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ימָא, זוּטְרָאאָמַר מָר  : עוּקְבָאמָר וְאִיתֵּ

ל בִכְתָב בַתְחִלָה נִיתְנָה תוֹרָה לְיִשְרָאֵּ

חָזְרָה וְנִיתְנָה  . עִבְרִי וּלְשׁוֹן הַקּוֹדֶשׁ

י עֶזְרָא בִכְתָב אַשּׁוּרִי וּלְשׁוֹן   לָהֶם בִימֵּ

ל כְתָב אַשּׁוּרִי  . אֲרַמִי ירְרוּ לָהֶן יִשְרָאֵּ בֵּ

וְהִנִיחוּ לַהֶדְיוֹטוֹת כְתָב  , וּלְשׁוֹן הַקּוֹדֶשׁ

.עִבְרִית וּלְשׁוֹן אֲרַמִי

Mar Zutra says, and some say that it is Mar 
Ukva who says: Initially, the Torah was given 
to the Jewish people in Ivrit script, the 
original form of the written language, and 
the sacred tongue, Hebrew. It was given to 
them again in the days of Ezra in Ashurit
script and the Aramaic tongue. The Jewish 
people selected Ashurit script and the 
sacred tongue for the Torah scroll and left 
Ivrit script and the Aramaic tongue for the 
commoners.

:  חִסְדָאאָמַר רַב ? מַאן הֶדְיוֹטוֹת

י אָמַר רַב  ? מַאי כְתָב עִבְרִית. כוּתָאֵּ

.לִיבוֹנָאָהכְתָב : חִסְדָא

The Gemara asks: Who are these 
commoners? Rav Ḥisda said: The Samaritans 
[Kutim]. The Gemara asks: What is Ivrit
script? Rav Ḥisda says: Libona’a script.

Sanhedrin 21B
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In which language were the 10 commandments written?

Spoken Written formMar Zutra (or 
Mar Ukva)

‘Holy’ 
Tongue

Ktav IvriTorah given at Sinai
(1313 BCE or 2448)

AramaicKtav Ashurit

Ktav Ivri kept for 
Cutim (Samaritans)
Or for Libuna’ah –
amulets etc

Torah given again by Ezra
(348 BCE or 3413)
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What is Ktav Ashuri?

Where did Ktav
Ashuri come from?

Why would Ezra 
prefer Ktav Ashuri?



This is what 
we usually 
associate 
with ‘Ashuri’ 
or Assyrian: 
cuneiform 
(יתדות)

Surely this 
wasn’t used. 

Toldot Haktav HaIvri, Israel Museum 1983
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First Temple period 
– time of the 
Judges until 
Destruction of the 
1st Temple. 
Writing would be 
etched or carved 
on a stone. 
Important 
documents would 
be ink on 
parchment or 
papyrus.   

Until the first 
exile the script 
used by Jews was 
Ktav Ivri, which is 
very different to 
Ktav Ashurit. 

Toldot Haktav HaIvri, Israel Museum 1983
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Mesha Stone
From 9th

century BCE. 
The account 
here ties in 
with Chapter 
3 of 
Melachim Bet 
(Kings 2). In 
the time of 
Omri and 
Ahav, Kings of 
Israel. 
The stone is 
in Moabite 
language 
(very similar 
to Hebrew). 

Toldot Haktav HaIvri, Israel Museum 1983
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Shiloach (Silwan), 
Jerusalem
The inscription records 

the construction of a 

tunnel, which has been 
dated to the 8th century

Behold the tunnel. Now this is the matter 

of the tunnel. While the stone-cutters 

were lifting the axe one man towards his 

neighbor, and while there remained 

three cubits to be cut, the voice of a man 

could be heard calling out to his 

neighbor, for there had been [only] its 

side deviation (Heb. zadah) in the rock-

face [where they were supposed to 

meet up], on the right and on the left, 

and on the day when the tunnel was 

being cut out, the stone-cutters struck 

each man in front of his neighbor, axe 

against axe and the waters from the 

source flowed into the pool for [a 

distance of] 1,200 cubits. Now one-

hundred cubits was the height over the 

head of the stone-cuttersToldot Haktav HaIvri, Israel Museum 1983
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Inscription on a grave in Jerusalem
A description by a high ranking servant to the king. It states that there is 
nothing of value in the grave and it curses the person who might open it. 
The writing is similar to the one in Shiloach and is from 8th C, Hizkiyahu was 
king. 

Toldot Haktav HaIvri, Israel Museum 1983
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Until the first exile the 
script used by Jews was 
Ktav Ivri, which is very 
different to Ktav
Ashurit. 

Problem 1
If 10 commandments 
were not Ktav Ashurit, it 
means that Ezra & the 
Jews discarded the 
script that HaShem had 
given. 

Problem 2 
The Talmud speaks of 
crowns on the sacred 
letters ( תלי תלים של

(הלכות

9



אמר רב יהודה אמר רב בשעה  

ה  "שעלה משה למרום מצאו להקב

שיושב וקושר כתרים לאותיות  

ע מי מעכב על "אמר לפניו רבש

ידך אמר לו אדם אחד יש שעתיד 

להיות בסוף כמה דורות ועקיבא  

בן יוסף שמו שעתיד לדרוש על כל 

של הלכותתיליןתיליןקוץ וקוץ 

Rav says: When Moses ascended on High, he 
found the Holy One, Blessed be He, sitting 
and tying crowns on the letters of the Torah. 
Moses said before God: Master of the 
Universe, who is preventing You from giving 
the Torah without these additions? God said to 
him: There is a man who is destined to be
born after several generations, and Akiva ben 
Yosef is his name; he is destined to derive 
from each and every thorn of these crowns 
mounds upon mounds of halakhot. It is for his 
sake that the crowns must be added to the 
letters of the Torah.

Menachot 29B

Problem 2 
The Talmud speaks of crowns on the sacred letters (תלי תלים של הלכות)
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כְחוּשְׁבַן, רִבוֹאלְשִׁתִין, אַתְוָוןדְסָלְקִיןַד ע

יהוֹן לשִׁבְטֵּ יסַר, דְיִשְרָאֵּ וְסָלְקִין  , דְאִינוּן תְרֵּ

י אַתְוָון. רִבוֹאלְשִׁתִין אִתְמָלוֹכַד , אוּף הָכֵּ

א וָו זָיִן  . לְשִׁתִיןסָלְקִין  ית גִימְל דָלֶת הֵּ אָלֶף בֵּ

ית  תחֵּ א צַדִי  טֵּ יוּד כָף לָמֶד מֶם נוּן סָמֶךְ עַיִן פֵּ

ישׁ שִׁין תָו ין אִינוּן סְלִיקוּ . קוּף רֵּ ,  דְאַתְוָוןאִלֵּ

בְרָזָאשְׁלִימוּ לְמֶהֱוֵּיבְגִין . רִבוֹאלְשִׁיתִין 

י , דְאַתְוָון .כוּלְהוּבְשַׁיְיפֵּ

The ZOHAR CHADASH (Shir 
ha'Shirim, p. 74) states that there 
are 600,000 letters in the Sefer
Torah which correspond to the 
600,000 souls of the twelve tribes 
of the Jewish people. 

304,800-plus letters includes only those that we see, 
black ink against white parchment. 
But there are also the letters in white against black. The 
heavenly, non-physical version of the Torah is described 
as black fire on white fire, and both the black and white 
are equally meaningful. 

Problem 3 
The Mystical value of each letter and its defined shape

There are 304,800-plus letters in the Torah but we 

often hear of the 600,000 letters in the Torah.

The Zohar11

www.sefaria.org

http://www.sefaria.org/
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Until the first exile the 
script used by Jews was 
Ktav Ivri, which is very 
different to Ktav
Ashurit. 

If 10 commandments 
were not Ktav Ashurit, 
it means that Ezra & 
the Jews discarded the 
script that HaShem had 
given. 

The Talmud speaks of 
crowns on the sacred 
letters ( תלי תלים של

(הלכות

How could the Jewish People cast 
aside the Divine script and let it be 
used by Cutim or just for amulets?



״ם וְסָמֶ״ךְ : חִסְדָארַב דְאָמַר מֵּ

.עוֹמְדִיןשֶׁבַלוּחוֹת בְנֵּס הָיוּ 

as Rav Ḥisda said: The letters mem and 
samekh that were in the tablets were 
standing miraculously. Each letter was 
chiseled all the way through the tablets. In 
that case, the segment of the tablets at the 
center of the samekh and final mem, letters 
that are completely closed, should have 
fallen. Miraculously, they remained in place. 

Shabbat 104a
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R’ Chisda teaches that 
the samekh ס and final 
mem ם in the tablets 
were miraculously 
suspended.
This contradicts his 
previous statement in 
Sanhedrin (it was 
originally Ivri) 

In the Ktav Ivri, the only 
letter to be closed is 
the ayin. So R’ Chisda
contradicts himself.  

The 22 letters teach us 
many deep thoughts 
and meanings. Were 
these insights absent 
from Joshua to Ezra?
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There are 3 different opinions 

Like Mar ZutraEzra introduced Ktav Ashurit backed by a pasuk  that (דברים)
the new script will ascend (from Ashur) 

A) R’ Yose

Ashurit was the original script and the Torah was written in it. 
However, towards the end of the first Temple, the people 
sank into idolatory – no longer worthy. They forgot the script 
and reverted to Ktav Ivri. Ezra reinstated Ktav Ashurit. 
Ashurit is from its description as exalted (שמאושרת בכתב) –
 The script has clarity and letters don’t .”באשרי כי אשרוני בנות“
touch each other. 

B) R’ Yehuda HaNassi

Like Rav, Shmuel, 
R’Yochanan, R’ Ashi

Ktav Ashurit was only used for sacred scrolls: exalted script.  C) R’ Shimon ben Elazar (R’ Eliezer 
ben Parta / R’ Elazar HaModai

Teshuvot HaGeonim (quoted by Margalit HaYam in 
Sanhedrin 21B) – 3rd opinion is true… 

Jews did not use Ktav Ivri. 

Rambam (Maimonides) states Ktav Ashurit was used 
to give the Torah – Ashurit = quality. 
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The Tablets were in Ktav
Ashurit. 
Torah scroll in the Holy of 
Holies also in Ktav Ashurit. 
Moshe’s teachings were 
based on these letters. 

Loath to use such a holy 
script for everyday language. 
Even Sifrei Torah for general 
use was therefore in Ktav
Ivri. 

General populace never 
saw Ktav Ashurit and it fell 
into disuse. 

That story caused 
Jewish people to 
ask Ezra to reteach 
them. They used it 
only for holy texts. 

Solution according to Mar Zutra

Only the sages continued to 
use it. 

Therefore Balshazzar’s
‘handwriting on the wall’ 
could be read only by 
Daniel – not by the Jewish 
advisers. 

??????
???
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Mar Zutra adds ‘To Israel’. 
He implies that only the 
Torah scrolls for general 
population were in Ktav Ivri

Ktav Ashurit was the script of 
the Tablets. 
It explains about the mem 
and samech. 

Ktav Ashuri originates in 
Assyria – it was re-
introduced to Israel by Ezra 
in Assyria. 

Solution according to Mar Zutra

Its origin is ancient and 
divine. 

Ashurit was not what 
Assyrians were used to (see 
cuneiform). 
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Rabbi David ibn Zimra (c. 
1479–c. 1573)

Yerushalmi Megillah 1:9 
R’ Levi says that, according 
to Mar Zutra & R’ Yose, it 
was the ayin ע suspended 
in mid air. 

According to R’ Levi the 
Tablets were in Ktav Ivri

First Tablets – Ktav Ashuri

The sin of the Golden Calf 
meant they were no longer 
worthy.
Accords with Rabbi 
(Sanhedrin 22A) that they 
forgot the Ktav Ashurit

Solution according to Radbaz

Second Tablets – Ktav Ivri

??????
??????
??????
??????
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Latin

Greek

Dead Sea

Elephantine

Samaritan

Coin 

Lachish

Heb seals

Shiloach

Mesha

Gezer

Pr Canaan

Proto Sinai

Toldot Haktav HaIvri, Israel Museum 1983 18
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