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Alef

Exodus 20:2

Alef is the first of the 22 letters of the
Hebrew alef-bet. By itself alef doesn't make
any sound at all, but when it is paired with
a vowel marking it carries the sound of

the vowel. In Hebrew the vowel markings
are called the nikkud. They were invented
by Jewish scholars called the Masoretes
somewhere around the 8% to 10t century AD.
Before that Hebrew was only written with
consonants, the same way modern Hebrew is
written.

For twenty-six generations the alef
complained before the throne of the
Holy One blessed be He. It said before
Him: ‘Master of the universe, I am the
first of the letters, but You did not create
Your world with me. The Holy One
blessed be He said to it: “The world and
all its contents were created only for the
sake of the Torah, as it is stated: “The
Lord founded the earth with wisdom...”
(Proverbs 3:19). Tomorrow, I will be
coming to give the Torah at Sinai, and

I will open it at its beginning only with
you, as it is stated: “I [anokhi] am the
Lord your God™ (Exodus 20:2).

Anyone learning to read the language would
already know how it was to be pronounced.
How? The same way you learned how words
are supposed to sound - by hearing them
spoken. However, when Hebrew ceased to be
a primary language the scholars worried that
the correct pronunciation of the language
would be lost forever, and thus the Nikud
were invented. They are very helpful to us
when learning,.

- From Beresheit Rabbah 1

Look at the verse from Exodus 20. It marks
the beginning of the statements that we
traditionally call the ten commandments. How
many alefs you can find in the verse? Now
look closely at the vowel markings associated
with the alefs. How many different vowel
markings do you see? Would you expect any

of the alefs to be silent? If so, which one and
why?

Mordecai Ardon
The Creation - Alef, 1970's



The Hebrew alef-bet is written using block script, which means you can think of the letters
taking up a block of space, or part of a block. The blocks below will help you as you

begin to practice writing the letters yourself. Qamets

First we'll practice writing the aleph using a-class vowels to give it a voice.
The first vowel marking we'll use is called a "Qamets" and it looks like a
capital T written directly undernaeath the consonant. The Qamets makes

w Pathak

a long "a" sound as in father or like the sound you make when
you take a sip of delicious tea. That's how I like to remember it.
Delicious "T" makes you say ah...

Secondly let's practice writing the aleph with the "Pathak" underneath.
The pathak is a short flat horizontal line underneath the letter.

mon

Conveniently the pathak makes the same "a" sound as in the word

@P\
flat, making it easy to remember. The flat line makes the "a" in flat. ‘S

‘Write the aleph with both the Qamets and Pathak underneath, three rows each.
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Genesis 1:1

Bet

Bet (also spelled beth or beit) is the second letter

of the Hebrew alef-bet. It is also the first of the

begad-kefat letters. What is that you ask? The Rabbi Yona said in the name of Rabbi
begad kefat letters are six Hebrew consonants that =~ Levi: Why was the world created with
sometimes appear with a dot in the middle (called = the letter beit? It is because just as the

a dagesh). For now, don't worry so much about beit is closed on all its sides but open in
why it happens, but learn to recognize it when its front, so, you do not have permission
you see it. It looks like this: to ask: What is below, what is above, what
'was before, and what is after, but only
3 from the day when the world created and
onward.

and is pronounced like the "b" in boy. Without
the dot in the middle (the dagesh) it looks like - From Beresheit Rabbah 1
the bet at the top of the page and is pronounced
like the "v" in vet or villian or vituperate. We'll call
them both bet, but don't forget to pronounce it
correctly when you see it.

Now look at the verse at the top of the page. It's
the first verse in the bible. What letter does the
verse start with? How many bets do you see in the
verse? How would you pronounce the bets that
you see? If a bet has a dagesh, note where the bet
appears in the word.

Oil on canvas by Yasha Knecht

In Hebrew, sometimes a single consonant can
form a word. The bet is one of those consonants.
It forms a preposition that's usually translated

"in", "with", or "|bY"' As you begin to bui@d your think this is acting as a preposition or simply the
vocabulary you'll understand when bet is simply ¢ Jetter of a word? What about the second bet?
the first letter of a word or when it's acting as a

What is the reason for your answer?
preposition.

Look at the verse at the top of the page once

more. Where does the first bet occur? Do you



Tsere

It is now time to practice writing the second letter, our friend bet. We're
going to give the bet two vowel sounds, just like we did with the aleph.
These are both "e" class vowels. The first is called the Tsere. It makes the
same sound as the "ei"

ei" in eight. If you pushed the two dots together they
would make an eight - a laying eight. You see what I did there?

The other vowel marking is called a seghol. The seghol makes a
short "e" sound, kind of like the "e" in eggs. However, if you're
the type of person that pronounces egg like "ay-g" then you'll
say it wrong. It's like the "e" in beg or bet or vet. Now try to
pronounce egg properly and it will help you remember that the
s-"egg"-hol looks like a bunch of eggs in a basket.

Now practice writing bet in the blocks below, first with the tsere
and then with the seghol. For the second row of bets in each
section, add the dagesh. Practice saying the sounds as you write
the letter and vowel combos.
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Psalm 119:17 Glmel

Gimel is the third letter of the Hebrew alef-bet.

It makes a hard "g" like the sound in guy or gal.

It is also the second of the begad-kefat letters.
Unlike bet though, the sound of the gimel doesn't
change, even when it has a dagesh. Still, pay
attention when you see it and you may start to
notice a pattern about when it appears.

b

If you like you can think of it as a giraffe with a
long neck. That will make you think of "g" for
giraffe, just don't forget that unlike giraffe, it's a

hard "g".

Now look at the verse at the top of the page. It's
from Psalm 119. Psalm 119 is an acrostic psalm,
which means each verse opens with a specific
letter, depending on which section it's in. Once
we get through the alef-bet you'll be able to
look at the Psalm in Hebrew and see how it's
structured.

In the verse above, how many gimels do you
see? Dagesh or no dagesh? How many alefs?
How many bets? Which vowel markings do you
recognize? Which ones do you not recognize?
Which letters don't have vowel markings at all?
Why do you think that is?




Now let's practice writing the gimel. We're going to continue our
tradition of sneaking in two new vowels as well. This time we'll
start with the chireq, which is an I-class vowel. It's represented
by a single dot directly underneath the letter. I like to visualize
an invisible "i" underneath the dot because it helps me remember
that it's pronounced just like a short i, as in pig, dig, wig, or fig.

The second vowel we'll introduce is the cholem. The cholem

is unique because it sits on top of the letter. Maybe it's fragile,
maybe it's claustrophobic, or more likely it just doesn't want to
be confused with a chireq. If you've ever wanted a house on a
hill I'm sure you can relate. It makes a long "o" sound, just like
float, boat, goat, row, hoe, joe, go, and no.

Now practice writing gimel in the blocks below, first with the
chireq and then with the cholem. For the second row of gimels
in each section, add the dagesh. Practice saying the sounds as you
write the letter and vowel combos.

invisible i

Chireq

Cholem




Reading Practice

So far we've learned 24 unique sounds and
we're only on the third letter of the alef-bet!
You should already be feeling like a native
speaker at this point. If you're not, that's
okay too. That's why we're going to spend
the next few minutes practicing putting
these sounds together. These exercises are to
be done OUT LOUD. Start with the letters
and vowel markings on the right as a warm
up. After that we'll do the double letter

combos below and triple letter combos on the

following page.
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Good work, now we'll move into some triple letter combos. Here's a general rule for pronunciation -
every consonant with a vowel marking is one syllable. If the word has a consonant at the end with no
vowel markings underneath, it is absorbed into the syllable before it. For example, the first two letter

practice word g; is pronounced Bah - ah, two syllables, because both the bet and the alef have a

qamets underneath. The combo :J; is pronounced ga - gayb, also two syllables, because the bet at

the end has no vowel marking. This is known as a closed syllable, but don't worry too much about the
terminology right now, just practice your reading and pronunciation.
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Letter & Vowel Recognition

Now we'll practice letter recognition in the context of scripture. The passage below is
Genesis verses 1-11. Your first task is to find yourself a red, yellow, and green colored
pencil. Look for the letters we've learned so far and color them: alef = red, bet = yellow,
gimel = green. I did the first word for you. Once you finish write you totals in the table.

R 2,1 3

Now do the same thing for the vowel markings we learned. Choose a unique color for each vowel
and don't reuse the colors from the letters. Write you totals in the table. Note that the alef is just a
placeholder. They can be under any letter.
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