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SIBILANT RIVALRY

If the changing patterns of Semitic sibilants seem to be a topic
that could barely interest even eccentric modern linguists, we should
perhaps recall that for certain ancient Israelites the question of
phonetic realization turned out to be a matter of life and death. When
the Ephraimites tried to wage war against the Gileadites, the latter
cut them off at the pass and the record indicates that 42,000
Ephraimites lost their lives for putting a coronal-alveolar sibilant
where a palato-alveolar sibilant should have been (Judges 12:6). They
apparently became the victims of a sound shift which also seems to have
taken place among the Assyrians; although the experts are not in total
agreement as to what exactly happened among the Assyrians, or even
among their ancestors in the Old Akkadian period. In this paper, we
shall take a brief look at the sibilant situation in the Old Akkadian
period and, of necessity, also to a certain extent in the Old Assyrian
and Old Babylonian periods. Ultimately, it is probably impossible to
know the precise phonetic realization represented by the graphemes; and
since firm conclusions may be elusive, we will simply begin with a
review or the pertinent literature and then look at some examples taken
from primary sources.

Pertinent Literature

Carl Brockelmann, in his Grundriss der verqleichenden semitischen
Grammatik (Hildesheim, 1961), states that in "Assyrian" as in
Canaanite, "die Zischlaute mit spaltformiger Zungenstellung sind durch
solche mit rillenformiger Stellung ersetzt: £»S, i*?, <J>z." He
also notes that "S und sind in ein & zusammengefalien" and that in
later Assyrian, the S frequently became s, even though it was still
written 8. The evidence for this is the fact that names written with an
in Assyrian end up being written with an s in Hebrew, as is the case

with the names of Tukulti-apil-eSara and Sarrukin. Conversely, an in
Canaanite or Egyptian names becomes an s in Assyrian, e.g. MuSanq
becoming Susinqu (p. 135f).

Louis Gray wrote his Introduction to Semitic Comparative
Linguistics in 1934 (Columbia). It provides some descriptive
terminology, but is not much help in any historical way, particularly
with Akkadian.

Richard Steiner (Affricated Sade in the Semitic Languages, New
York, 1982) basically just deals with this single phoneme and states
that Diakonoff considers the case for the affricative §ade proven. This
is in contradistinction to other scholars who, evidently influenced by
the Arabic model, argue against that. Some of the evidence, however, is
somewhat weak, and he deals with some of those problems. He points out,
for example (p. 73), that in Hittite the cuneiform ^-signs are used to
represent s, while the z-signs are used for ts. He says that this has
been taken by some scholars as evidence for affricative realization of
s or z, or both, but he maintains that the z-signs at Boghazkoi
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represent s, § and z, and says that there is no basis for favoring one
value over another. Besides, the Hittite syllabary was based on a
Hurrian syllabary, so one would have to take a close look at the
Hurrian syllabary. He then quotes Diakonoff again, who says that the
Hurrian use of z-signs to represent dz does not prove that the Akkadian
z was an affricate, because even as a fricative it is still the
Akkadian phoneme closest to dz.

The question of the §ade was also treated by Albrecht Goetze in
his article in Orientalia VI entitled "The Sibilant in Old Babylonian
nazarum". We may summarize his article as follows:

In Codex Hammurabi, the present of almost all verbs has a double
middle consonant except for nasaru, which appears as na-az-ra-at (VII
r 66), iz-zur (VI r 20), i-na-za-ar (XV 76) and as i-na-za-ru (XIV r
47); the last two forms being anomolous. In addition, massarutum has
the genitive in the code of ma-za-ru-tim (VI 53, IV r 35, 42, 58, 68,
77). There is also a peculiar treatment of s. On the one hand we have
the examples na-sa-hi-im (XII r 11), na-sa-ah (XXVII r 28), and pa-ra-
si-im (XXIV r 72); and on the other hand we have i-na-za-ah (XII r 24,
36), a-na-za-ah (XII r 14) and pu-ru-za-am (VI 8) and pu-ru-zi-im (XXVI
r 88). In other words, where we expect an ss, the code consist¬
ently uses z.

Moreover, the peculiar form of the suffixes of the third person
after nouns and verbs ending in sibilants or dentals suggests that
these sibilants were the same as those above because a single z is used
in all cases where we would expect a double letter, for example:

after s: u-ra-ak-ki-zu (XXI r 76)
after s: uq-tar-ri-zu (X r 66), im-ha-zu (XX r 38)
after ir-ri-zu-ma (XIII 66), ir-ri-za (XV r 7)
after d: ik-ta-Sa-zu (V 43), il-ma-zi (IX r 75)
after t: ua-ar-ka-ze (VIII 64), mu-du-zu-nu (VII 35)

He mentions in a footnote: "It is usually stated that the M after
dentals and spirants shifted to s. This rule does not account for the
fact that the S plus the sibilant of the suffix results in z (instead
of the expected S^) and that z plus the sibilant of the suffix results
in zz (while z is expected). It also must be kept in mind that in Old
Akkadian the suffixes begin with s." This s has shifted to S (at least
in the writing) except after dentals and spirants. The combin¬
ation with z led to zz; the combinations with other spirants and
dentals led to the sound discussed above. The sound was consistently
represented as zz by the scribes in the royal chancellory, but outside,
in private letters and contracts, the orthography varies with the
single z prevailing, e.g. i-na-za-ar (BE VI 1, 23, 11). In evaluating
the phonetic value of z, one must remember that the Sumerian syllabary
was inadequate to express Semitic sounds. It only had three sets of
signs with sibilants: ^A, 8e, Si, ^U; SA, SI, SU and ZA, ZE, ZI, ZU (§1
and SU do not exist prior to the Cassite period, cf. Thureau-Dangin, RA
30, p 93ff). Since the first set is used for (derived in part from t)
and the second for s, the third had to be used for all other sibilants,
i.e. for the voiced z as well as the emphatic s and probably one other
sound. He therefore proposes the following system of OB sibilants:
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1) s - BS (s)
2) z - zz (z)
3) z - zz (later s and sg) (§)
4) s - z (s)
5) z - z (Arab, za)

Z was thus used for s, s, z and something akin to the Arabic ja.
OB kept za separate and this differentiates Akkadian from Canaanite.

Von Soden gives us the following information in his Grundriss der
akkadischen Grammatik (p. 29ff): The z is a voiced s. The protosemitic
d and z both merged to z already in the Old Akkadian period. S is
unvoiced. S is an unvoiced emphatic. S = sch (Eng. sh) and s existed in
Old Akkadian and was a palatal fricative, but the exact pronunciation
is unknown. After the OAk period, s became 8. He says he cannot tell
whether t had become 8 already in the OAk period, but points out that
the NB tit'aru from OB ^it'aru may indicate that it was still a t.

The OAk s still occurs especially in anaphoric pronouns and in
pronominal suffixes of the third person, as well as in the dative of
pronouns, the term. adv. ending -iS and in the S-stem. In OAk and OA

the z-signs are frequently used for syllables starting with z, s, and
The distinction of z and § was not consistent even in the later

periods and s is sometimes written with the ^-signs. In OAk the initial
s is written with signs used later for s, and a final s is written with
S-signs.

An Assyrian s is frequently used for the Babylonian z:
saqaru/zaqaru, but sometimes Babylonian itself uses both forms:
sibbatum/zibbatum. In the vicinity of n there is occasionally a change
between s and e.g. Ass. pasanu and Bab. pasamum.

In MA and NA an s is frequently written for a Bab. s, especially
before p and b; but in OA the numbers 7 and 8 have for Bab. s.

The OAk s when combined with z, s, S, d, t, or t became ss;
but an OAk S combined with s gives Ss and an OAk s combined with s
gives ss. An S before an s often becomes s in OB and OA. He also
mentions that s is sometimes written for s in Mari, so perhaps they
still had an s.

In regard to the last statement, Aage Westenholz ("Notes on
Orthography and Grammar of Texts from Mari", Bib. Or. 35, 163) examined
administrative texts from Mari and found no evidence for a distinction
between s and s such as there is in OAk, and gives the system as
follows:

a e i u
cv sa Se si Su
vc aS iS

An article by Thureau-Dangin in RA 30 (p. 93ff) is important,
because it formed the basis for work by Gelb, which will be discussed
below. Thureau-Dangin said that at the time of Akkad, Akkadian S was
written either with s or S (as we saw above). The Sumerian S was used
mainly for the Akk. S = Arab. Ci (s3) while Sumerian S is used for
Akk. S = Arab, and (s1 and s2). Sx 2 and s3 were doubtless
distinguished at the time that the writing was borrowed, but may have
already been confused at the time of Sargon because of writings like
tam-si-il and tam-^i-il. The writing is regular, however, for the
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pronoun su, Sa, si, which is written with an s while the demonstrative
pronoun Su(ati) is written (as are the suffixes) with s. Z is used to
represent s, §, and z, but he says this practice was abandoned after
the Sumerian S was no longer used for s.

He mentions that the Cappadocian colony used SI for si and se
while OB was using Si or Se. He says that this was because the
Assyrians got the writing system at a time when the Akkadian used
either S or S for s. After the second millenium the writing was the
same in Assyrian and Babylonian but the pronunciation may have
differed.

This brings us to Gelb's treatment in MAD II (pp 30ff and 119-
122). He gives the sibilants of the Sargonic period as s, s, Sx_2 and

- with the last two beginning to coalesce. The combination of the
final consonant S of a lexical morpheme and an initial $ of a
pronominal morpheme yields MS instead of ss (as pointed out above). The
combination of z and I yields MS, but the combination of a final dental
on a lexical morpheme with an initial 8 of a pronominal morpheme
results in ss.

He claims there is no distinction in Sumerian between voiced and
voiceless consonants, and all through cuneiform writing no attempt was
made to indicate the exact character of a final stop or sibilant, thus
AZ = az, as, or as. He admits that most sumerologists distinguish
voiced and voiceless consonants in Sumerian, but he disagrees because
so-called voiced consonants in Sumerian are voiceless when taken into
Akkadian as loanwords, e.g. E.GAL>ekallum; and when Akkadian words are
taken into Sumerian, the voiceless consonants become "voiced" e.g.
matum>MA.DA.

He says that between the Ur III and the OB period there was a
sound shift during which there was a shift from voiceless to voiced
(t>d, s>z) and from aspirated voiceless to voiceless (t'>t, s'>s). He
therefore thinks that during the OAk period, the so-called "voiced"
Sumerian consonants (BA, DA, GA, ZA) actually represented the sounds p,
t, k, s whereas the "voiceless" Sumerian consonants (PA, TA, KA, SA)
represented the aspirated voiceless consonants p', t', k', s'.

He goes on to state that during the OAk period, SA (likewise SI
and SU) cannot possible stand for "sa" because that sound is
represented by ZA. Similarly, "is" is written IZ. He therefore thinks
that S in OAK corredponds to later S, but that it was already
pronounced 8 and gives as evidence DUB.SAR = tupMarrum. He quotes
Falkenstein (whose article will be discussed next) as saying that of
the three Addadian sibilants corresponding to the Sumerian S, the one
that corresponds to Akkadian S represents the oldest layer of loan¬
words. Thus uS-sa (OAk spelling) should be transliterated uS-Ma and not
us-sa. He also accepts the work of Thureau-Dangin (discussed above) and
thus arrives at the following system of Old Akkadian sibilants:

z ZA ZI zu ZE
s ZA ZI zu

/
ZA ZI zu ZE

^-2 SA SI SU SE,,(SIG)
§3 Sa Si Su 11 * *

sX $^4 §E
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In this system, = Heb. kV and Arab. <7^ . = Heb. (s),
while s3 corresponds to Heb. kJ or Arab. cJ • As evidence for s3 being
close to t he cites Ur III ^e-li-bu-um and Ta-la-bu. He also postulates
an s4 because SA alternates with SA in mas-sa-tum/mas-sa-tum and also

i-ba-se/i-ba-se^. He thinks this may be a leftover z>d that is not
distinguished in the OAk period because the SA, Se, and SU4 signs
interchange too frequently with SA, SI and SU. He says this shows that
the Sumerian language originally had z, s, S3, &3, s4, but the phonetic
realization may not have been identical in Semitic usage.

We can end our summary of Gelb's presentation by listing the
results of the Old Babylonian sound shifts (at least for sibilants),
which occurred, he says, in both Sumerian and Akkadian.

ZA
SA
SA
§A

s>z
s'>s
t>s
t'>s

In ZA 42 (p. 153ff), Falkenstein deals with Sumerian words
entering Akkadian and distinguishes three levels:

1) Sum. S appears in Akk. as S sa-par = saparra
sa-gig = sakikku
ki-sal = kisallu
dub-sar = tupsarru

2) Sum S appears in Akk. as S or Ï sila = sulu/^ulu
pisan = pis/Sannu
bar-si = pars/^iqu

3) Sum. S appears in Akk. as £ si-gar = ^iqaru
sanga = ^anqu
suhur = Suhur
ur-sag = urSanu
sa-sal = ^a^allu

As noted by Gelb, Falkenstein thinks that the third groups
represents the oldest level.

An article by Goetze in RA 52 ("The Sibilants of Old Babylonian",
pp 137-149) attempts to deal with the sibilants on a regional basis by
dividing them into two main groups: northern Old Babylonian and
southern Old Babylonian. He diagrams the situation in southern OB as
follows:

Protosem. *t, S/s represented by ^A &I ^U
*sx SA SI SU

•• *s ZA ZI ZU
ZA ZI ZU

" *z ZA ZI ZU
" *t, S/s + S S + SA SI SU
" *d/t/t + S' Z + ZA ZI ZU
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The sx which appears in the above list is a sibilant for which
Goetze gives no phonetic realization, but which, according to his
reasoning, was nevertheless present in OB. He arrives at this
conclusion based on the assumption that southern OB S was used to
represent the descendants of protosemitic s, and t and that proto-
semitic s is represented by ZA, ZI and ZU. Therefore, one would not
expect SA, SI or SU; but these occur, so he accounts for them by
postulating another sibilant - sx.

In northern OB the sx coalesced with s and the combination of
dental + sibilant was written with ZA, ZI or ZU as follows:

Protosem. *t, s/s represented by SA SI SU
fl *sx SA SI SU
II *s SA SI SU
II *s ZA ZI ZU
II *z ZA ZI ZU
II *t, S/s + S Z + ZA ZI ZU
It *d/t/t + s

»
<->^Z + ZA ZI zu

In terms of Old Akkadian, he says that SA, SI and SU represent
the descendants of protosemitic s and s and that, at least in the Ur
III Akkadian material, t and S/s are not distinguished. He also
mentions that OAk had no unambiguous signs for samekh.

In general, OAk s became OB s, but s was preserved and heard in
the south in positions after dentals. Goetze also distinguishes between
"long consonants" and "double consonants", with long ss (sic) leading
to s^, but double ss to sxsx and finally ss.

Evaluating Cuneiform Sources

The starting point in this brief investigation was the scheme of
Semitic dentals and sibilants by Brockelmann (on p 128f of the above-
mentioned work), which is given below in Table I with modifications
affecting transliteration, as well as the notation of the sx, §2, and
s3 of Gelb and Thureau-Dangin. This provides an overview of assumed
phonemic correspondences between Arabic, Hebrew, Aramaic and Akkadian
(Brockelmann uses the term "Assyrian", evidently in the older, generic
sense) and their assumed derivation from protosemitic and gives some
examples.

Table II then gives the transliterations of the Akkadian
graphemes which contain sibilants attested for the periods under
investigation as listed in von Soden's Akkadian syllabary (AnOr 42).
This list contains the phonemic values he preposes for the various
dialectical periods. It is supplemented with Old Akkadian examples
taken from MAD II.

Table III consists mainly of OAk examples taken from inscriptions
of Sargon, Naram-Sin and the Bassetki Statue, with some additional
examples taken from von Soden's AHw. An attempt was made to correlate
these examples with OA, OB, Hebrew and Arabic as far as possible. The
50 entries which appear in the list represent a condensation of a much
longer list from which examples were deleted if there was not
sufficient correspondence in other languages. A few of the entries have
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no OAk attestation, but were included because the patterns they present
help shed light on the theories to be discussed below.

Table IV is a correlation of the graphemes from Table III.

TABLE I: DENTALS AND SIBILANTS

Protosemitic
Arabic
Hebrew
Aramaic
Akkadian

I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI XII
t t d d t t d S

2s s s z
t t d d fc(?) d(d) s ¥ -s z
t s d z t —s 1 s s ¥ z
-t—J t-d- - 1—1 ' -s 1 ¥ z

t *3 d z t•
1 -s•

V
S2 s z

EXAMPLES RELATING TO TABLE I

Arabic Hebrew Syriac Akkadian meaning
I tis* tesa , eJ .t sa' tisxt nine
II taur Sor taura suru bull
III dam dam dema damu blood
IV dakara zachar dechar zakaru to call,

name
V ta^ima ta'am . e.'em fëmu taste,
VI till- sei tellala $illu shadow
VII darr(at) sar 'arta ^arru rival
VIII 'i§ba 'esba1 'esbe'a §ubu finger
IX Saib sëba saba Sibu grey hair
X 'asara 'asar 'esar eseru to bind
XI sinn sen senna Sinnu tooth
XII zar' zeras zar'a zêru seed

TABLE II: SIBILANT VALUES IN VON SODEN'S "AKKADISCHES SYLLABAR"

The first column gives the number of the listing in the
syllabary. The second column gives the usual transliteration of the
sign. Column 3 gives the akkadian phonetic value according to von
Soden. Column 4 gives the period in which this phonetic value obtained
with 1 = OAk
(la = Dynasty of Akkad), 2 = OB, 3 = OA, 4 = MB, 5 = MA, 6/7 = NA and
8 = NB. The last column contains examples. Those in parentheses are all
Old Akkadian and taken from Gelb, MAD II. The others appear in the
syllabary. Those taken from Gelb use his transliteration which does not
distinguish the phonetic realization of s.

1 A^ as
^s
Xaz

la,2,(3)
2, 5-8
2

(Gelb only lists names: E^4-dar)
ma-az-za-az-ta

5 ZU zu 1-8 (mu-za-zu)
SU 1-8 (li-zu-ur)
SU 1-3 (li-zu-ha)
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u-ra-iM since the verb is both R7^ and r’s)

6 SU SU (1),2,4-8 (su-lum, ik-su-tu, uz-ni-su)
SU la u-su-si

4

/ z z
15 KA zu 2 Zu-qa-qi4-rp

29 SE ^4 1 i-ba-Si,

36 QA Sal 1,3 Sal-ma-at

47 MAS mas 1-8 (maS-ga-ni)
mas la mas-sa-tum

50 MA§ maS 1 mhs-li-um

54 NAM sïm/Srm 1 Su-sfm

59 ZI zi, ze 1-8 (uS-zi-iz)
?£, ?e 1-3 (ha-zi-num)
si, se 1-3 (hu-zu-zi-iS)

73 SUR sur 1-3 only in GN A-Sur-DINGER
éur la ku8-su(r-r)a-i(m)
no sur value attested before Middle Babylonian

76 SA sa 2,4-8 u-sa-an-ni-iq (CH XXI r 59)
z .sa, si la u-se-si-ra

85 SI si, se 2, 4-8 is-si
. /
si, se la uS-ta-za-qa-ar-si
SI, Sé 3 Sa10-am-Sl

86 SU SU la su-a
SI la pi4-si-i$

88a
Xuz X

US 1 Pu-ma-uz

92 TAG Vsum 1-8 Sum-ma
Sum la sum-lu-i-su

109 SI ze, zi 1, 2 names
se, si 1, 2, (3) (a-ze-ha-me)

115 SUM sum 1 Gu-sum

138 US us 1-8 passim
us la u-wa-e-ru-us
US 2, 3
y? 3 lu-us-a-am
uz 3 i-zu-6z

139 I£ iS 1-8 (iS-de)
is la qa-ti-is-su
is/s/z (1), 2, (3) u-ra-is (Gelb says this is actually
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146 NI zal (2, 3) Ka-zal-luki

156 GlS e/is/s/z 1-8 (uS-zi-iz)

179 DUL sur(Sur?) 1
_ z z kiGa-sur

182 SiS SiS 1, 4, 6 Pa4-êis (sign not listed by Gelb)

184 SAR sar 1 z
i-sar

Sar 1-8 passim

185 ZAG za 1 za-mi-ri-tum (Ur III)

192 aS aS 1,(2),3-8 ta-aS-ta-pu (HSS 10,8,9)
aS 1 na-’a-as
zas 2, 3 a-sa-as-si
zaz 2 na-az-qa-a-ku

202 SA Sa 1-8 (ma-Sa-lum) this phonetic value is
questionable since the Semitic root
is mtl and SA probably had a t value
in OAk

zur8 1 only in Pu-zur8
203 £u SU 1-8 passim (perhaps tu in OAk?)

212 SE Se 2, 4-8 only in a few names in OAk

214 UZ uz/s/s 1-8 passim (Gelb only lists uz)

216 MU§ muS 1, 3-8 (Gelb has only dNu-mus-da),
ha-muS-tim (OA)

224 SA Sk 1,(2,6-8) OAk only in names

255 ZUR gur 1-8 i-sur (Ur III)

261 IGI Si 1-8 passim (but OAk only in Ar-Si-Si and
OA only in ^am&i®1!)

266 Dl sa 1 sa-lim, u-sa-sa-ku

275 eS eS 1-8 passim (Gelb says dubious in OAk)

281 ZAR jar 2, 4-8 dSar-pa-ni-tum

298 SAL(Gelb) &al only in names - ^al-la
299 ZUM pum 1-3 mi-i|i-sum (Gelb has me-el)-zum)

316 ZA za 1-8 passim (I-za-az)
1-8 passim (i-na-pa-ar)

sa 1-8 (za-ha-ar-tim)
320 SIG se la li-sé-bi-lam

si la li-si-u-ni-kum
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TABLE III: SIBILANTS OCCURRING AS INITIAL
CONSONANTS IN SYLLABLES IN OAk, OB AND OA

OAk OA OB Hebrew Arabic
1 tar-a-mu-su. -Su —SU
2 su-ut su-ut-ma SU
3 na-sx-nim ad-Jai id-Su-u ns’
4 u-sa-si-ik u-sa-sa-ku u-sa-sx-ik nsk
5 si-gar-rxm sl-gu5-ru-um di-ga-ri-im sugar
6 sa-bil-tim sa-pa-al
7 i-za-zu-ni i-za-zu az-za-az-zu
8 V X /a-sa-n-su a-Sar a-sa-ar >aSer atar
9 u-sa-hi-su-nx u-Aa-tji-zu-su-ni u-Sa-ah-zu-su ‘hz abada
10 li-za(éu)-uh u-su-A^ na-sa-hi-im nsh nsh
11 su(su4)-ma Su-u
12 i-ti-Aum li-id-di-iA-Aum
13 éó(su4)-a du-a-tx Su-a-ti
14 i-Aa-pu-ru-nim Sa-par-ti spr
15 nx-sx(SIG) ni-sx-im ni-Ai na&xm nas
16 u-sa-al-bx-tu u-sa-al-px~it
17 i-ki-su-sum ik-ki-su
18 dam-si-li tam-si-il m£l mitl
19 sa-tu-im Sa-du-u Aa-di-i sade
20 su-gu-un sa-ki-in a-sa-ka-an skn skn
21 u-su-ur na-^a-ri-im x§-§u-ur n§r
22 a-Aa-tam aS-Sa-at unta
23 sG-ha-ar-tam s§r
24 Sa-ni-i Sa-ni-tèm Sa-nu-um
25 i-Sa-qal i-Sa-qal Sql
26 si-im-ti Sx-im-tam Si-xm-tum wsm
27 ^u-mu-GN Au-um-du Au-mu dem ism
28 a-ge-er i-se-er se-rum ?ahr
29 e-ra-S£-im i-ri-Aa-an-nx ’rS
30 ma-s£-i ma-^a-ku i-ma-a§-§x-x
31 sf-ki s£-kx-im
32 Ai-be-e Ax-bu-ut Seyba Saib
33 id-ma (Aemüm) ta-da-me-u ( Aemum) am* sm*
34 i-sd-ni-iq i-sx-ni-iq-ni-a-tx i-sa-an-nx-qa-.am Anq
35 ^a-la-am-Au §a-la-am ^anam
36 id-lu-ul i-da-la-al Aa-la-lum All til
37 Au-ur-ma Sa-ra-mu-um srm
38 Sx-ik-ri-im Si-ka-ra-am dekar sakar
39 Sa-er (iA^-ar) t§r
40 sa-dx-da ta-Sad-da-ad Add
41 Sa-ah-tu Aa-ha-a-tu sh£
42 sa-ap-ta-su Aa-ap-ti-in sfh Aifa
43 Sa-pa-tim Sa-pa-at-tum dabbat sabt
44 daqatum Saqatum saqj
45 Aa-ra-qx-xm srq
46 Aa-ra-td-um srt sr^
47 Ax-it-ra-am sitr
48 Su-bu-ul-tum Sblt sunbula
49 Su-me-lim smol Simal
50 Sumu Su-mu Amm turn
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TABLE IV: AKKADIAN GRAPHEMES AND THE CORRESPONDING
PHONEMES IN HEBREW AND/OR ARABIC FROM TABLE III

OAk OA OB Hebrew Arabic entry nos. from Tab. Ill
1 su4 Su Su d(?) 1,11,13
2 SU Su Su 2
3 Sl(SIG) Si /s 3
4 SA SA SA s s 19,42, (6,16,41?)
5 SI

si(Si)
SI s 4

6 SI Si s 5,47 (prob. 26)
7 ZA ZA ZA 7
8 ZU zu zu s s 7,10
9 Sa Sa s t 8,22,36,39 (prob. 25)
10 sK V

SA Sa 9
11 SU zu zu z d 9
12 Sum

SI(SI)
SUM 12

13 Sl(SIG) Si Vs s 15,38 (prob. 29)
14 SU Su 3 s 27, (prob. 17)
15 SI Si § t 18
16 Sa Sa s 4,14,20,27,33 (6,16?)
17 gU(ZU) £U(ZU) s

*
21,23

18 Sa Sa Sa 24 (OAk only in name)
19 SE(ZI) gi(zi) £E ? 28 (poss. 30,31)
20 Si Si s § 32
21 SA(ZA) SA § 34
22 ?A §A s 35
23 SA SA(D) è s 43 (perhaps 40,44,45)
24 Sa S s 46
25 Su s s 48
26 Su s s 49
27 Su s t 50 (possibly 2)

DISCUSSION

Gelb's theory, based to a large extent on the article by Thureau-
Dangin, may be summarized as follows: Sumerian signs containing Z had
the OAk phonemic values of s, s, or z. Those containing S had the
phonemic value of K, and those containing S had the phonemic value of
t. This is a fascinating theory, and if it were true it might have far-
reaching implications. It might, for example, even affect our
Ephraimite friends.

Cross mentions in Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic that the problem
with sadday is that we do not know whether it was a t or an s (footnote
on p 52). Under the influence of Gelb's theory, we might ask ourselves
whether it might be possible that the t survived in Hebrew into
biblical times, and whether the orthography of the time was perhaps
parallel to that of Akkadian (at least in our understanding, or perhaps
more precisely, "misunderstanding" of it) in that the letter we
recognize as shin was actually a t etc. If that were the case, then
perhaps the Ephraimites were slain for failing to pronounce a t rather
than an The fact that the corresponding Arabic word is sunbula does
not necessarily militate against this idea because the Arabic word
could conceivably represent an original t that slipped to s before the
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classical period. In fact, the shift of t to s is well attested: for
example, the t of the Arabic word for "three" (talata) shows up in
Ethiopic as an s. It would, however, also be a little bit peculiar if
the Ephraimites could pronounce the t at the end of "shiboleth" but not
at the beginning. We therefore get into even more trouble if we
continue to pursue this digression under the influence of Gelb's theory
for the following reason.

It is inherent in Gelb's theory that the graphemes represent the
positions of the speech apparatus, without regard to whether the sound
was voiced or voiceless. If we apply that principle to Hebrew some
significant problems arise, at least in respect to the so-called "beged
kefet" letters; two of which appear in shiboleth. If we assume a
similar, but not identical, process taking place in Hebrew as in Gelb's
model of Akkadian, we might suggest that the beged kefet letters
represent fixed positions of the speech apparatus, with the dagesh
indicating occlusives while the forms without dagesh are fricatives. In
that case, the tav forms an exception by contrasting a coronal-alveolar
with an interdental. That exception is of course eliminated if we say
that the non-dagesh form retained the same relative tongue position and
was a fricative in that position. Then we end up with the non-dagesh
tav actually being pronounced "s" (rather than t), as it is today in
Ashkenazic circles. But then, why would Hebrew have needed a samech?

This digression may seem slightly far-fetched, but it represents
the kind of problems that must necessarily arise if one takes a close
look at similar examples that might occur in Akkadian using Gelb's
premises. This biblical example was chosen, however, because it lends
itself well to a demonstration of the linguistic quagmires that lie
ahead of such an approach.

Of those articles reviewed in this paper, the only one that
supports Gelb in terms of concrete examples is that of Goetze
(Orientalia VI); and then in a very limited way, because it allows one
to conclude simply that in the CH, the orthography is at least
compatible with the assumption that S could represent the phoneme s and
Z could represent the phoneme s.

Gelb, in wanting to make OAk S represent seeks support from
Falkenstein's statement that Sumerian S = Akkadian £ in loanwords
represents the oldest layer. Unfortunately, there is something quite
illogical about that assumption. If the Akkadians got their writing
from the Sumerians and then also borrowed words, one might well suppose
that in the early stages they would have written S where they heard an
s and a S where they heard aS; and only later, after the orthography
in Akkadian had taken on an independent character, would the original
phonemic values have no longer been maintained and a Sumerian S might
then have corresponded to an Akkadian 8. In other words, Falkenstein's
proposal seems to be entirely backwards.

Goetze's article on the OB sibilants in RA 52 has the appeal that
it takes a regional approach, which avoids some of the pitfalls
encountered when all dialects are treated together. It is unfortunate
that he does not discuss the possible phonetic realizations of ZA, ZI,
or ZU, for this is an interesting aspect of Gelb's theory.
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Goetze's statement that OAk SA/SI/SU represented protosemitic s/^
and t would perhaps be supported by entries #4 and #15 in Table IV, but
contradicted by entries #3, #5, and #9. Whether or not we accept his
phonetic values in the tables listed previously for northern and
southern OB will depend on how we view Arabic. For Table IV would seem
to lend support to Goetze from the point of view of Hebrew, but
certainly not in terms of Arabic values, where an s frequently
corresponds to the S of both Akkadian (OB) and Hebrew. If we assume
that Arabic has been fairly faithful in preserving consonants, then we
must revise our thinking, not only as regards the Akkadian sibilants,
but also as regards the Hebrew sibilants. That may indeed be necessary
at some future point, because Arabic has the quality of having been
spoken continuously on its home soil, as opposed to Hebrew, which has
been subjected to geographical dislocation, then relocation, and also
linguistic influences that considerably decrease its reliability.

CONCLUSIONS

In evaluating Table IV, considerable weight must be given to the Arabic
phonemes, since Arabic is fairly conservative in terms of its
consonants. Even if we were to assume that sometimes a t slipped to s
in Arabic before the classical period, we still cannot find a great
deal of support for Gelb's assertions. This is especially true if we
allow ourselves to be influenced significantly by the Arabic values.
Only the following limited conclusions are possible from the results
listed in Table IV:

1) It is not possible to prove that S represents t. This seems to
be indicated only for the grapheme ^A (#9) but there is no such
evidence for Su or §1.

2) The evidence for S = S is equivocal at best, and perhaps even
negative - cf. #5, #6, and #15 for SI, #4 and #23 for SA and #11 and
#14 for SU, keeping in mind that the OA and OB columns are of little
help since their phonemic values are also uncertain.

3) ZU probably had an s value (#8).

4) ZU, ZI and ZA evidently had an s value (#17, #19, #22).

5) The orthographic changes are: for Old Assyrian - OAk SU4
becoming Su; SA becoming ^A; and SIG becoming Si or SI. For Old
Babylonian - OAk SU or SU4 becoming Su; sK or SA becoming Sa; SI
becoming Si; SIG becoming Si; and ZA becoming SA.

A final word about the hapless Ephraimites. Perhaps we should
stick to the traditional pronunciation when trying to understand the
passage, but then there is the problem of why the northern Israelites
should have southern Semitic influence in their pronunciation, since
the s of shiboleth also appears as a s in the cognate words of
Ugaritic, Akkadian and Aramaic, while it is Arabic and Ethiopic in the
south which have the s. Alas and alack, the mystery seems unsolvable.
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