")  has also the same value and function as what is called in Hebrew "hataf segul," or "hataf patah." (lit. "snatched-away segul" and "snatched–away patah") For in the Babylonian Supralinear punctuation they are all one and the same, having the same symbol. Only with the introduction of the Massoretic Text of Tiberius did there appear separate  symbols for each, even though they were always understood to mean that the reading should be made with a short sounding "patah" or "segul."


�  Literally, "mixed up."


�  Literally, "a complete command of the language has stood with them."



































