A Languages of the Age: Ancient Alphabets

At first, the people of Israel used writing systems that were based on the Phoenician alpha-
bet. For example, early inscriptions found by archaeologists show that a writing system called
Paleo-Hebrew, a version of the Phoenician writing system, was used in Israel before the king-
dom was conquered by the Neo-Babylonian Empire. Then, during the period when the Isra-
elites were forced to live in Babylonia, they learned the Imperial Aramaic writing system. The
Hebrew alphabet that is still used today comes from the Imperial Aramaic alphabet.

The following chart compares the Latin (English), Greek, Phoenician, Imperial Aramaic, and
Hebrew alphabets. Can you see how all of these writing systems are related? (Hint: Notice how
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some of the shapes for certain sounds look similar in each language.) Are you surprised that Classical
people who lived so many centuries ago made such a tremendous impact on your life today? ﬁg?:fmicpress
A COMPARISON OF ANCIENT ALPHABETS"
IMPERIAL
LATIN GREEK PHOENICIAN ARAMAIC | HEBREW

Aa Ao Alpha X_’Aleph (o0x) ¥ Alaph N Alef

Bb BB Beta 4 Beth (house) 7 Beth 2 Bet

Cc, Gg I'y Gamma A Gimel (camel) A Gamal 2 Gimel
Dd A8 Delta /\ Daleth (door) 7 Dalath 7 Dalet
Ee Ee Epsilon 2\ He (window) N He 71 He

Ff, Pp I1r Pi, Wy Psi 7) Pe (mouth) J Pe D Pe

Hh Hn Eta &\ Heth (wall) " Heth 17 Chet

Ii, Jj It Iota A Yodh (hand) 4 Yudh > Yod

Kk Kk Kappa ¥ Kaph (palm) Y Kaph 7 Kaf

LI AL Lamda L Lamedh ( Lamadh 5 Lamed
Mm Mup Mu Y Mem (water) 4 Mim 0 Mem
Nn Nv Nu L Nun (serpent) § Nun 1 Nun

Oo Oo Omicron, Qw Omega QO Ayin (eye) Y *Eyin Y Ayin
Qq ®¢ Phi P Qoph (eye of needle) 7 Qoph P Qof

Rr Pp Rho q Res (head) ’ Resh 9 Resh

Ss Yo Sigma WV Shin (tooth) Y Shin /¥ Shin
Tt Tt Tau 4+ Taw (mark) f Tau N Tav
Uu, Vv, Ww, Yy Tv Upsilon Y Waw (hook) ) Waw 1 Vav

Xx =& Xi, Xy Chi F Samekh (fish) % Semkath O Samech
7z 7( Zeta T Zayin (weapon) | Zain T Zayin
No modern English letter No Greek letter X Sade (papyrus) P Sadhe ¥ Tsade
No modern English letter 00 Theta @ Teth (wheel) 0 Teth 0 Tet

15. A downloadable PDF of this chart can be found at Classical AcademicPress.com/Pages/The-Curious-Historian under the “Support” drop-down
(found beneath the product photos). The Phoenician font was designed by Joseph Elias for the Omniglot website and is used courtesy of Simon
Ager, Omniglot.com. If you and your students would like to download the Phoenician font and experiment with using it for typed messages,
please visit http://capress.link/tch1b0904. The Imperial Aramaic font (GNU GPL 2.0) can be found at http://capress.link/tch1b0905.



