
 



Hebrew Consonants (1.1) 
 

 

 
 

Writing Hebrew words in the English alphabet is called "transliteration" and is as 
much an art as a science. For Hebrew consonants, the following transliteration 

scheme will be used: 
 

 

 



 

 

Hebrew Consonants – Final Forms (1.2) 
 
 

  
 Five Hebrew letters are formed differently when they appear as 

the last letter of a word. These forms are sometimes called 
"sofit" (pronounced "so-feet") forms. Fortunately, the five 

letters sound the same as their non-sofit cousins, so you do not 
have to learn any new sounds (or transliterations); however, 

you will need to be able to recognize these letters at the end of 
a word.  

 
The five sofit letters are as follows (click for review): 

 

  

 

  

    

 

 
 

 Notes:  
  

  If you have already studied Section 1.1, you already know how to 
write these letters. The letter Khaf Sofit, for example, is simply the 

letter Khaf with an altered shape. The shape of the letter does not 
affect the way the letter is pronounced.  

 These letters originally served a punctuation purpose, indicating, for 

instance, the end of a sentence or a pause in the reading.  

 An acronym for remembering these letters is “KHeMNiFaTS.”  

 Remember: Sofit letters appear at the end of a Hebrew word. The 

changing of the letter's form does not change its pronunciation, only 
the way the letter appears.  

    

http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/aleph-bet.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Kaf/kaf.html


 
 The Sofit Letters: Summary  

 

 

 

 
 



Hebrew Consonants – Similar Letters (1.3) 
 

  
 When you are first learning the Hebrew alphabet, some letters may appear similar to one 

another, while other letters sound the same. The most readily confused are listed below. 

Take heart, however: Once you have mastered the alphabet and begun to read Hebrew, 

these letters will present little difficulty for you. 

 

Similar-Looking Letters 
In modern Hebrew orthography, the following letters look somewhat similar: 

         

 

 

 

 

 Gimmel has a "foot" 
whereas Nun does not. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Zayin's first stroke extends to 

the right of the vertical stroke, 
whereas Vav is a single stroke. 
Nun sofit looks like an extra 

long Vav. 
 

 

 

 

 

 Hey has a "window" at the 

top, whereas Chet does not; 
Tav has a "foot" that points 

left. 

 

 

  

 

  

           

 

 

 

 

 Vet's second stroke extends 
to the right of the first 

stroke, whereas Khaf is a 
single stroke. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Dalet's first stroke extends 

across its second stroke, 
whereas Resh is a single stroke. 

Khaf sofit looks like a Resh with 
a long tail. 

 

 

 

 

 

 Fey Sofit loops downward, 

whereas Tsade Sofit loops 
upward. 

 

 

  

 

  

      

 

 

 

 

 Tsade's second stroke 
comes from the top 
right, whereas Ayin's 

comes from the top 
left. 

 

 

 

 
 

 Samekh has a rounded 

second stroke whereas 
Mem sofit has a square 

shape. 
 



 
 

  

 Similar Sounding Letters 
In modern Hebrew phonetics, the following letters make similar 

sounds: 

 

 

 

Note: These orthographical and phonetic differences are only difficult 

for new learners of Hebrew. The same problem exists when learning 
Arabic script, for example. However, once you have gained some 

proficiency reading Hebrew the differences between the letters will be 
obvious to you.  

 



Hebrew Consonants – Guttural Letters (1.4) 
 

   
 The guttural letters Aleph, Hey, Chet, Ayin and Resh, 

are created in the throat. Because of the movement of 

the tongue and throat necessary to pronounce these 
letters, the normal flow of speech is interrupted 

whenever these gutturals are spoken.  
 

 

 

 

 

 
Grammatical Peculiarities 

 
These letters have the following peculiarities: 

  
  They will never take a dagesh forte (strong dagesh)  

 They receive a composite sheva (chateph forms) beneath them 

rather than a vocal sheva (however, they can (and do) take a 
sheva nach, or silent sheva).  

 They prefer A-Type vowels beneath them.  

 They affect the conjugation of verbs by “weakening” the shoresh 

(root) of the word.  

 Aleph is pronounced more or less like a pause, as in the the 

opening syllable of the word “o-clock”.  

 Hey is the sound of a huff of breath.  

 Chet sounds like the German “ch” as in Bach.  

 Ayin is pronounced in the back of the throat -- almost as if you 

were clearing your throat.  

 Resh is also pronounced in the back of the throat, lower down 

than Ayin.  

 

http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Aleph/aleph.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Hey/hey.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Chet/chet.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Ayin/ayin.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Resh/resh.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_Three/Dotted_Letters/dotted_letters.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_Two/The_Sheva/the_sheva.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_Two/A-Type_Vowels/a-type_vowels.html


Hebrew Consonants – The Begedkephat Letters (1.5) 

Six Hebrew letters you have studied, namely, Bet, Gimmel, 

Dalet, Kaf, Pey, and Tav may appear with or without a dot 
placed within them. This dot is called a “Dagesh Kal” (or Dagesh 

Lene). For example:  
 

 

 

 

 

Collectively these letters are sometimes called "Begedkephat letters" as 

an acronym for the names of letters:   

If one of these six letters has a Dagesh Kal mark it will have a hard pronunciation, 
otherwise it has a softer pronunciation.  

 
However, in modern Hebrew, only three letters change their sound when there is 

no dot inside: Bet, Kaf, and Pey (the other three letters are pronounced exactly the 
same as their non-dotted cousins). Consequently you only need to remember to 

pronounce these three letters differently when they do not have the Dagesh Kal 
mark: 

    

 

 
 

 Notes:  
  

  Use the acronym BaKPak to remember the three letters that change 
their sound.  

 If you have already studied Section 1.1, you already know these 

letters and how to write them. The letter Vet, for example, is simply 
the letter Bet without the dot (i.e., Dagesh Kal) inside. The presence 

or the absence of the dot only affects the way you will pronounce the 
word.  

 Ashkenazi Jews (those Jews of Eastern European descent) tend to 
pronounce the Aleph-Bet differently that Sephardic Jews (those Jews 

of Spain, Northern Africa, and Israel). For example, Ashkenazi 
pronunciation of Tav - without the Dagesh Kal - is pronounced as a 

"s" sound. In this book we will use the Sephardic pronunciation since 
it is the one used in the land of Israel.  

 Remember: Only three letters change their sound when there is a 

dot inside: the other three Begedkephat letters are pronounced 
exactly the same as their non-dotted cousins:  

http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Bet/bet.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Gimmel/gimmel.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Dalet/dalet.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Kaf/kaf.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Pey/pey.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Tav/tav.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/aleph-bet.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Bet/bet.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/Tav/tav.html


       

 

 

 

Advanced Grammatical Information 

The Dagesh Kal only appears in these six letters (Bet, Gimmel, Dalet, Kaf, 
Pey, and Tav) and will only appear: 

1. At the beginning of a word or  
2. After a Sheva Nach (silent sheva)  

In other words, it will only appear if it opens a syllable.  
 

Most commentaries are of the opinion that the Dagesh Kal is different then 
the Dagesh Chazak. While the Dagesh Chazak tells us of a missing letter the 

Dagesh Kal does not. The Dagesh Kal is just another pronunciation of a 
letter. Its purpose is to form a new sound and not to notify us of any missing 

letters. 
 

Finally, these Begedkephat letters may also have a Dagesh Chazak, though 
the Dagesh Chazak will appear identical to the Dagesh Kal.  

 
The rule of thumb is this: if the Begedkephat letter has a vowel preceding 

it, the dagesh is Chazak instead of Kal.  
 

In other words, if there is no vowel preceding it (e.g., the letter starts a 
syllable or word), then the dagesh is Kal and not Chazak. This should be 

clearer after you have finished 
Unit 3. 

http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_Three/Sheva_Nach/sheva_nach.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_Three/Dotted_Letters/dotted_letters.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_Three/unit_three.html


 

Hebrew Transliteration (1.6) 

 

Writing Hebrew words in the English alphabet is called "transliteration" and 

is as much an art as a science. For Hebrew consonants, the following 
transliteration scheme will be used: 

  

 

 
     

 Notes: 

Because people pronounce things differently, there are no “official 
rules” for transliterating Hebrew letters and words into the English 

alphabet. Because there are various transliteration schemes, often you 
will find different transliterations (and hear different pronunciations) for 

the same Hebrew word!  
 



For example, Ashkenazi (German and eastern European) 

pronunciations common in English-speaking countries often shift “a” 
sounds towards “o,” turn some “t’s” into “s’s,” and accent the next-to-

last syllable whereas Israelis accent the last syllable. For example, 
Ashkenaz say “Shab•bos” instead of “Shab•bat”; “Mo•shi•ach” 

instead of “Ma•shi•ach”; and “Tal•lis” instead of “Tal•lit”. 
 

Of course, Hebrew vowels marks are also transliterated using English 
vowel letters  

(A E I O and U). See Section 2.9 for more information. 
 

On this web site, transliterations will use dots to separate syllables and 
the accented syllable will be shown in boldface. For example: 

 

 
 
 

 
Advanced Grammatical Note 

 

(You may ignore this information if you are just learning the Aleph-Bet) 
 

The Begedkephat letters are transliterated as indicated in the table 
above, though you should be aware that the dagesh in any one of 

these letters may be Chazak (strong) rather than Kal (weak). If the 
dagesh is Chazak, the Begedkephat letter will be preceded by a vowel; 

in other words, if the dageshed letter opens a syllable (or word), then 
you can assume it is Kal, not Chazak. This will become more important 

in Unit Three when discussing how to divide Hebrew words into 
syllables. The Dagesh Chazak “doubles” the consonantal value whereas 

the Dagesh Kal does not.  

 

http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_Two/Transliteration/transliteration.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_Three/unit_three.html


 

 

Hebrew Numeric Values for Letters (1.7) 

 

Hebrew letters are sometimes used to express numbers. For example, Aleph stands 
for 1, Bet for 2, and so on. The following table lists numeric values for letters: 

   

 

 

 

 

 Examples: 

 
 

  

        

 To avoid confusion with words, 

letters meant as numbers are 
sometimes marked with geresh 
(single quote mark) if a single letter 
is used, or gerashayim (double 
quote mark) if more than one. 
These marks mean "not a word" and 
are also used for acronyms and 
abbreviations: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Gerashayim are normally placed 
before the last letter in the string. 

 

 

 Note: 

The numbers 15 and 16 are not written 
as you might expect (i.e., as Yod + Hey 
and Yod + Vav, but rather as Tet + Vav 
and Tet + Zayin) in order to avoid 
irreverently writing the sacred Name of 

God. 
 
 

 

 

 

  

 Taryag Mitzvot 
According to the Talmud, 613 commandments (mitzvot) are given for the 

observant Jew to obey. 248 of these are positive commands and 365 are 
negative ones. The positive mitzvot are said to equal the number of parts of 

the body; the negative mitzvot correspond to the number of days in the solar 
year.  

    

 The number 613 is sometimes referred to as 



 

  

“taryag,” and the complete set of 

commandments is referred to as “taryag 
mitzvot,” or the 613 commandments. 

 

  

 The Hebrew Year 
The Hebrew year begins on Rosh HaShanah (which occurs on the Gregorian 

calendar in September / October). When a Hebrew year is written using 
letters, you simply add the values of the letters. Often the year is written with 

an implied addition of 5,000. So, for example, the year 5763 is written as 763 
rather than 5763. Sometimes a prefix with a geresh is used (Hey-geresh) and 

then the number to indicate an implied 5000 for the date: 
            

 

 

 

 

 The year number on the Jewish calendar represents the number of years 

since creation, calculated by adding up the ages of people in the Tanakh 
back to the time of creation. To calculate the Jewish Year from our 

Gregorian calendar, you subtract 1,280 and then add 5,000. For example, if 
the year is 2004, subtract 1,280 to get 724. Then add 5,000 to obtain the 

Jewish year of 5724. Note that this works only up to Rosh HaShanah of the 
current Gregoraian calendar: after Rosh HaShanah, add one more year: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Sofit Letters / Numbers 

Although not often used, the Hebrew sofit letters are also assigned numeric 
values: 

 
 

 

 



 

 Lamed-Vav Tsaddikim 

Thirty six hidden saints believed to keep God from destroying the world on 
account of their virtue and faith. Note the use of the gerashayim in this word: 

 

 

 

 

 

 Gematria 

Gematria is a method of interpretation that involves calculating numerical 
values to words and names, and looking for correspondences between words 

which have the same value. This method is often used in mystical 
interpretations of the Scripture. Think Bible codes. 

 

 

 
 
 

 

Hebrew Ancient Pictograms (1.8) 

Like other ancient writing systems, the Hebrew alphabet originally was written using 
a pictographic script. Later, the pictograms evolved into a Hebrew script (sometimes 

called Paleo-Hebrew) that strongly resembled the ancient Phoenician alphabet. This 
was the Hebrew (ketav Ivri) used by the Jewish nation up to the Babylonian Exile 

(or, according to Orthodox Jews, until the Exodus from Egypt). Examples can be 
found on coins and clay fragments (called ostraca). Today, both the Torah and 

newspapers use modernized renditions of the Aramaic-style script, though everyday 
correspondence is written using Hebrew cursive. 

 
Warning: The numeric values (and ancient pictographs) are sometimes used to infer 

“deeper” meanings from certain Hebrew words found in the Scriptures. While this 
technique may occasionally offer some interesting insights, it is to be avoided as an 

exegetical principle since it can lead to speculations and doubtful interpretations. For 
honest interpretation, the rule of thumb is to first master the p’shat (plain historical 

meaning) before moving on to other “levels” of the Scriptures. 
        

http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_Eight/Hebrew_Gematria/hebrew_gematria.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/History/history.html


 

 

 

 

 The schema above is sometimes used to infer hidden meanings of 

Biblical terms. Generally, the process is one of simple substitution, 
where the ancient pictographic symbol is substituted for some 

Ashri text (modern book text). For example:  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 



The Complete Hebrew Aleph-Bet (1.9) 



 

Unit One Summary – (1.10) 
 

  

 Printer-Friendly Version 
   

 The least you should know... 
 

  

 
  

  
 After having studied Unit One, you should have mastered the following material: 

 

The Hebrew Character Set 

 

Print Letters 

 

 

 

Script Letters 

 

 

 

 
Sofit Letters (Final Forms) 

Five Hebrew letters are formed differently when they appear as the last letter 
of a word. The form of the letter does not affect the way it is pronounced: 

 

 
 
Note that an acronym to help you remember these letters is “KHeMNiFaTS.” 

 
 

Guttural Letters 
The guttural letters are created in the throat. They affect the conjugation of 

verbs by “weakening” the shoresh (root) of the word: 
 

 
 

 
 

Begedkephat Letters 
Six Hebrew letters may appear with or without Dagesh Kal (or Dagesh Lene). 

The presence of a Dagesh Kal affects pronunciation only:  
 

 

 

 

http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Unit_One_Summary/Printer_Version/printer_version.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Unit_One_Summary/Printer_Version/printer_version.html


 

Shin / Sin 
In some grammars, Shin and Sin are sometimes construed as two different 

letters. For our purposes, consider them variants of the same letterform but 
each having a distinct phonetic value (“sh” and “s”, respectively):  

 

 
 
 

 
Aleph-Bet Recitation 

Practice reciting the letters of the Hebrew alphabet: 

 

 
 

 
 

Numeric Values 
Hebrew letters are sometimes used to express numbers. For example, Aleph 

stands for 1, Bet for 2, and so on. When used as numbers, letters are marked 
with geresh (single quote mark) if a single letter is used, or gerashayim 

(double quote mark) if more than one. For example, you should understand 
that the following represents the number 22: 

 

 
 
and that the following number represents (5)763: 

 

 

 

 



Common Grammatical Functions of the Hebrew Letters (1.11) 

Four grammatical categories of letters can be made of the twenty two consonants 
of the Hebrew Aleph-Bet: 

1. Root letter only  
2. Prefix letter (or root letter)  

3. Suffix letter (or prefix letter or root letter)  
4. Infix letter (or suffix letter, prefix letter, or root letter) 

Category One: Root Letter Only 

Though all letters of the Hebrew alphabet can be used to form the shoresh or root of a word, 12 letters 

(indicated in the table below as shaded items) can ONLY be used as root letters: 
  

 

 

 
 

Example: 

 Fey, Sin, and Tet are the root letters (the Lamed at the beginning is a prefix 
letter). 

 

Category Two: Root Letter OR Prefix 

The four highlighted letters can serve two functions: they may be either a root 

letter (see above) or they may be a prefix before the first letter of a root letter: 

 

 
 

 Prefix Letters  

 

 

 

 

http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Aleph-Bet/aleph-bet.html


Prefix Meanings: 

 

Category Three: Prefix OR Suffix 

The five green-highlighted letters can serve two functions: they may be either a 

root letter (see above) or they may be either prefix before the first letter of a root 
letter or a suffix: 

 

 

 

 

 Prefix or Suffix Letters 

Prefix/Suffix Meanings: 

 

 

Category Four: Prefix OR Suffix OR Infix 

Vav and Yod are undoubtedly the most flexible letters of the Hebrew Aleph-Bet, 
functioning as root letters, prefixes, suffixes, and infixes. 

 

 

 

 

 Vav and Yod  

 



 

Unit One Exercises – (1.12) 
 

  

 Printer-Friendly Version 
   

 Reviewing the Hebrew Consonants 
 

  

 
  

  

 Writing Practice Grid 
         

 1. Practice writing the letters in both block text and cursive: 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 The Complete Hebrew Alphabet 
 

 2. Completely fill in the alphabet table you have studied: 

http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Exercises/Printer_Version/printer_version.html
http://www.hebrew4christians.com/Grammar/Unit_One/Exercises/Printer_Version/printer_version.html


 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Hebrew Transliterations 

 

 3. Transliterate Hebrew letters into English. 
 

 Note: Read each Hebrew word from right to left, but write the transliterations from left to 

right. Say the name of each letter out loud as you write. 



 
 

 

 

 

 Note: The following lines are all from the Tanakh: 
 

 

 

 

 



 

Vowels 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 



 
 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 

 



 
 



 

 
 
 

 



 
 

 



 

 



 
 

 
 



 

 
 



 
 

 
 



 

 



 
 



 



 
 



 

 



 
 
 

 

 
 



 

 
 

 



 

 



 

 
 



 

 



 



 

 
 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 
 



 



 



 



 

 
 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 
 



 
 



 

 



 

 



 
 

 
 



 



 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 

 



 

 



 
 

 



 

 
 



 

 



 

 
 



 



 
 



 

 
 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 
 

 



 
 

 
 



 

 



 



 



 

 



 
 



 

 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 

 



 



 



 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 
 



 

 



 



 



 

 
 



 



 



 

 



 

 
 



 
 



 



 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 



 

 



 
 



 



 

 





 
 



 



 

 
 



 



 



 



 

 



 
 

 



 



 



 

 
 



 



 



 



 

 



 



 
 



 



 

 



 
 



 

 
 



 

 
 



 



 
 



 



 



 



 

 



 

 



 

 
 
 



 

 



 
 



 
 



 

 



 



 

 
 



 

 



 





 
 



 



 



 


