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Principle 1 A closed unaccented syllable ALWAYS has a short vowel. 
 

A closed unaccented syllable cannot have a long vowel, nor can it have a reduced vowel (i.e., a Vocal Shewa or 
Hateph vowel). It must have a short vowel. 

 

E.g., ~y jiP'v . mi   ~ yji | P ' | v . mi 
 

 l aer 'f .y I  lae  | r'  | f . yI 
 

 ~y Ir ;ñc.mi   ~ yIr;ñ  | c . mi 
 

 h [or >P;  h[ o | r>P ; 
 

 #r ,a,ñ   #r, | a, ñ 
 

 d b ,[,ñ   d b, | [ ,ñ 
 

 ~y M i[;  ~ ymi  | m [ ; 
 

 ~y Cix i  ~ yc i | c x i 
 

 ~y Q ix u  ~ yq i | q x u 
 

 t y IB ;ñh ;  t yIB ;ñ | B h ; 
 
 

 %l ,M ,ñh ;  % l, | m,ñ | m h ; 
 

 %r ,D ,ñh ;  % r, | D ,ñ | Dh ; 
 

 h V 'aih '  hv ' | v ai | h ' 
 

 t Ax B .z>M ih ;w>   t A x  | B . | z >mi  | mh ; | w >    

 
The position of a closed unaccented syllable with respect to the accent is irrelevant. A closed unaccented syllable might 
be pretonic (one syllable before the accent) or propretonic (two syllables before the accent). Or, it might even come 
after the accent (as in Segholate nouns), or perhaps it might come three, five, or ten syllables before the accent. None 
of this matters. If a syllable is closed and unaccented, it doesn’t matter where it is: it must take a short vowel, period. 

 
 
 



Principle 2 Open distant syllables tend to reduce. 
 

A distant syllable is one that is located two or more syllables before the accented syllable. The basic rationale behind 
Principle 2 is this: Because distant syllables are far away from the accent (where you are exerting the most force in 
pronunciation), it is easiest in such far-away syllables to pronounce a super short (i.e., reduced) vowel sound (as 
opposed to a long or short vowel). 
 
The distant syllable closest to the accented syllable is the propretonic. Beyond this, we don’t give distant syllables 
specific names. Propretonic reduction is the most common manifestation of the principle that open distant syllables 
tend to reduce. 

 
 

 ~y rib 'D .  ~ yri | b'  | D . 
 

 ~y k il 'm.  ~ yk i | l ' | m. 
 

 t AbAx r .   t A b | A x  | r . 
 

 t AmAl x ]   t A m | A l | x ] 
 

 ~y b in"[]   ~ ybi  | n " | [ ] 
 

 ~y h il{a/   ~ yhi | l{  | a/ 
 
 

Because Hebrew words are rarely longer than 3 or 4 syllables, reduction in distant syllables is usually observable in any 
given word only in the form of propretonic reduction. But knowing that all distant open syllables (not just the 
propretonic) tend to reduce will become helpful later, particularly when we study construct chains (BBH ch. 10). All 
of the words in a construct chain are treated as one accentual unit with one primary accent. Therefore, almost all open 
syllables in construct nouns are distant and many (though not all) of these open distant syllables will reduce. E.g., 

 

  y t ;b oa] y YEx ; y nEv . y mey >  (Gen 47:9) 

 
  “the days of the years of the life of my fathers” 
 

{  yt ;ñ  | b o | a]     y yE | yx ;      yn E | v .      y me | y>  } 
 

The above construct chain is one accentual unit with only 

one primary accent (located on the last syllable of y t;b oa]). 
Open distant syllables whose vowel has reduced are marked in red. 

 
 
 
 



Principle 3 If the vowel in the propretonic syllable cannot reduce, the vowel in the  
  pretonic syllable may (but will not always) reduce. 
 
 There are two reasons why the vowel in a propretonic syllable might not reduce: 
 

(1) The propretonic contains an unchangeable long vowel. (By definition, an unchangeable long vowel does 
not change.) 

 

 ~y jip.Av   ~ yji | p . | A v  
 

 ~y nIh ]AK   ~ yn I | h ]  | A K  
 

(The unchangeable long Holem Waw in the two preceding forms – and in forms like them – is often 
written defectively as Holem, thus: 
 

  ~y jip.v o  ~y nIh ]K o  ) 

 
 

(2) The propretonic is closed and unaccented. (According to Principle 1, a closed unaccented syllable must 
take a short vowel; it cannot reduce.) 

 

 t Ax B .z> mi   t A x  | B . | z >mi 
 
 
 
Principle 4 Open pretonic syllables tend to prefer long vowels, often Qamets. 
 

E.g., r b 'D '  rb'  | D' 
 

 l h'q '   lh ' | q ' 
 

 ~y rib 'D .  ~ yri | b'  | D . 
 

 ~y k il 'm.  ~ yk i | l ' | m. 
 

 ~y b in"[]   ~ ybi  | n " | [ ] 
 

 ~y jiP'v . mi   ~ yji | P ' | v . mi 
 

 l aer 'f .y I  lae  | r'  | f . yI 
 
 
 We sometimes find Tsere in open pretonic syllables as well. 
 

 bb 'l e  bb'  | l e 
 
 
 
 



Principle 5 An accented syllable must take a full vowel. 
 

Short vowels and long vowels are classified as full vowels. Reduced vowels are not full vowels. Thus, another way of 
putting this principle is that an accented syllable can take either a short or a long vowel, but cannot take a reduced 
vowel (i.e., Vocal Shewa or a Hateph vowel). 

 

E.g., ~y jiP'v . mi   ~ yji | P ' | v . mi 
 

 l aer 'f .y I  lae  | r'  | f . yI 
 

 #r ,a,ñ   #r, | a, ñ 
 

 d b ,[,ñ   d b, | [ ,ñ 
 

 ~y M i[;  ~ ymi  | m [ ; 
 

 ~y Cix i  ~ yc i | c x i 
 

 ~y Q ix u  ~ yq i | q x u 
 

 %l ,M ,ñh ;  % l, | m,ñ | m h ; 
 

 %r ,D ,ñh ;  % r, | D ,ñ | Dh ; 
 

 h V 'aih '  hv ' | v ai | h ' 
 

 t Ax B .z>M ih ;w>   t A x  | B . | z >mi  | mh ; | w >    

 
 
 
 
The following are two ways of thinking of things: 
 
 



CHART ONE 
 
 
CLOSED SYLLABLE ( = CvC ) 
 
 
 if  UNACCENTED  (it doesn’t matter where the syllable is with respect to the accent) 
 
  Always takes a short vowel 
 
 
 if  ACCENTED = can take either a short or a long vowel 
 
 
 
 
OPEN SYLLABLE ( = Cv ) 
 
 
 if  UNACCENTED  (it does matter where the syllable is with respect to the accent) 
 
  if  PRETONIC = prefers a long vowel, usually Qamets 
 
  if  DISTANT (i.e., PROPRETONIC OR BEYOND) = vowel tends to reduce 
 
 
 if  ACCENTED = can take either a short or a long vowel  
 
 

 
Below is another way of writing the preceding schema: 
 

 
CHART TWO 

 
 
 
ACCENTED SYLLABLE (the syllable can be either open or closed) 
 
 Can take either a short or a long vowel 
 
 
UNACCENTED SYLLABLE 
 
 CLOSED ( = CvC ) (it doesn’t matter where the syllable is with respect to the accent) 
 
  Always takes a short vowel 
 
 OPEN ( = Cv )  (it does matter where the syllable is with respect to the accent) 
 
  if  PRETONIC = prefers a long vowel, usually Qamets 
 
  if  DISTANT (i.e., PROPRETONIC OR BEYOND) = vowel tends to reduce 
 
 

 
 


