II. THE DEVELOPMENT OF HEBREW

1t is commonly thought that Hebrew “died” after the destruc-
tion of the Second Temple (70 CE.), and thereafter served
mainly as a language of prayer; though some books were writ-
ten in it, the language had nothing added to it, but remained
stagnant. This view is wrong in several respects. Firstly, while
it is true that Hebrew was not spoken, vet the literary activity
in the period of the diaspora was immense. The number of
books written in that period (70-1948 C.E.) reaches tens of
thousands, including some weighty tomes, and each book con-
tributed something to the development of Hebrew by dealing
with different subjects and problems. Secondly, it is quite erro-
neous to assume that only spoken languages develop and grow.
On the contrary, even in living languages the enrichment of
the vocabulary takes place mainly in the written language. As
for Hebrew, the diaspora period accounts for a growth of tens
of thousands of words, to name the ideas. institutions, and inven-
tions which emerged all the time; moreover, many new words
were added for no external reason, since in all languages words
go out of use and are replaced by others. The vocabulary which
was created in the diaspora period has not yet been fully listed,
being scattered over so many books (many of which exist only
in manuscripts); only the Historical Dictionary now being
prepared by the Hebrew Language Academy will include all
those riches. '

A dictionary of contemporary Hebrew contains material made
up of many successive layers. In its pages, words over three-
thousands years old rub shoulders with entered created a mere
thousand years ago, and others which entered the language only
a few years ago. All appear mixed up with each other, and



together make up one whole, the vocabulary in use in our
generation. Today’s Hebrew speaker is not conscious of the
fact that these words are of different periods. For him they are
all the same, that is all Hebrew words. On the whole it is not
possible to recognize by the outward appearance of words
whether they are new or old. Only the study of books written
at different periods will reveal to us when a certain word began
its career. There arc some dictionaries which indicate, to some
extent, the time when a word came into use. These are the big
Thesaurus of Ben-Yehuda, the dictionaries of Y. Goor, of Y.
Kenaani, and the second edition of A. Even-Shoshan.

From the Tell-Amarna letters, written in the Babylonian
language before the Israelite conquest of Palestine, which con-
tain a number of words in the local language, we learn that as
early as the 14th century B.C.E. such words as those meaning
today: ship, summer, dust, lovely, wall (of a city), bird-cage,
brick, shortage, gate, field, commercial agent, horse, tax,! and
ca. 15 more, were current in the speech of Palestine. These, then,
are the first Hebrew words attested in any written document.
Tt goes without saying that at that time there were current also
thousands of other words from among those we find in the
Bible, except that there was no occasion for mentioning them
in the Tell-Amarna letters.

The same applies to the Bible itself. The Bible employs about
8.000 different Hebrew words (of which 2,000 appear only once),
but of course this was not the whole vocabulary at the dis-
posal of the Hebrew speaker in Biblical times. His vocabulary
no doubt amounted to 30,000 or over, but the authors of the
various books of the Bible had no reason to use most of those
words. The Bible deals with a restricted number of themes,
and is not an encyclopaedia. The number of different words
in the Hebrew parts of the Mishnah, the Tosephta, the Tal-
muds, and the Midrashim, which we call as a whole “Mishnaic
Hebrew,” is much larger, because the variety of subjects is
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