www.czasopisma.pan.pl P N www.journals.pan.pl
X
AN _—

R O CZNTIK ORIENTALTISTYCZNY, T LXXVII, Z 2, 2024, (s. 35-84)
DOI: 10.24425/r0.2024.152517

MICHAEL ABDALLA
(Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznan, Poland)
ORCID: 0000-0002-0933-3755

The Linguistic Image of the Body in the Surayt Dialect
among Western Assyrians of Tiir ‘Abdin!

Abstract

The Tur Abdin dialect has many idiomatic expressions formed in relation to body parts.
They serve to express feelings, evaluate manners, underline personal characteristics,
describe social interactions and assess the behavior of a person. They can showcase
various images of interpersonal contacts with an unlimited temporal scope. The linguistic
image of the body which has developed in this language has been researched by only
a few specialists. When it comes to the sequences of words that build a metaphor, there
is no firm rule; the first word may be a verb or a noun. In many cases it seems that
the verb, which is the active element of the saying, is improper, inadequate, not well
chosen, because it usually has a different meaning in the formal language. For this work
to be transparent, the 177 sayings have been transcribed and translated the way they are
understood by speakers (not literally), as well as glossed in detail. All organs of the body
that appear in the metaphors, which are thirty, have been listed in a table according to
decreasing frequency of usage and in alphabetical order.
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' This work is not the result of field research or co-financed by any domestic or foreign institution. The author’s
parents moved from Tar “Abdin to Al-Gazira in Syria, where they met. After moving from one village to another,
they settled in the town of Qamisli (Zalin) (1958). All the inhabitants of the village of Tel °Al5, where the author
was born, spoke the Surayt dialect. The proverbs collected in this study were commonly used as written by the
author in the transcription. The internal integration and consolidation of genocide survivors eliminated differences
that probably existed in their subdialects. For the growing youth, who were filled with the desire to live with
dignity, the origin of their parents from one or another village of Tur ¢Abdin did not matter.
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Introduction — State of research on Assyrian proverbs

The truly impressive number of works in Arabic about Arabic proverbs, written by
both ancient and contemporary authors, inspires wonder and amazement. This important
aspect of verbal folk culture is not limited to a particular country, but contained in works
presenting as many proverb as possible (over 10,000) ostensibly known all throughout the
Arabic-speaking world. There also exist books that list just over 25,000 Persian proverbs.?
A comparative investigation of those collections shows that in many Middle Eastern
countries the same proverbs are in use, with an almost identical wording, which attests
to a long-term cultural transfer, which has been further intensified with the appearance
modern technologies facilitating access to additional content. Many theses have been
written on selected metaphors, themes or topics within a national or regional collection
of proverbs, not to mention advanced linguistic studies. We can assume that the number of
Arabic treatises on proverbs greatly exceed that of books on the popular topic of cooking.

It remains beyond doubt that currently known Arabic proverbs have conserved,
partially or entirely, a translated and internalized version of older idioms and words of
wisdom which were known in earlier cultures in Assyrian Mesopotamia, Coptic Egypt and
Amazigh Maghreb. It is especially startling that among Arabic proverbs some have been
taken directly — or in a minimally modified form — from the Bible,3 which in the early
years of Christianity could have been commonly used in everyday speech in Palestine.*
A study by Antoni Tronina and Marek Starowieyski of moralistic writings about Ahiqar
(87" century BCE), written in Aramaic, Syriac, Armenian and Church Slavonic, has
shown clear links between some of them and specific verses of many books in the Old
Testament. As a clergyman and author of a Syriac language textbook, Tronina followed
up on his hypothesis by using the Bible to fill in missing parts of the oldest Aramaic
version of the proverbs he had collected.’

The analysis of Mesopotamia’s native peoples’ proverbs and their comparison to Arabic
ones in use today would not only broaden our knowledge with one more characteristic
of borrowing and adaptation after Muslim conquest in the first centuries of Islam, but
also would show the extent of this phenomenon.

2 Shelomo D. Goitein, ‘The Origin and Historical Significance of the Present-Day Arabic Proverbs’, Islamic
Culture, The Hyderabad Quarterly Review 26 (1952), pp. 169-179.

3 The example could be given of two Libyan proverbs: 1) Al-Lisan habra w yaksar al-“azm [“The tongue
is soft but can break a bone”], 2) Alli yahfor hufrd, raso maglagha [“Who digs a pit will fill it with his head”]
(Muhammad S.A. Al-Rugiibi, ‘Verbal Correlatives in Popular Proverbs Involving Body Organs from the Book
of Popular proverbs in Libya by Moncef Mohamed Hagig. Semantic Study and Behavioral Models’, Scientific
Journal of Faculty of Education, 1/13 (2019), pp. 31, 33); the first one appears in the Book of Proverbs (25:15)
in an almost identical wording, and regarding the second, Rugiibl explains exactly how it sounded in the Old
Testament (Proverbs 26:27, Cohelet 10:8, Sirach 27:26). Ahiqar’s aphorism is quite similar: “He who digs a pit
for his neighbour will fill it with his own body” (Antoni Tronina, Marek Starowieyski, Apokryfy syryjskie, Krakow
2011, no. 41, p. 59). The proverbs in Rugiibi’s article are not vocalized and lack diacritics.

4 Abraham M. Rihbany, The Syrian Christ, London & New York, 3" edition 1924.

5 Antoni Tronina, Mariusz Szmajdzinski, Wprowadzenie do jezyka syryjskiego, Kielce 2003.
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One of the outstanding works in this aspect was written by B. Haddad. Based on
proverbs known in the Mosul dialect of Arabic, the author reveals the significant influence
of Aramaic. The analysed proverbs, 328 in total, are listed alphabetically, not vocalized
and not numbered.®

It can be said with all confidence that the Assyrians were able to preserve their ethnic
identity even prior the Islamic conquest. Their distinct language was key to this. Since
the majority of present-day Assyrians do not use their own literary language,’ their lively
and rich folk tradition is almost entirely transmitted orally. This tradition is currently
under threat, and its slow disappearance is especially visible among young people, who
in the culturally diverse countries of the diaspora inevitably succumb to assimilation.

Research on the Syriac language in the past concentrated on classical Syriac literature,
most of which is over a thousand years old, without paying much attention to the
contemporary language known as Suret (spoken among Eastern Assyrians) or Surayt
(spoken among Western Assyrians). It is only recently that research acquired an interest
in the spoken language in its various dialects. The majority of scholars investigating
them belong to different cultures and countries far away from where these dialects are
in use in everyday conversation.

In recent years, we have also seen native speakers of the language dealing with the
topic. The Tur cAbdin dialect is currently being investigated by Shabo Talay, who in
2014-2017, as part of a European research project, performed a comprehensive, panoramic
work on its grammar and texts to facilitate Surayt language learning. Abdul Massih
Saadi has been working systematically and thoroughly for many years. He translated
the entire classic Syriac New Testament into Surayt,® and is currently translating the
books of the Old Testament, starting with the psalms. It is impossible not to mention Jan
Bet-Sawoce and his initial efforts over many decades in this domain. The publishing house
Bet-Froso Nsibin, founded by him in Sweden, published the magazine “Nsibin” in the
years 1987-2006, which included regular contributions in Surayt instead of classic Syriac.
So far, he has published two dozen books written in Surayt. Bet-Sawoce has promoted
the use of Latin transliteration. Also worth noting is a group of young Assyrian scholars
operating at the University of Heidelberg since 2002, who translated some works of world

¢ Benyamen Haddad, ‘Al-Atar al-aramiyya fi amtal Musul al-“ammiyya’ [Aramaic Traces in Folk Proverbs

of Mosul], Qala Suryaya 6-7 (1975), pp. 122-166.

7 Syriac — this is the name of the literary language used in the liturgy of the ancient Churches of Syro-Mesopotamia
as well as partially in the Maronite Church. A considerable literature was written in this language. It played the role
of a link between Greek culture and the Arab and Latin medieval ages. Today’s Eastern Assyrians (Madenhay€)
speak a dialect called Siret (in Iran, Iraq and Syria, spoken also by some Jews living on the border of Iran, Iraq
and Turkey), while Western Assyrians (Ma‘erboy€) speak a dialect called Surayt (mainly in Turkey and Syria). On
the names of Syria and Assyria, and their relation to the names of the language, see, Richard N. Frye, ‘Assyria
and Syria: Synonyms’, Journal of the Near East Society 51/4 (1992), pp. 281-285.

8 The New Testament of our Lord Jesus Christ. The Peshitta Version in accordance with the tradition of the
Syriac Churches, with a translation in the Suryoyo Language of Tur Abdin, Prepared in the Monastery of Mor
Gabriel, Aramaic Bible Translation. Kitabi Mukaddes Sirketi 2013.
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literature into Surayt.’ Finally, the innovative work of Gabriel Afram, author of a Swedish-
Assyrian dictionary,'® writer and translator into literary Assyrian, and long-time director
of the Assyrian station of Swedish Radio, likewise deserves attention. In his lecture at
the Assyrian Cultural Center in Gothenburg in April 2010, he presented his next work,
a collection of Assyrian proverbs and corresponding proverbs translated into Assyrian
from various cultural circles, including that of Poland.

When it comes to proverbs in Siret dialects, the first collection of 18 proverbs in
Siiret was documented by Socin,!! followed by Maclean’s description of 130 proverbs with
explanations provided by native informants.!? Slightly less — 108 — have been collected
by Kampffmeyer.!*> Moreover, in Champion’s compendium on proverbs of the world,
among 35 Arabic proverbs labelled “Syrian”, Maclean found five, and Kampffmeyer one
of Syriac origin.'* Proverbs in the Siret dialect of the Assyrian diaspora in California
have been described by Lethin. Out of 30 proverbs described by his native informants,
nine (no. 2, 3, 5, 6, 11, 23, 26, 29) are based on body organs.!>

While searching for further materials for this study, I came across two articles on proverbs
known to the siret-speaking Jewish population which, before re-emigrating to Israel, lived
together with Assyrians in many locations in northern Iraq, most notably in Zakho. The
first article was written by J.B. Segal, nota bene author of a unique book dedicated to
the city of Edessa.!® Out of 143 proverbs collected by Segal, 19 are based on body parts,
and four of these are identical those found in Tar ¢Abdin, while two (99 and 100) are
similar to the wisdom of the Assyrian sage Ahiqgar. Segal wrote down his proverbs with
symbols which are difficult to recreate.!”

The author of another article is Yona Sabar, whose ancestors lived in the same locality,
Zakho, and whose family used the language at home, thus preserving its proverbs. His
study, notably, makes references to works by earlier authors who had described a given
proverb. Out of the 153 proverbs he collected, 24 concern body parts.!® In the footnotes
to this article they have been quoted according to his orthography.

Probably the first known collection of Assyrian proverbs in Turkey comes from Mardin,
a city dominated until the First World War by its Christian population and an important

9 For example, Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, Le Petit Prince, 2005.

10 Svensk-assyrisk ordbok, Stockholm 2005, pp. 1242.

I Albert Socin, Die Neu-Aramaeischen Dialekte von Urmia bis Mosul, Tiibingen 1882, p. 204.

12 Arthur J. Maclean, Grammar of the Dialects of Vernacular Syriac, Cambridge 1895, pp. 345-358.

13" Georg Kampffmeyer, Neusyrische Sprichwérter im Dialekt von Urmia, Berlin 1905.

14" Selwyn G. Champion, Racial Proverbs. A Selection of the World’s Proverbs arranged Linguistically, London
1966 [1938, 1950], pp. 329-344.

15" Joyce B. Lethin, ‘Syriac Proverbs from California’, Western Folklore 31/2 (1972).

16 Judah B. Segal, Edessa — The Blessed City, Oxford 1970. The book was translated by G.I. Gabra and
published by Ar-Ruha Publishing House, Aleppo 1988.

17" Judah B. Segal, ‘Neo-Aramaic Proverbs of the Jews of Zakho’, Journal of Near Eastern Studies 14/4, (1955),
pp. 251-270.

I8 Yona Sabar, ‘Multilingual Proverbs in Neo-Aramaic Speech of the Jews of Zakho, Iraq’, International Journal
of Middle East Studies 9/2 (1978), pp. 215-235.
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centre and patriarchal seat of the Syriac Orthodox Church.!® A strong position in Mardin
was also held by the Syriac Church known as “Catholic”, which had branched off the
former during the 18™ and 19 centuries. A bishop of the latter Church, Ishaq Armale from
Mardin, collected 1300 proverbs which he listed in alphabetical order, leaving their
interpretation to the reader.?’

Chronologically, a second collection is provided by Gizef Asmar. It lists 273 proverbs
written in the Syriac alphabet, which are categorized and explained according to their
use in the Tir Abdin dialect.2! A third, more comprehensive collection was compiled
by Archdeacon Lahdo Ishaq, a native of Azah. It consists of 1377 proverbs listed
alphabetically with an explanation and description of the circumstances. The importance
of this work is increased further by a linguistically valuable collection of letters written
in the Azah dialect of Arabic, which have been appended to the book.2

The most recent work dedicated specifically to the proverbs known in Tiir *Abdin
is by Basim Bulut.??® It was written in the Tar °Abdin dialect, in Syriac letters. The
248 proverbs listed there are numbered with letters of the alphabet according to their
numerical value, but they are not grouped or ordered based on any criteria. In addition,
when commenting on proverbs based on parts of the body, the author unnecessarily
describes at great length the natural functions of those organs.

Hence, out of the four aforementioned works only the two shortest ones are formulated
using the Tar ¢Abdin dialect, Surayt. This aspect of folk culture, created and developed
in such a region, deserves broader and deeper research. This study of proverbs related to
body parts is a contribution which I hope will serve to encourage researchers of verbal
culture and linguists to develop a greater interest in the contemporary verbal folklore
of this dialect. The vast majority of proverbs in this collection comes from my own
memory. In the area where I grew up and lived until 1971 they were part of everyday
speech. In cases where I had doubts as to the correct wording, I consulted my relatives
living in Sweden or available written materials.

Body part metaphors in language

Body part metaphors appear in every language and differ in meaning depending on
the culture. Since somatic phraseology mirrors cultural individuality as well as beliefs
and traditions, it is often a research subject in linguistics, where phraseological material is
studied comparatively in great detail. In the dialect (or language, if preferred) of Ttr *Abdin

19 Michael Abdalla, ‘Przystowia ludowe i ich kontekst kulturowy w odniesieniu do zywno$ci i zywienia
w arabskich dialektach Azah i Mardin’, Investigationes Linguisticae, 32 (2015), pp. 1-18.

20 Ishaq Armale, Salwa ar-ra’idin fi amtal Mardin [A Consolation to the Thirsty in the Proverbs of Mardin],
Bayriit 1927.

21 Guzef Asmar, Hikam az-zaman fi amtal as-Suryan [Eternal Wisdom in Assyrian Proverbs], Dimasq 1991.

22 Lahdo Ishaq, Amtal min Bazobde — ard wa-tahlil [Proverbs of Bazobde — Overview and Analysis], Dimasq
1994.

23 Basim Bulut, Matle tur‘abdinoye [The Proverbs of Tar Abdin], without publishing location, 2015.
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(Surayt) there exist many idiomatic expressions built in relation to body parts, bearing
witness to a broad imagination in describing emotions, assessing manners, emphaising
personal characteristics, describing social interactions, valuing personal behaviour and
judging it according to accepted norms. These expressions show a variety of images of
interpersonal contact of an unlimited duration. The Assyrian language of Tiur “Abdim is
characterized by a rich usage of metaphors related to the heart, eyes, limbs, tongue, and
even the belly and buttocks. Except for the etymological analysis of the words in the
dialect, including borrowings from neighbouring languages,?* the linguistic image of the
body has been researched by very few.

Language is enriched by perceived phenomena, which often shape the way of thinking.
In the culture of the inhabitants of Ttr “Abdin the source of thought and all virtue is the
heart, which drives the entire body and suggests what a person should say: /ebi komarit
[‘My heart tells me’]. It is the most affectionate, sensitive organ, which according to
folk narrative is responsible for receiving input from the surrounding, reacting to it and
determining behaviour. An image of this function of the heart can be found as early as
the 4th century in speeches by Afrahat,25 describing the heart as a volitional, emotional
and rational agent where an incessant conflict between good and evil takes place. The
good thoughts born and located in the heart are constantly under threat. The tools for
expressing the heart’s emotions are the hand and the lips, while the eye is an organ that
reflects life that and appears as a metaphor of moral values. In addition, it is associated
with honesty, hospitality, enthusiasm but also egoism; it is worth noting that the eye
always appears in singular. Hospitality, slyness and betrayal can also be referred to by
metaphors referring to limbs, while the belly is not only associated with overeating,
but also with jealousy. Interestingly, the dialect is characterized by a similar number of
proverbs referring to the belly as those referring to the buttocks, expressing patience,
mobility, hard work, but also analogical features.

As for the sequence of words which are put together to form a metaphor in the Tar
°Abdin dialect, there is no particular ordering; an idiomatic expression can begin with
both a verb or a noun, depending on the context, while both versions remain equally
comprehensible. In many cases, one has the impression that the verb, which is the active
element of an expression, is quite inappropriate inadequate, inaccurate, or wrongly selected;
in most cases it has a different meaning in the literary language. However through
frequent use in everyday communication it has been established in spoken language and
its adequacy is not questioned.

2 Aziz Tezel, Comparative Etymological Studies in the Western Neo-Syriac (Tiiroyo) Lexicon, Uppsala 2003.
25 Ks. Andrzej Uciecha, Ascetyczna nauka w “mowach” Afrahata, Katowice 2002.
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No. Body part Frequency | No. Body part Frequency
1 |<Ayno (Eye) 19 16 |Adno (Ear) 3
2 |°Ido (Hand) 19 17 |Basro (Flesh) 3
3 | Qaro (also Riso) (Head) 18 18 | Dagné (Beard) 3
4 | Lébo (Heart) 17 19 |Sawko, manto (Hair) 3
5 |Lisonod (also Lésono) (Tongue) 12 20 |<Arso (Tooth) 2
6 | Tizo (Buttocks) 10 21 |Katpo, katfo (Shoulder) 2
7 | Gawo (Belly, Stomach) 9 22 | Nhiro (Nose) 2
8 | Raglo (Leg, Foot) 7 23 | Sapto (Lip) 2
9 | Femo (Mouth) 6 24 | Barko (Knee) 1
10 |Foto (also Poto) (Face) 6 25 |Bayne-‘ayne 1

(= Bet-“ayne) (Forehead)

11 | Garmé (Bones) 6 26 | Géniké (Temple) 1
12 | Odolo (Neck) 6 27 | Knisore (Navel) 1
13 | Admé (Blood) 5 28 | Mého (Brain) 1
14 | Galdo (Skin) 5 29 | Saw<o (Finger) 1
15 | Haso (Back) 5 30 |Sakkote (Testicles) 1
Total: 177

In order for this work to be easier to understand, all 177 proverbs collected here2®
have been written in Latin transcription. In order to retain the original reading, I have
attempted to make my translations as literal as possible, word-for-word, in order to allow
the reader to feel the contrast between the meaning of the proverb and the meanings of
its elements. I have described the content of each proverb to the best of my knowledge;
however, the process of translating tends to result in the loss of its unique rhyme and
rhythm. All of the body to which those proverbs refer (there are 30 of them) have been
listed in the table below, according to the frequency of their appearance in the proverbs
and in alphabetical order. It should be noted that proverbs where two body parts appear
have been grouped according to the first one. Proverbs mentioning animal body parts
have not been included. In order to showcase universal human behaviourial norms, signs

26 Rugiibi, ‘Verbal Correlatives in Popular Proverbs’, collected 128 proverbs relating to body parts. In the work
by Egyptian scholar Ahmad Taymtr (1871-1930) Al-Amtal al-“ammiyya: masritha wa-murattaba hasba al-harf
al-awwal min al-matal ma‘a kassaf maudic‘t [‘Folk Proverbs: Explained and listed according to the first letter of
a proverb with an index of topics’], Al-Qahira 1986), listing 3188 proverbs known in Egypt, 249 mention organs
of the body, although the alphabetical ordering chosen by the author causes some of the expressions to repeat.
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of reaction to sadness or happy events, and the emotions related to them, of which
proverbs are a reflection, footnotes have been added to include equivalents, most often
being Egyptian, but also Libyan or belonging to the Mosul dialect.?’ As intellectual
creations, proverbs — like dishes — spread quite fast, crossing geographical, cultural and
linguistic borders.

Collected proverbs according to the frequency of occurrence
of specific body parts

1. <Ayno (Eye)

(1) <Al ¢Aynt w “al qart.
“On my eyes and my head”.

One of the most frequently used sayings, it is also popular among other peoples in the
region, especially Arabic and Kurdish speakers. It expresses a readiness to fulfil a request,
a far-reaching hospitality, is a declaration of not refusing help and support, a form of
warm greeting.

(2)  <Ayna(o)h howan b-bahro.
“May light fill your eyes”.

This saying is addressed to a person who is being visited by a long-awaited relative.
It is both a way to congratulate and to share one’s satisfaction, and to warmly welcome
the guest, whose arrival is considered a breakthrough event, a very happy occasion. It is
sometimes heard when a young family member returns from long-term civil or military
service. Other appropriate circumstances could be: passing an exam at the end of an
important stage in one’s education; being accepted to a university or getting a job; and
in recent times: the reuniting of families.

It is uttered by the visitor publicly, as he crosses the threshold of the host’s house.
All those present should hear it. If those who want to greet the guest cannot come to the
host’s house, they should say it when they first meet a family member, although such
use can be considered dishonest, forced by circumstances.

27 Comparing the Assyrian folk proverbs in the town of Al-Qo% in northern Iraq with Arabic and English ones,
Benyamen Haddad, Diwan amtal Al-Qos as-sabiyya [A Collection of Folk Proverbs of Al-Qos], Duhok 2019,
found 102 examples which were equivalent in both wording and meaning. He wrote them all down in their original
language and the Arabic translation of the English proverb. A comparison of those proverbs from Al-Qos with the
proverbs used by the Jewish community in Zakho, which are in the same language, could shed some light on the
relations between these two Semitic peoples.
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The meaning of this expression is a wish that from now on the eye take pleasure
in seeing the person who embodies hope and brings light to the household and relatives
with their mere appearance.

(3)  cdynet caqto-yo.28
“His eye is narrow”.

He is sly, not welcoming, a little jealous. To some extent this is similar to no. 6 below.

(4)  <Ayni kala bii darbayde”.
“My eye is stuck on his way”.

I am impatiently awaiting his arrival, getting ready to meet him. His coming will
bring me joy.

(5)  <Aynet ok to‘no.
“His eye can’t stand it”.

In its negative meaning: he is somehow jealous, doesn’t want others to be better or
praised in his presence. In its positive meaning: he expresses concern about someone who
is being hurt or mistreated, encouraging others to empathize with and support this person.

(6)  <Ayne 16 ko saw‘o.
“His eye won’t be satisfied”.

He is a greedy, cunning, sophisticated, dishonourable egoist. He collects worldly goods
without restraint and does not wish to share. Although he is not in need, he shamelessly
takes anything he is given, even the last penny or last piece of bread from a poor man.
He ruthlessly exploits others, and does not worry about other people’s opinion of him,
but instead believes that his actions earn him other people’s respect, and is therefore
a sign of wisdom. It is a disturbed, socially unacceptable personality trait, regardless of
the reasons and motivation behind it. The critics of such an immoral, antisocial and short-
sighted attitude often remind (to no avail): °U mit6 log mobal mede am rithe [“A dead
man won’t take anything with him”] or: Lag sowa¢ star mii “afro dii gawro [“He will
only be satisfied with the ashes in his grave”].?° They want to tell him: Doesn’t everyone
come to this world naked and leave this world in the same state!?

28 Tt also appears in a verbalized version: Ko macaq ‘ayne’ [“He tightens his eye”], or in the feminine gender:
Ko maciqé ayna’.

2 The same meaning is very expressively conveyed in the Egyptian saying: Ma yamla® “én abn adam illa
at-turab [“The eye of the son of Adam can only be filled with ashes”] (Taymir, Al-Amtal al-*ammiyya, no. 2696,
p- 450). An almost identical saying can be found among Ahiqgar’s quotes: “Son, human eyes are like lakes: they
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(7)  <Aynet rahaq mé nhiré Iok hazyo.
“His eye doesn’t see beyond his nose”.

He is focused solely on himself, an egoist and narcissist to the highest degree, he
pretends not to see others and completely ignores their situation, opinion, arguments
and rights.3°

(8)  “Aynoh cal *ii muklo da‘-cenwe-yo, ya “alii qtolo dii notiiro?3!
“Are your eyes fixed on the grapes or on killing the guard”?

Grapes used to be one of the main sources of income for the village people in Tur
¢Abdin. The art of planting vineyards and making various products out of grapes deserve
a separate study.3? The saying in question is about defining one’s goals in a way that
will not provoke doubts or uncertainty.

(9)  <Aynoh 1o huzyo!
“May your eye not see”!

This expression is often used by someone who describes an either unpleasant or
joyful event, situation, landscape or phenomenon which has provoked such a strong
emotional reaction, be it negative or positive, that words cannot express what he saw,
felt or experienced. In the case of a positive reaction, the saying is probably a reference
to a description of Paradise in the Gospels.?® It could also express a desire to not be
a witness to an unpleasant situation, an upsetting scene or simply to not find oneself in
the wrong place at the wrong time.

(10) <Aynote" samiqi.
“His eyes became red”.

This means he is angry or provocative, ready to start a fight, as if he couldn’t control
himself or avoid taking a risk which could cost him dearly. It is better to stop talking
with him and leave.

can’t be filled with money, but when one dies, they will be filled with ashes” (Tronina, Starowieyski, Apokryfy
syryjskie, no. 64, p. 64; no. 94, p. 70).

30" In relation to this proverb, it is worth mentioning that in the Middle East, persons with visible “distinguishing
marks” can often be the target of malicious comments, e.g. someone with a long nose can hear: “When you read,
can you still see the book behind your nose?”.

31 Appears in Bulut, Matle turabdinéye, no. 225, pp. 141-142.

32 This topic has been described in more detail in Michael Abdalla, Kultura zywienia dawnych i wspélczesnych
Asyryjezykow. Uwarunkowania spoteczno-kulturowe, Warszawa 2001, pp. 184—188.

3 1 Corinthians 2:9.
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(11)  °I niiré k6 qudho mé “ayne”.
“His eye sparks fire”.

He is very angry, threatening that he might go off at any moment and engage in
physical violence.

(12) Lo mleélet cayni.
“He did not fill my eye”.

He did not convince me of his competence and skills, or of his serious intentions,
resourcefulness, responsibility and trustworthiness, which makes me reluctant to entrust
him with any tasks, or continue cooperating with him as a long-term partner.

(13) Mahatle" cayne’ acle’ (acla").3*
“He became the object of his eye”.

Used in situation when somebody:

— sees something he likes (e.g. food, clothing, tool, vehicle) and wants to have it at
almost any price;

— sees someone he likes (e.g. a girl) and wants to establish a relationship with her;

— is asked to look after someone or something.

(14) Me cayni.
“From my eyes”.

A phrase common in the Middle East, popular among Assyrians and Arabs, in the
same words: Man “éni. It is hard to say who borrowed from whom. It means that a request
will be fulfilled willingly and without hesitation, the suggested amount will be accepted
for payment, or the transaction will be completed.

(15) More" dii mito caynote”" samyé-né. 3>
“A dead man’s relative has blindness in his eyes”.

This saying refers to a person who ceases to distinguish between urgent and non-urgent
duties, leading to chaos in family life as a result of strong emotions and melancholy.
Such a person is absent-minded and doesn’t notice the responsibilities at hand.

(16) Mhelele" cayno.
“He hit him with the eye”.

34 1In the 3"-person singular feminine: Mahatla" ayna" acle’ (a‘la").
35 This proverb is listed in Bulut, Matle turabdinéye, no. 55, p. 39.
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The peoples of the Middle East believe in the “evil eye”. It is not impossible that
the harsh climate, especially the scorching sun and colourless surroundings, make looks
seem harsher too. Some parents with a particularly good-looking child would dress them
in a very modest way in order to avoid the attention of jealous people. Diseases of
which the main symptom was weight loss, lack of appetite or apathy were supposed to
be a result of the “evil eye”. It was sometimes advised to avoid specific people with
a particularly keen and deep gaze.

(17)  Ndfoq mé cayni.
“He came out of my eye”.

His actions made me lose trust in him. I cannot accept his lifestyle. I do not respect
him anymore.

(18) Twarle cayneh .30
“He broke his eye”.

He scared him, regardless of the means, in a physical confrontation, with threats
or during a heated discussion which ended with the withdrawal of the other side; he
thus maintained domination over the other party, potentially obtaining the other party’s
obedience and full surrender. In such a situation there is no chance for dialogue, rivalry
or competition. In Middle Eastern culture, the eye, including the “evil eye”, is a deeply
rooted and complex issue.

(19) °U ha d-hozelloh b-ayno, hzaye" b-tarte ayné.
“Who sees you with one eye, sees him with both eyes”.

This is, above all, a call to appreciate other people’s effort, their goodness, gestures
of goodwill, noble attitude, and as a result — to pay them back with at least the same,
or if possible — double.’”

2. °Ido (Hand)

(1:20)  D-obat bii yamino, o torat dii semolo udo.33
“Giving with the right [hand], let the left [hand] not know about it”.

This is a direct quote from Matthew’s Gospel (6:3). Perhaps because of its constant
repetition those who do not know its origin could see it as a folk saying. In any case,

36 Appears in the Asmar’s collection, Hikam az-zaman, p. 36.

37 Quoting an identical Libyan proverb: Alli Sabhak b-én, $hahlo" b-atnén Rugiibi, ‘Verbal Correlatives in
Popular Proverbs’, p. 20, gives a broader description, mentioning paying back for evil with double the evil.

38 Appears in Asmar’s collection, Hikam az-zaman, p. 17. 1 would like to thank the anonymous Reviewer who
pointed out the possible Akkadian or Hebrew origin of this saying.
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Christ was talking to people in a language that was part of the local culture, so it is not
impossible that such a saying existed earlier.

(2:21)  Dlo b-"iduh haykat hasuh, lebuh log foyah.
“You won’t feel relief until you scratch your back with your own hand”.

A motivating and encouraging proverb, used as a metaphor with two meanings:

1. Our needs and the needs of our family, more or less pressing, can be best fulfilled
by the person in question, hence one should not be too dependent on others. This
concerns every task one should try to do himself or one feels one can do, even if
the first attempt was unsuccessful.

2. It showcases a natural biological and spiritual connection between related people.
Regardless of the misunderstandings between them, they won’t harm each other
significantly. Even saying this sentence in a moment of excitement reduces the tension
and directs the fighting people’s minds towards finding a solution. In the latter situation,
one would more likely hear a saying which sounds more affirmative: °U admaé lok-kowe
mayé [“Blood will not become water?].

(3:22)  °I °ido dlo monkdto, ko mansogo.*
“The hand which cannot be bitten should be kissed”.

A thought which expresses on one hand bitterness and resignation, and on the other,
entices one to give up when it comes, for example, to bureaucracy, but also to an
unyielding person in a conflict, such as a neighbour, a difficult, unbeatable rival, or
a despotic authority. It is also used when a compromise seems unlikely and further
attempts will not bring any results; when one cannot win, only yield; when must give up
or agree to the conditions of a humiliating settlement.*! Because Middle Eastern Christians,
especially those who are members of local Churches, often kiss their clergymen on the
hand, it was said, sometimes ironically, that because of this tradition one has no choice
even if a particular person does not merit such treatment.

39 See example 140. A shorter proverb with the same meaning is encountered in Egypt: Ma yohros lak alla
’idak [“You can only scratch yourself with your own hand”] (Taymur, Al-Amtal al-‘ammiyya, no. 2704, p. 451).
It is also mentioned in Segal, ‘Neo-Aramaic Proverbs’, no. 86, p. 264.

40 This proverb, with identical wording but in the imperative, is encountered in Libya: JI-’id allf ma taqdars
t“adha, biisha (Rugibi, ‘Verbal Correlatives in Popular Proverbs’, p. 35). In a more direct imperative form it also
appears in Egypt: H[-"1d alli ma taqdars tagtacha, biisha [“If you can’t cut off a hand, kiss it”!] (Taymar, A/-Amtal
al-¢ammiyya, no. 702, p. 117). As a last resort, Egyptians would also advise: In kan lak haga ‘and kalb, qil 1o:
ya sayyid [“Should you need something from a dog, address him: Lord”!] (Taymar, Al-Amtal al-“Gmmiyya, no.
644, p. 106). It is also quoted in Segal, ‘Neo-Aramaic Proverbs’, no. 72, pp. 262-263.

41 In the 1990s a Syrian newspaper published a story that allegedly took place in Saudi Arabia, under the title
“A tooth for a tooth”. During a school football game, the ball was kicked so hard it broke a student’s two teeth.
The case ended up in court, and the father of the victim refused to accept any financial compensation, demanding
instead that his son break two of the culprit’s teeth.
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(4:23)  °I °ido dit muklo yarahto-yo.
“A hand is long to reach for food”.

It is considered good manners not to pay a visit during meal times. One meets with
others after having eaten at one’s own house. If one happens to be a guest at somebody’s
place, it is not appropriate to accept an invitation to the table immediately, even if one
is hungry, which the guest usually will not admit. It is surprising that this attitude is
especially visible among children and young people. When the guest finally sits at the
table, he is encouraged not to hold back, indicating in this way that the company is more
important, so the guest tends to say (guided with his tongue, not his heart!), “a hand is
long to reach for food”, as though they weren’t feeling awkward.

(5:24)  °Ide" dii camé kifrit-yo w hdo pis-yo.*?
‘People’s one hand is a match and the other is hay’.

The word ¢amé obviously indicates outsiders. Not many nations have the experience
of centuries of being pushed back from their land by others, who take over everything
gradually, if not by polygamy and having many children, then by force. This saying is
a way to describe this situation.

(6:25)  °Ide ftahto-yo.
“His hand is open”.

He is generous, kind-hearted, a willing and trusted donor to noble causes, but not
extravagant. Helping the needy gives him pleasure, just like accepting guests, to whom
he offers not just what he has, but — if needed — also what he can borrow. He fulfils the
human mission through sharing, giving.

(7:26)  °Ide" 16 kuzza acle’.
“He holds his hand from him”.

Something prevents him from using force or violence against somebody, be it because
of their age, kinship, relationship with their family, out of respect or due to personal
characteristics (looks, illness, disability, poverty or hardships suffered by them or their
family); he takes pity on somebody.

(8:27)  °Ide" yarahto-yo.
“His hand is long”.

42 1t is quoted in this wording by Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 23, and Taymir, Al-Amtal al-“ammiyya, no. 703,
p. 117.
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The meaning here is clear; the speaker from Tar ¢Abdin reassures that the person in
question is able to do a lot of good, but simultaneously warns that this same person can
also do a lot of harm. He asserts that this person has a lot of influence and opportunity,
for example, to harm somebody’s interests, to be vindictive, to hunt somebody down
and harm them, or in the sense of dishonesty — to take away somebody’s property. In
other words: his hand reaches far.*3

(9:28)  °Idi tahti (tahte di) kefo-yo.
“My hand is under a stone”.

This expression describes a state of helplessness and the impossibility to take act. It
can be heard when somebody who sees a certain irregularity cannot do anything about it.

(10:29) °Ido hdo 16 kamsafqgo (nogso).**
“One hand cannot clap”.

A saying calling for unity, solidarity, cooperation; self-explanatory.

(11:30) °Ido k-masgo °ido w at-tarté k-masgt f(p)oto.*s
“One hand washes the other, and both wash the face”.

Similar to the previous saying, it showcases the need to work together, because not
everything can be done on one’s own.

(12:31) °Ido lag matyole".
“No hand can reach him”.

Describes someone who is so agile and quick that he cannot be caught or subjugated,
or when someone has solid support in the form of good connections and therefore can
behave obnoxiously or arrogantly because they feel untouchable — even in the case of
serious wrongdoings not many would dare to demand justice, not to mention an official
trial before the elders or some other established authority. On the other hand, this saying
can also describe a person so exceptionally gifted that nobody can compete with them.

(13:32) Lok boyaz mayé “al *ide".
“He doesn’t pour water on his hands”.

43 There exists also a classical saying in Arabic Al-“Ayn basira wa-I-yad qasira [“The eye sees but the hand
is short™].

4 The saying appears in the collection by Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 16, with an alternative, more adequate
verb: Ngoso. It is also known in Egypt, with the same wording: °Id wdhda ma tsaqqafs [“One hand does not
clap”] (Taymar, Al-Amtal al-‘ammiyya, no. 703, p. 117), and a similar one is found in Libya: H/-°id bila uhtha ma
tsaqqafs [“One hand without her sister does not clap”] (Rugtibi, ‘Verbal Correlatives in Popular Proverbs’, p. 35).

4 This expression is found in the following study: Bulut, Matle turabdinéye, no. 74, p. 51.
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This expression underscores and reassures that somebody hasn’t reached the other
person’s level, doesn’t have the competences or intellectual ability to rival him, face him
or threaten him. One can safely assume the competitor’s attempts and efforts will be futile.

(14:33)  Mahat °idub b-mayé Sahine.
“Put your hand in warm water”.

This expression gives reassurance and hope to somebody who is worried or anxious
about something, or has doubts that their efforts will be fruitful or satisfying.

(15:34)  Masag °iduh méne”.
“Wash somebody off your hands”.

Don’t count on him, he is no good and cannot deliver what you expect.

(16:35)  Safriino bi °ido taw mé “asro ali dawmo. 46
“A sparrow in the hand is better than ten on a tree”.

A saying popular in many cultures in an identical or similar wording. It surely
originates in a land where trees grow, but due to its simplicity and comprehensibility it
has been borrowed and adapted in desert areas, as well.

(17:36)  Tleéle *ido.
“He hid his hand”.

This expression conveys a totally different meaning than the verb would suggest, so
a word-by-word translation would be misleading. This proverb indicates that someone
was able to defend himself or repay a favour. It is used mostly to describe conflict
situations where physical violence is used (including duels), but extends to disputes or
heated intellectual discussions. It implies a positive valuation.

(18:37)  Tré fatihe log mimodi b-"ido hdo. ¥
“You can’t hold two watermelons with one hand”.

This is often used as a reproach to a person before, during or after they try (or want)
to complete two tasks or resolve two matters at once, and as a result cannot do them

46 This saying is quoted by Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 30. It appears in identical form among Egyptian proverbs
(Taymir, Al-Amtal al-“ammiyya, no. 1908, p. 323), and the Libyan equivalent instead of ‘ten’ mentions ‘many’:
cUsfir fi-l-yad wa-la farg tayar (Rugtbi, ‘Verbal Correlatives in Popular Proverbs’, p. 35). In the version quoted
by Lethin, ‘Syriac Proverbs from California’, no. 11, p. 94, the number of birds on the tree is one thousand: Kha
sippra geo ida bush spaile min alpa prakha, similar to the wisdom of Ahiqar (Tronina, Starowieyski, Apokryfy
syryjskie, no. 67, p. 68).

47 Appears in Bulut, Matle turcabdiéye, no. 215, p. 135.



www.czasopisma.pan.pl P N www.journals.pan.pl
X
\ -

THE LINGUISTIC IMAGE OF THE BODY IN THE SURAYT DIALECT... 51

(either or any of them) with due diligence. Because a watermelon is round and rather
large in diameter and weight, it is impossible to hold two of them in one hand.

(19:38)  °U ha dlo mahat °ide" bii geno da-debiire, log madwas.
“Who doesn’t stick his hand in a hornets’ nest doesn’t get stung”.

This proverb applies to two different circumstances:

1) When the speaker wants to warn somebody before taking a course of action the
unpredictable results of which can be harmful for them or the opposite of the intended
outcome;

2) When the speaker comments on a negative result of a thoughtless, irrational move.

3. Qa6 (RT56) (Head)

(1:39)  Aloho k-hoze" *ii garo w k-mahat T komme.*
“God sees the head and adjusts [to it] the hat”.

A truly fatalistic saying. A person repeating it doesn’t want to even attempt to improve
their situation on their own. They believe they should accept their fate, because such is
their destiny according to God’s will.

(2:40) Ao b-qar‘i.
“It ended up on my head”.

The saying is a form of self-pity in the face of injustice received from others. I had
nothing to do with what happened, but was unjustly accused, the only one under suspicion.
I was the only one accused, the only victim.

(3:41)  Holle qaré do-hdode.
“They devoured each other’s heads”.

They got into a sharp, long-term and unresolvable fight without a chance for
compromise. As a result every involved party lost so much that none of them know
who they are anymore.

(4:42) Ko mohe b-qarce’ d-waziro.®®
“Hits the minister’s head”.

The word waziro (‘minister’) is commonly metaphorically used to describe a person
who is handsome, sensible, wise, affluent and with good manners. It describes someone
who has a life of abundance or at least creates such an impression with his lifestyle.

4 The saying is quoted by Bulut, Matle tur‘abdinoye, no. 120, p. 78.
49 1t appears in Ishaq, Amtal min Bazabde, no. 501, p. 119: Ma yaraf raso ‘ala &5 mhaddé.
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(5:43) Ko yomon b-qarce’.
“They swear by his head”.

The person on whose head the oath is sworn is considered by the speaker or speakers
to enjoy moral authority, representing noble values; he is able to take care of the weaker,
relieving tensions and conflicts, issuing fair verdicts; he is trustworthy. These people are
usually parents, grandparents, older siblings and representatives of the family.

(6:44)  Lag nofaq riso a‘me”.
“He cannot match his head”.

He could not keep up with him; his weaker intellectual or financial resources or
physical predispositions will not allow him to compete with him, to keep up with the pace.

(7:45) Lo kod>¢ qarce" cal ayna mhadde-yo.
“He doesn’t know what pillow his head is on”.

This expression concerns a person who is indecisive, in a dilemma, suffering from
instability, lost.

(8:46)  Maclele" qar-t.
“He lifted my head”.

A typical saying by parents or older siblings when a younger family member (son,
daughter, brother, sister, grandson, granddaughter) are successful, get promoted or are
distinguished in their studies or professional or social life.

(9:47)  Magogle" qart.
“He stunned my head” or “He made my head dizzy”.

A saying often used in a situation when somebody — whether asked or not — says far too
much and too loudly,’° speaking senselessly, or when they incessantly demand something.

(10:48) Miele" qar<e’.
“He filled his head”.

A saying that describes the successful indoctrination and brainwashing of a person in
order to make them perform a specific deed, believe in an ideology or accept a worldview.
Such a person is negatively perceived by their family and close friends because they

50 A similar saying is found in the Arabic dialect of Mosul: Amal rasi danbarke [“He made a drum out of my
head”] (Haddad, ‘Al-Atar al-aramiyya’, p. 146).
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present a different attitude or act in a way that is different from the model the family
had assumed and followed.

(11:49)  Mohina resod! 2ebeh.
“We will hit him with our head”.

This is an announcement of the intent to pay somebody a visit. There is in reality
no direct link between a head and a visit, except that when the guests and hosts greet
each other with a hug, their heads touch.>?

(12:50)  Morawle" qarce >3
“Made his head bigger”.

This saying is about a person who has been praised, elevated and ascribed all virtues
to the point that they believe they are better than they are in reality. Based on this
assessment, the praised person has become arrogant, which is negatively perceived by
others. Sometimes: a person’s strengths have been purposefully emphasised to increase
their morale, make them believe in themselves, or in order to prepare them for a task
set by the interlocutor, employer or agitator.

(13:51)  Qarce’ nasifo-yo.
“His head is hard”.

He is stubborn, does not resign, does not accept advice, cannot be persuaded. He
doesn’t want to acknowledge or admit his mistakes, even if he knows he made them.
He doesn’t know the word “sorry”.

(14:52)  Qarce sahan.
“His head heated up”.

He entered a trance-like state during a conversation or action he is involved in. He
is out of control, has been swept up by a wave of enthusiasm, makes senseless promises
or declarations that cannot be fulfilled; he donates sums of money that are inadequate
for the occasion or organizes parties above his stance.

(15:53)  Qatmo “al qaroh.
“Ashes on your head”.

S RIS is the literary form of gar‘o.

52 Interestingly, an identical saying is encountered in the Arabic dialect of Assyrians from Azah (Ishaq, Amtal
min Bazabde, no. 523, p. 122): Rah darab ras fiyon. Based on this and other examples, Y. Said claims that the
Azah Arabic subdialect is simply a translation of Surayt. See his letter in Ishaq, Amtal min Bazabde, p. 218.

53 Another popular version of this saying starts with the noun: Qar“e yarii [“His head grew bigger”].
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This saying describes what is — for the speaker — a short-term state of helplessness.
It is often said by parents to children who e.g. cannot find something that was in plain
sight, when they fail an exam, or when they cannot complete a simple task or they do
it in a way that is inept or inexact. The closest descriptive word would be clumsy.>*

(16:54)  Tahté qarce" rakiho-yo.
“It is soft under his head”.

Describes a person who has an easy, carefree life, and doesn’t think much about
others, having never experienced poverty and its hardships.

(17:55)  Twar *i qar‘o w-16 tawrat i 1ebo.>
“Hurt the head, but don’t break the heart”.

This expression is an exhortation to be sensitive, delicate and understanding towards
every person, regardless of the geographic location. A wound on the head can heal quickly,
but a wound inflicted on the heart may never heal.

(18:56) U ris6 dlo koyi, layto snigiito d-mitasor bi dosmale.>°
“There is no need to bandage a head that does not hurt”.

This is a warning against taking rash actions, the effects of which are difficult to
predict. Since every worry is detrimental to one’s physical and mental health, they have
to be prevented at the source.

4. Lebo (Heart)

(1:57)  Cik lebi *ébalébe’ .5
“My heart got stuck in him/her”.

As a representation of honesty, this metaphor carries a clear meaning: someone or
something caught my eye, I fell in love with them or it. This can be described with the

54 It seems this saying has nothing in common with the Roman Catholic celebration known as “Ash Wednesday”,
where the priest puts ashes on the heads of the faithful to remind them that “they are dust and to dust they will return”
(Gen 3:19). This tradition was established in the 10t century by Pope Urban II and falls 46 days before Easter.

55 Taken from Bulut, Matle tur‘abdindye, no. 16, p. 17. Here we can see that depending on the particular body
part indicated, the same verb can have a different meaning.

6 In Bulut (Matle tur‘abdindye, no. 21, p. 19) this saying appears in a different word order. An identical
proverb is known among Eastern Assyrians: Risha d’la mraya, la asritle b’dismala! (according to the author’s
spelling: Lethin, ‘Syriac Proverbs from California’, pp. 87-101). Bandaging of the head in the case of migraines
is a common practice in folk medicine. Also attested by Segal, ‘Neo-Aramaic Proverbs’, no. 14, p. 256, without
the word dasmale or dismala.

57 Another version: Cik/o b-1eb7 [“Got stuck in my heart”].
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following image: the heart “jumps out” and moves to the beloved person, settling down
in them, or the person has already found a place in one’s heart, to the point that the two
become one, including on a spiritual level.

(2:58) Ko qoyas®® lebi.
“My heart curdles”.

I have doubts, I’'m anxious, I suspect there’s a hidden agenda. I have mixed feelings,
worrying signals. This looks unreal, unclear, in a way disguised, but in no case can I back
away, | have to try regardless of the outcome. This expression of doubt and uncertainty
can be heard from someone who is directly affected, who has a dilemma or comes to
somebody older and more experienced to ask for guidance. An opinion presented in such
way means one can never be fully sure about the honesty or real possibility of fulfilling
a promise, and the task which awaits completion may never get started or finalized.

(3:59)  Latle" 1ebo.>°
“He has no heart”.

He has no will or motivation to start doing something or go somewhere. This could
be due to laziness, and less frequently — to a lack of courage or excess caution.

(4:60)  Lebi fayas meneh.
“My heart grew apart from him”.

For some reason I have become resentful towards him, temporarily loosening my
relations with him, which he may not know but others have noticed.

(5:61) Lebri 1o kuzze.
“My heart is not going”.

I have no appetite, I am not hungry, my stomach doesn’t accept food, I can’t force
myself.5

58 The same verb describes the curdling of milk, when it becomes stratified e.g. as a result of fermentation. In
some folk traditions this effect is described as a product “going bad”. This saying appears in two additional versions:
1) in a similar meaning in past tense: Qis lebr [“My heart curdled”], 2) Lebr ko migas [“My heart is curdling”],
meaning: I’'m not sure they will keep their promise, or may not be willing to fulfill their declaration, e.g. quitting
a bad habit or bad company, finalizing a task. Their attitude and suggestions are not convincing enough for me to
trust them, I have a premonition they will not do it, but will not admit it. A possible etymology and broad use of
this verb in the languages of the region is further described in Tezel, Comparative Etymological Studies, p. 74. It
is worth mentioning that scissors in Arabic are called magass.

59 The proverb is quoted by Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 41.

% In the 1960s, village homes did not have tables. In order to have a meal people would sit down on the floor
around a common platter, from which one would eat with hands or spoons. Forks and knives were neither used
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(6:62)  Lebt mgawls©.
“My heart became cloudy, nauseous”.

In other words, I feel like vomiting. The reason may be an unpleasant view, e.g.
a rotten wound, a creeping worm, a disgusting food which brings unpleasant associations
or contains a hair or a worm. It could also be an artificial noise which makes the body
resonate, such as moving a hard object against a metal surface.

(7:63)  Lebr qayar.
“My heart has gotten cold”.

I no longer have enthusiasm, I have lost the will to do something; can apply to
feelings too.

(8:64)  Lebt yagad a‘le".o!
“My heart burned out over him”.

The verb ydgad means ‘to burn’ (in past tense), but here the meaning is closer to
‘soften’. The expression is about emotions that provoke pity in reaction to somebody’s
story or to seeing somebody in need of solidarity, support or help.

(9:65)  Lébt yarom.%?
“My heart swelled”.

He keeps rambling about the simplest topic to exhaustion, not considering that others
may not be interested at all. When asked for an opinion, suggestion or explanation —
which could be provided in one sentence — he unnecessarily and unexpectedly begins
a long monologue. The person who had asked the question would gladly interrupt, but
not every situation, relationship or company allows for this.

nor needed. When a child would visit their friends who were having a meal, they would be invited to join, but
even when very hungry, the visiting child would almost always refuse, even after two or more offers to join in the
meal. Such an attitude can today be explained by the children prioritizing the decision to maintain the perceived
reputation of their family, so that the hosts do not think their own parents have no resources to feed their children.
This explanation is confirmed by similar behaviour observed in other situations.

61 Another popular version: Lebe" yagad “al rithe [“His heart burned over himself”], meaning he became very
sorry and sad because of not being understood or supported. Also appears in active voice: Mogadle lebi [“He burned
my heart”] or K6 mogad i lébo [“He burns my heart”] — he provokes pity and deep sympathy. This is said by
a sympathizing observer, convinced that the person in question has been or is being mistreated, unappreciated, left
out, excluded or has bad luck, without making any claims or expressing bitterness towards anybody. Righteous
and sensitive people should notice such a person and offer them consolation and support.

62 Also appears in verbal form: Maramle lebt [“He made my heart swell”]. Not every language, including
English, has a transitive form of the verb ‘to swell’.
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(10:66) Lo mgaulat lebuh, dlo hufhat!®
“Don’t make your heart nauseous so that you don’t throw up”!

This saying contains advice not to be picky about something before trying it or not
to believe something is impossible before finding out that one’s resources may be entirely
sufficient. It is a way to convince a person to trust in their abilities and to be more
courageous and self-confident.

(11:67) Lo torat lebe!!
“Do not abandon his heart™!

A piece of advice and simultaneously a request for fulfilling somebody’s (usually
a young family member’s) plea, request or choice, so that they are not disappointed. The
person whose request has been denied is usually resentful, self-pitying, and in extreme
cases, may even feel unwanted.

(12:68)  Makule lebr.
“He caused pain to my heart”.

His state provokes pity and sympathy, his story moves my conscience. Were I able to
alleviate his pain, I wouldn’t hesitate for a moment. When the person’s situation is critical
and they can describe it with well-chosen, adequate words, it is often said: Ko mabhe®
ak-kéfe or Ko markah ak-kefe [“He can make even stones weep / softens them™].65

(13:69)  Matnahle lébr.
“He brought relief to my heart”.

In other words: he got even with somebody for a wrongdoing or failure the other
person was the reason for, or: he skilfully defended himself against accusations, defused
the charges, answered the questions exhaustively, addressed all doubts and presented the
issue in a way which impressed me a lot. The same meaning is expressed by the proverb:
Fayah lebi acle’ [“For what had happened to him, my heart was relieved”].

(14:70) Ot (or bit) lebi.%
“My heart tore apart, broke”.

This expression is heard when someone gets very scared about something or
unexpectedly finds out about something that provokes a strong reaction. It can be used

9 This is found in Bulut, Matle tur‘abdindye, no. 46, p. 33.

%4 Mabhe, the transitive form of the verb ‘to cry’, means ‘to make someone cry’.

95 Certain peoples of the Middle East hire a professional wailer for the funeral of a dead relative, in order to
soften the hearts of those present and make everybody join in the grief.

66 Can appear in the past tense: Qto¢le lebt [“Tore my heart apart”].
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when an eye-catching yet made-up story with a great emotional load is disseminated
as a joke, e.g. on the 1t of April. In any case, the result is short-lived and temporary.

(15:71)  Twir lébi.
“My heart broken”.

I no longer feel like doing something, I have lost my enthusiasm or have been
slightly disappointed. When used with the active form of the verb: twarle, it can also
mean reprimanding somebody, persuading them to the point where they have to give up
or no longer feel like proceeding.

(16:72)  Talyo had lebe" w sowo niiré b-cebe’.57
“A child [acts] as his heart [dictates], and the old man has fire inside”.

The saying differentiates between the innocent, natural, authentic actions of a child,
unburdened with bad intentions, and the actions of some adults in specific and clear
situations, which may arise from ambiguous, hidden intentions.

(17:73)  Yalaffe" cal-lébe".
“He learned it by heart”.

In other words: he learned something (schoolwork, manners, other knowledge)
perfectly, memorizing it.

5. Lisono (also Leésono) (Tongue)

(1:74)  Bii léSono basimo g-mafgat kurfo mii nagwayda.%®
“With a gentle tongue you’ll get the snake out of its hole”.

In Tair °Abdin, especially its southern, flat part, in the summer season one can encounter
smaller and larger snakes. Unlike other wild animals no attempt has been noted to
domesticate them, therefore there exists a traditionally perceived mutual hostility towards
them. If even such an animal can be won over with a soft voice, how much easier must
it be with another human!

(2:75)  Bii lesono halyo g-masalhat ag-gilé d-hawroh.
“With a sweet tongue you’ll undress your companion”.

67 Appears in Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 21.

% An identical saying is noted by Lethin, ‘Syriac Proverbs from California’, no. 25, p. 98: Leshana khulya
up khowe ke palitle min geo buzzeh. It appears in Bulut, Matle tur‘abdinoye, no. 64, p. 44 in a slightly different
word order.
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By speaking calmly, in a soft voice, with convincing arguments and examples, you
may not outsmart somebody, but you may still convince them to make far-reaching
concessions, almost hypnotising them to the point they will not refuse to give you even
the clothes off their back.

(3:76)  Bii léSono halyo g-mablat it sahyo lam-maye rabe wag-madoratle sahyo.®
“With a sweet tongue you will lead the thirsty to the great water and bring him
thirsty”.

This proverb expresses an exceptional creativity, similar to the previous one, and
acknowledges the need for self-control, calmness and self-restraint, while showing the
superiority and efficiency of speaking in a rational, delicate way.

(4:77)  God mahatnoé léesonoh b-tizoh!
“I will stick your tongue up your arse”!

The saying expresses a threat of retaliation for nasty and hurtful words, which one
considers untrue, and which do not show good manners and/or leave no room for dialogue.

(5:78)  Kale! <al rise d-lisoni.
“It’s on the tip of my tongue”.

The speaker cannot remember or isn’t sure whether the detail they want to give is
accurate. This often concerns names.

(6:79)  Kit méde tahte liSone" (or tahte d-lisone").””
“There is something under his tongue”.

The listener feels that his interlocutor does not want to reveal something, at least not
right now and in this company. They know something, but for some reason do not feel
like speaking up or explaining. The saying does not imply that this is a definite secret;
in other circumstances something further may be revealed.

(7:80)  Lésone" halyo-yo.
“His tongue is sweet”.

This proverb describes a person who talks in a calm, delicate, pleasant voice, and
expresses themselves logically, showing respect for their listeners. Even when not saying
the truth, they are pleasant to listen to.

% 1In a version known among the Jews of Zakho, the tongue is not present, and instead of a “great water”
a spring is mentioned: gezil I-‘éna, ‘eéna kkéta (Sabar, ‘Multilingual Proverbs’, no. 46).
70 Quoted by Bulut, Matle tur“abdinéye, no. 232, p. 146, but with an inadequate attempt to explain the meaning.
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(8:81)  Lésone" yagad bii halwo, npahle" ba-d-dawge.
“His tongue was burned by milk, he blew on the buttermilk”.

This saying is used metaphorically in at least two types of conflict situations:

— the person who has been hurt, but cannot settle scores with a wrongdoer spills
their anger on others who are not involved,;

— when rash and thoughtless actions bring negative consequences, and one attempts
unsuccessfully to contain or remediate the damage.

(9:82)  Lésone! yartho-yo."!
“His tongue is long”.

This expression describes a person who does not choose their words carefully, saying
whatever comes to their mind in a critical, uncontrollable, snarky, hurtful way that harms
others (present or not). If not stopped, this person can provoke conflict.

(10:83)  Nafag mené b-lisoni.”?
“Hair has grown on my tongue”.

This saying expresses a degree of resentment, exasperation and pessimism. The speaker
complains that his advice and warnings have been completely ignored. It is also a way to
indirectly criticise or reprimand the person to whom this advice or warning had been directed.

(11:84)  Matab rithoh w-16 mataocbat lisonoh.
“Better force more effort on yourself than on your tongue”.

This saying also expresses resentment, and to some extent also sympathy; that asking
someone or trying to persuade them to get to work have been unsuccessful. Even when
the person in question agrees to complete the task, they may not be up to it or do it
ineptly or inefficiently. Therefore, it is better to complete the task by oneself; this saying
usually applies to one’s own adult children.

(12:85)  °U barnoso ko mitasor b-lisone”.
“A man binds himself with his tongue”.

This saying emphasises that one is obliged to keep one’s word and fulfil one’s
promises.”?

71 Another, equally common formulation is: K6 morah lisone’ [“He elongates his tongue™], meaning that he
allows himself too much, and the imperative: Lo marhat lisonoh! [“Don’t elongate your tongue™!], spoken in anger.

2 Quoted in Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 22.

73 A more firm and clear saying is found in faraway Libya: lT a‘ta kalomto”, a‘ta ragabto" [“Who gave his
word, gave his head”] (Rugibi, ‘Verbal Correlatives in Popular Proverbs’, p. 39). The geographical proximity

between Libya and Egypt results in the two countries sharing a number of similar-sounding proverbs.
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6. Tizo (Buttocks)”

(1:86)  Boqiino log oré b-tize".’
“Even a bogino will not fit in his butt”.

Bogiino is the name of the middle part of an onion, characterised by overgrown
parenchyma. In the past, villagers would not cut an onion with a knife, but hit it with
their fist or cover with a towel and hit with their heel. The bogiiné would fall out and
be caught by kids. It has a delicate taste and is pleasantly soft.

The saying describes a person who gets angry for no reason, is intolerant, or does
not accept arguments, criticism or advice.

(2:87)  Cik (kito) Saswoné b-tizeh.
“He has ants in his butt”.

This proverb describes a young, restless person, who moves too fast, almost running,
and noisily makes rash gestures, who shouts and cannot calm down.

(3:88)  Cir tizeh.
“His buttocks tore apart”.

An expression said exclusively by a man and about another man who, in spite of
working hard and persistently, still cannot fulfil his current needs.

(4:89)  Nafoq b-tizo nasifo.
“He got away with a dry ass”.

He got out of trouble unscathed, successfully passed the test, overcame difficulties,
avoided someone’s scheming and the snares they set, who did not bring shame to his
relatives and did not get into trouble with those who witnessed his speeches, performances,
and confrontations.

(5:90)  Tahte tize" Sahinoyo-yo.
“It is warm under his buttocks”.

His life is carefree, comfortable, he is wealthy and can afford anything. The main
criterion for such an assessment is that he doesn’t sleep on the ground or on thin felt,
but on a thick woollen mattress, and maybe even a bed.

74 The work of Sacid al-Ka°bi should be considered a bold undertaking. He collected 140 Iraqi Arabic proverbs
related to private parts of the body and published at his own expence in London (2010) under the title: Al-Amtal
al-maksifa.

75 Appears in Bulut, Matle turcabdiéye, no 169, p. 105.
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(6:91)  Tahte tize" taryo-yo.
“It is wet under his buttocks”.

The saying describes a person whose words suggest that they don’t want to admit
something, are hiding something, or aren’t telling the truth. Even if aware that others
know who is guilty, this person has a reason — to protect their friend or direct suspicion
away from themselves — to lie, manipulate, and mislead others so that they do not
discover the truth.

(7:92)  Tre tize" b-sarwaolo ha.
“Two butts in one underpants”.

This expression describes two people who are not only friends, but want to become
similar to each other in every aspect, by having — or trying to have, or pretending to
have — similar tastes, identical opinions, speaking with one voice, supporting each other
and backing each other regardless of circumstances.
(8:93) °U ha d-azzé lii saydo da-n-niiné, tize" gad tore.’
“We who goes fishing will get his buttocks wet”.

Fishing in the rivers of the region, when water was flowing in them, was a common
pastime. However, the proverb is not as much about fishing, as about the risk and
consequences related to any action or decision, which have to be considered and accepted.

(9:94)  °U Sarwolawe li tizawoé k-malaq.
“That underpant fit that buttock”.

This saying can be heard when the similarly negative behaviours or attitudes
are compared of two people, one of whom is already known for their objectionable
reputation, and the other is (almost surprisingly) now also starting to behave dishonestly
and dishonourably. In another context, it can be a positive assessment of a right and just
measure of punishment, one adequate to the deed.

(10:95) °U tiz6 d-howewayle" meho, 16 mearatwa.
“If the butt had a brain, it would not have farted”.””

76 Quoted in identical wording by Segal, ‘Neo-Aramaic Proverbs’, no. 47, p. 260.

77 English does not clearly distinguish between paswito (passing gas without a sound, verbal form: mpaseéle)
and “arfito (passing gas with a sound, verbal form: m<aratle), although for this particular function of the digestive
system many different words can be used. Interestingly, the Ttr ¢Abdin description of somebody with the participle
mcartono means this person is not treated seriously at all. There are many sayings about the most intimate body
parts among the Jews of Al-Q0S, such as (according to the author’s spelling): sugle tere, mpille basir *ére [“He left
the saddle to follow his penis”], sumox bxazitta, ‘aya lak xazitta [*“You’ll see your own anus before you’ll see
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A rather peculiar comparison between a person who cannot keep a secret, who speaks
off the cuff about sensitive and potentially harmful topics, and is described as thoughtless,
i.e., like a butt that shamelessly passes gas.”®

7. Gawo™ (Belly, Stomach)

(1:96)  Gawe" ko koyi.80
“His belly hurts”.

In other words: he is jealous, feels neglected, unnoticed, and this shows when
somebody else (present or not, usually of a similar age) is praised, but this person is
overlooked — intentionally or not. The symptoms of this reaction are: making oneself
appear smaller, looking away, expressing in one’s looks a hidden sadness or resentment,
a feeling of unworthiness, and sometimes outright rebellion. A child is most devastated
when hearing: Tommamé al gar‘oh®' [“Shame be on your head”] or Qatmé “al qar‘oh
[“Ashes on your head”].¥? In no case is this saying related to physical pain.

It is nothing new that conflicts arise between siblings, for example, when one of
them is favoured (regardless of gender) by their parents or grandparents for their looks,
resourcefulness, courage, articulateness, good posture, good grades, or diligence with
chores. In such cases, the other child (or other children) feels underrated; compare the
Biblical example of Joseph.

(2:97)  Gawe" mati sé nhire".
“His belly reached his nose”.

He is obese, with a plump belly (the most common symptom of male obesity!),
almost reaching his nose. The saying implies slight criticism, but also acknowledges that
one lives in comfortable prosperity.

that thing”], risi tamma‘kar dar qini miflis [“The beard of a greedy man is in the arse of the bankrupt man”],
hammam b ‘urtyasa lak saxin [“You don’t heat up your bath with a fart”] (Sabar, ‘Multilingual Proverbs’, no. 129,
126, 110, 58). In other versions, also encountered in the Arabic dialect of Azah, instead of a bath an omelette is
mentioned.

78 Proverbs no. 4, 5, 7, 8 and 9 appear in Bulut, Matle tur‘abdindye, under numbers 167, 166, 68, 72, 102,
p. 104, 104, 46, 49, 67.

7 Eastern Assyrian uses gaw to mean “inside” — so thus the word gawa is commonly used to describe “innards”.
It is probably the source of the Arabic dialectal: guwwa.

80 Appears also in a verbal version: K6 makii gawe" [“He hurts his belly”].

81 According to Robert Payne Smith, 4 Compendious Syriac Dictionary, founded upon the Thesaurus Syriacus,
ed. J. Payne Smith, Winona Lake, Indiana 1998, p. 176, the base of the word tammame is the verb tma — to bring
shame. This is probably the source of the Arabic literary: fama in a slightly modified meaning of ‘catastrophe’,
‘misfortune’, ‘Doomsday’ (as a noun) and ‘sly’ (as an adjective). The word gar6 — as stated above — means head.

82 See no. (15:53) above.
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(3:98)  Kuzze gawe’.
“His belly goes”.

In other words: he has diarrhoea.

(4:99) Lok tore habro b-gawe".
“He doesn’t leave a word in his belly”.

He cannot keep a secret. Even when not asked, he expresses himself on a subject,
providing details which can harm him or his family. One has to be careful around him,
not trust him.

(5:100)  Rohimé d-gawe'-yo.
“He is an admirer of his own belly”.

He goes to great lengths to please himself with food. Even though it isn’t necessarily
at other people’s expense, in their eyes he is seen as unsophisticated, lacking self-restraint
and sympathy, possibly also being greedy or egoistic.

(6:101)  °U gawé d-sowac, °i caynd g-minakfo.
“When the belly is full, the eye is ashamed”.

The meaning is clear, though — fortunately — this shameful practice is not employed
or effective in every case and everywhere, especially not in self-respecting countries and
civilised societies. The proverb says that if you invite somebody, e.g. for a good lunch,
they will not refuse your request. This is commonly known as corruption.’

(7:102)  °U gawé sawa”, élo °1 ayno hés kafonto-yo.8
“The belly is full, but the eye is still hungry”.

This describes a case when the food looks so pleasant, appetizing, and tempting that
even a sated person would not refuse to take a bite or would not stop eating.

83 The lack of respect for such a person in others’ eyes is attested by the Egyptian saying: Mon kanat hommato"
batno", gimto" ma harag monha [“He whose concern is in his belly has no other value”] (Taymiir, A4l-Amtal
al-¢ammiyya, no. 2871, p. 478).

84 Such a habit has been forced by unpunished civil servants, e.g. in Syria, preying on citizens; even nowadays
they will not fulfil the simplest request without “bakshish”. Unfortunately, this has almost become a rule. A similar
saying is found in Egypt and most likely beyond: Ttom al-famm, tastoht al-én (Taymiir, Al-Amtal al-‘ammiyya,
no. 151, p. 27). Surprisingly, a closer similarity to the example from Tar *Abdin is found in Libya: d€am al-bténa,
tastahi al-“wena [“Feed the belly and the eye will feel ashamed”] (Rugiibi, ‘Verbal Correlatives in Popular Proverbs’,
p. 28).

85 An identical saying is found in Libya: Jl-“én giane” wa-I-baton Sab‘ane" [“The eye is hungry and the belly
is full”] (Rugtbi, ‘Verbal Correlatives in Popular Proverbs’, p. 28).
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(8:103)  °U lahmé da-h-hété kobacle" gawo mé fiilad.
“Bread made of wheat requires a stomach made of steel”.

Wheat bread is a measure of social or material status. Regardless of one’s wealth,
a noble man is one who has unchanging feelings towards his relatives, friends, and
acquaintances, and is constantly dedicated to the community. Replacing barley bread
— commonly associated with poverty — with wheat bread should not influence one’s
personality and attitude. The saying also reveals a degree of resentment towards those
whose mentality is subject to change depending on their material wealth or position.3¢

(9:104)  °U muklo latyo didi, ma i gawo-ste¥” latyo didi!
“The food is not mine, but is the belly equally not mine”!

This expression is used by a guest to justify himself when — even though he is not
hungry or claims he has already eaten (which may not be true) — the host persuades him
to continue eating, which is the duty of any self-respecting host.38

8. Raglo (Leg, Foot)

(1:105)  Azze' bayna-r-ragle (or) gma-r-ragle.
“He went among the legs”.

In other words: he got lost in the crowd, disappeared, was not noticed by the
participants of an assembly, but also his effort, work and statements were in vain. It
was not his fault that what he sowed did not sprout, or — intentionally or unintentionally
— the sprouts were trampled.

(2:106)  Frasle’ ragle" zod me qumge".®
“Stretched his leg further than his height”.

He miscalculated his strength. In attempting to accomplish a task, he exceeded his
capabilities. He did not manage to finish what he began, he succumbed to failure.

(3:107) Lo mhalgat ragloh rahiigo dlo mitarplat.”®
“Do not throw your leg too far so you do not fall down”.

86 Already published in Abdalla, Kultura zywienia, pp. 131-132.

87 A possible etymology of the suffix -ste, see Tezel, Comparative Etymological Studies, p. 250.

88 The essence of proverbs #88 and #89 can be found in the Mosul saying: Ba-I-tomm hléhal w ba-I-baton ‘azd
[“Hallelujah on the lips, grief in the stomach”] (Haddad, ‘Al-Atar al-aramiyya’, p. 135).

89 This proverb is also attested by Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 20.

9 The proverb is quoted by Bulut, Matle tur‘abdindye, no. 121, p. 78.
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In our everyday activities each of us has their own limits and not everyone can
summon as much willpower, ambition, determination and strength as is required for
accomplishing a task they had never dealt with before. For some people, this can be
risky and result in defeat, which is what this saying warns against.

(4:108)  Mheéle" *ii nargd® b-ragleh d-rithe”.
“He hit his leg with the axe”.

He made a bad choice: did not react immediately to the first indicators of a crooked
game, of unacceptable behaviour or life choices by a family member. His losses and
failures are his own fault. This is an equivalent of scoring an “own goal” in sports.

(5:109)  Ragle" b-heno-yo.
“His leg is covered with henna”.

He is very delicate and so careful that it makes him heavy. He takes care of his
feet like a woman takes care of her hair, which she covers with henna to strengthen
and beautify it.

(6:110)  Ragle" yaqurto-yo.*?
“His leg is heavy”.

He is not willing to pay visits to anyone at all or to someone specific. Such is his
nature, and when he is encouraged to visit somebody or go somewhere he can be seen
hesitating, being indecisive. Even if he can be convinced, he does it without enthusiasm
Or eagerness.

(7:111)  Raglo “al raglo.
“Foot on foot”.

The saying emphasizes that someone is doing well, there is nothing to worry about,
he lives comfortably.”?

' In a brochure by Fehmi Bargello, Bét-Nahrin — dargusto d-mardiito [Mesopotamia — the Cradle of Culture],
Jonkoping 2003, p. 31, the tool closest to nargo is an axe. The illustration in the brochure shows that on both
sides of the handle the blade has the same length, but one end is sharp, while the other is blunt.

92 There exists also a saying with the opposite meaning: Ragle” hayafio-yo [“His leg is light”].

93 Placing one leg on top of the other in the presence of people you do not know may be perceived as indicating
a lack of respect for them.
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9. Femé (Mouth)

(1:112)  D-howe femoh malyo rigé, lo rayqat gmii nuhroyo.
“Even if your mouth is full of saliva, do not spit in front of strangers”.

Even if your head is full of thoughts and you can’t hold yourself back, it is paramount
that you think before you speak, especially in the presence of strangers or people one
doesn’t know well. It is most important to not reveal secrets which can harm oneself,
one’s closest relatives or others, or bring shame on somebody.’*

(2:113)  Habro bii femo-yo.
“It’s just a word in the mouth”.

We (you) cannot believe what is said hastily and uncritically. Whoever said this does
not believe it himself. It is not real. So it is unwise to take it seriously. We (you) have
to be careful.

(3:114)  Fayas feme" fiiho.
“His mouth was opened”.

Somebody was amazed by something or saw something which impressed him greatly.

(4:115)  Meé femoh I->adne” da-loho.
“From your mouth to God’s ear”.

A form of wish that one’s prayers be heard and answered.

(5:116)  °U fako d-feme" latyo dide .9
“The bite in his mouth is not his”.

The person described by this proverb is unusually welcoming and so generous that
they are ready to give everything they own to those in need, including the food which
is already in their mouth.

94 Warnings against abusive speech are frequent in wisdom literature; among the sayings of Ahigar we encounter:
“Watch over your mouth so it does not harm you”, “The mouth’s trap is more dangerous than an ambush in war”
(Tronina, Starowieyski, Apokryfy syryjskie, no. 14b, p. 26, no. 16, p. 27). In some Arab countries there exist various
ways of “opinion polling”. An almost 100-year-old man was asked by a stranger when leaving church after Mass
(Qamasli, 1961): “Which times are better — now or when you were young?” In 1958-1961 Syria and Egypt were
officially one country under the name of the United Arab Republic. Seeing through the intentions of the inquirer
the old man answered: “Definitely now. Our women no longer have to make noodles at home — they can buy
them in a shop!”.

95 Appears in Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 15. A Mosul proverb with the opposite meaning is: Yantas al-lagme
ma-I-tamm [“To grab a bite from the mouth”] (Haddad, ‘Al-Atar al-aramiyya’, p. 164).
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(6:117) U fako mati li femao.
“The bite has reached the mouth”.

This usually describes critical situations when one faces a dilemma. The work is
almost done, but can it be completed? The hardships of raising a child or nurturing
a crop will soon bring expected results, but will I be able to enjoy them? This is an
eternal problem inscribed in the life of an Assyrian. The conditions in the Middle East
too often force people to suddenly abandon their home, leaving behind the achievements
of their ancestors: real estate, vineyards, even food reserves.

10. Foto (also Poto) (Face)

(1:118)  B-foto hlaqto w hdo dlo hlogo.
“One side of the face shaved, the other unshaved”.

This saying is about urging someone to come immediately to an important family
occasion. The person in question is supposed to leave before he even finishes shaving his face.

(2:119)  Fote" had tlamto d-lahmao-yo.
“His face is like a loaf of bread”.

This saying describes the physical appearance of someone plump, living in abundance
and good health, who is successful in life. His face is so round that it looks like
a magnificent loaf of village bread.”

(3:120)  Fote" masagto-yo ba mazrigayde .’
“His face is washed with his urine”.

He has no shame, is uncultured, untrustworthy, has no conscience, does not respect
elders and those worthy of esteem. His behaviour and attitude towards others are defiant,
ostentatious, do not fit within social norms; they are unacceptable, but he does not care
about it.

Though there exists a wide range of various customs accepted widely on a global
scale, the criteria for assessing one’s degree of conformity in following them are often
subjective, just like reactions to inappropriate or socially harmful incidents or habits. It

9% Traditional Middle Eastern bread comes in the shape of round flat cakes, which is mirrored in a Mosul saying
that relates to the round shape not only of a bread loaf, but also of a Communion host: Wacco" matal-al-barsiine
[“His face like a Communion host”] (Haddad, ‘Al-Atar alarimiyya’, p. 162).

97 1In the original version instead of mazriigé [‘urine’] there was probably the word riige [spit’], which is more
logical — this version is found in Bulut, Matle tur‘abdindye, no. 198, p. 123. A corresponding saying from Mosul
is: Wacco" bab hammam [“His face is like a bathroom door”] (Haddad, ‘Al-Atar alaramiyya’, p. 161).
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has to be assumed, however, that in each case the reaction reveals one’s attitude, being
a measure of knowledge and tolerance.

(4:121)  Kito lahmo ‘al fote".
“There is bread on his face”.

Describes a person whose sudden appearance or mere physical presence brings success
in a specific situation or endeavour. It mostly refers to a new-born child, if their arrival
into the world coincided with an improvement in the quality of life of the family or
a notable professional, educational, or other success for one of the family members.
A person so described is perceived as being unusually good-looking, regardless of their
gender. This expression can also describe a fiancé or fiancée, groom or bride, when
one or both families see an improvement in their life conditions during the period of
engagement or after the marriage.

(5:122) Ko makam fote".
“Makes his face black”.

The person in question lies, does not tell the truth, pretends not to know, not to
have heard or seen.

(6:123) Ko mohe! °ii habro bi fo16.98
“He hits the word right in the face”.

He speaks directly, bluntly, manoeuvring and flattering. He points out the mistakes of
others loudly and not very gently, reminding them of their earlier statements, declarations,
or attitudes.

11. Garmo (Bone)

(1:124)  Ag-garmé didan-né w i basro eluh-yo.
“The bones are ours, and the meat belongs to you”.

This saying was heard in villages where the locals employed a teacher who would
help their children learn to read and write. It was said that the teacher travelled around the
villages in the night to see whether the children were working on their lessons in the dim
light of petroleum lamps. Parents were so concerned with their children’s education that they
allowed teachers to take over disciplining their children by repeating the above sentence.”

9 In the Azdh version, it is given by Ishaq, Amtal min Bazabde, no. 737, p. 165: Yadrab kalmatii fi wacc rafiqil.
9 A similar meaning is hidden in a harsh Egyptian saying, but the acting party here is the parents, not the
teacher: Idrab ibnak w-ehsen adabo, ma ymiit illa lamma yafrag agalo" [“Beat your son and straighten his
behaviour, for he will not die before his time is due”] (Taymur, Al-Amtal al-‘ammiyya, no. 143, p. 26). Ahiqar
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(2:125)  K-yoti w masat lag-garmeé di lasayde”.
“He sits and listens to the bones of his body”.

This proverb suggests that in the environment where it was created people believed
bones were a bodily mean for the memory storage, where all the information about the
events of a lifetime would be written. A person so described carries a heavy load of
rather sad memories and experiences, which evoke reflection, sympathy, and respect.

(3:126)  Mofaqgle" garmo mé cayneh.'00
“He took out a bone from his eye”.

He tired someone with his incessant talking to the point of the listener giving up;
he pressed so doggedly that the interlocutor yielded to his demands, not because of his
arguments, but simply to get rid of him.

(4:127)  Nafal ritho ba-g-garmaydé”.
“A soul (=life) entered his bones”.

The word rizho is a synonym for life, as attested by the popular sayings: Layto ritho
oebe! [“There’s no sign of life in him” and “He is exceptionally lazy”], °I ritho nafiqo
méne’ [“Life left him”]. This particular saying means that life returned to him, e.g. when
he warmed up after suffering from hypothermia.

(5:128)  °U garmayde" “wigo-yo.
“His bone is crooked”.

It is a negative assessment of a person who out of stubbornness does not act in
accordance with accepted moral norms or arrangements.

(6:129)  °U $alfo mati lii garmo.'0!
“The knife reached the bone”.

Can be used in two situations:

— to ascertain the painful reality that the situation is serious and immediate action
is necessary;

— someone has crossed the line and has to be stopped without further delay.

is quoted as saying: “My son, do not spare your son from beatings, for they are to a boy what fertilizer is to
a garden” (Tronina, Starowieyski, Apokryfy syryjskie, no. 22, p. 40).

100 Appears in Bulut, Matle turabdinéye, no. 217, p. 136.

101 Also in Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 30.
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12. Qdolo""? (Neck)

(1:130)  Htitr b-qdoloh.'%
“My sins on your neck”.

The sentence represents strong advice and a strong request to do or avoid something.
It sounds gentle and betrays trust between the interlocutors, with a large dose of hope,
bordering on the conviction that this will be done.

(2:131)  °I ryaqto casyo b-qdole".
“Spit got stuck in his throat”.

He was reprimanded and could say nothing in his defence, being buried under endless
arguments to the point where he lost the dispute and had nothing to say. In a different
context: a peacefully disposed, reserved, level-headed person is verbally attacked or
threatened (justly, even if for an unimportant reason, a one-time incident, an unintentional
or accidental action, or unjustly — but in both cases inadequately) by someone who is
pushy, foul-mouthed, harsh and known for aggressiveness — and prefers to remain silent.
The proverb is used with a hint of sympathy towards them and resentment or disapproval
towards the assailant.

(3:132)  Mahtole" b-qdolL.
“He placed it in my neck”.

This cliché describes a situation where the blame is placed on someone who is not
guilty.

(4:133)  Mansafle" qdole".
“He dried somebody’s neck”.

The expression has a similar meaning to the one above. In a discussion one participant
used arguments and conclusions to the point where he silenced his opponent, who had
nothing more to say and finally gave up. It is also used when someone reprimands
another person for an inappropriate deed, incident or behaviour that does not conform
to established social norms.

102 Dye to people’s limited knowledge of human anatomy the word gdolo also describes the esophagus.
103 1t is quoted by Ishaq, Amtal min Bazabde, no. 505, p. 119, in a slightly different, milder sense for an
unspecified person: 2al-hatiyyé fi ragbat flan.
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(5:134)  Qdole" 16 kuzzeh qum gargar.\%*
“Even a gargar can jump over his neck”.

This describes the physical appearance of an overweight person, with a neck so thick
and muscular that even the gargar blade cannot injure or penetrate it.

(6:135)  Trowé (= Tro howe) qdoloh hdi gamlo w gawuh hdii tawro.'%3
“May your neck be like a camel’s, and your belly like a bull’s”.

The quality of being corpulent used to be (and maybe still is?) a sign of a life of
abundance. In addition, pale skin differentiated those who led a sedentary lifestyle (literate
civil servants) from workers or peasants who spent most of the time outside, under the
sun and were usually illiterate. This proverb advises one to pursue the career of a civil
servant, which can be achieved through education, which requires working on one’s
abilities in the shade. In some situations this saying can express a call to be physically
strong, or to resist or not give up.

13. Adma (Blood)

(1:136)  Laytebe" admao.'00
“There is no blood in him”.

There is no reaction from him or no activity whatsoever in response to words, stimuli,
or signals. A person thus described displays a passive attitude in almost any situation,
so that nobody would even ask their opinion.

(2:137) U admayde" hayifo-yo.197
“His blood is light”.

This saying distinguishes a person who is naturally calm and does not create an
atmosphere of conflict, is socially apt and not so much agile as they are tactful, cultured,
understanding and unobtrusive; a person who does not impose themself on others, who
is likable.

104 Garg“ar, or a cutter-thresher, has been known in the Middle East since ancient times and was called a tribulum
by the Romans. In the 1960s in north-east Syria there were specialized workshops producing gargar. The tool is
equipped with two wooden rollers, fitted out with big and sharp blades (nargé): some parallel to the long axis of
the cylinder, others perpendicular. A description of an identical tool, with the same name and function, is found
in Bar Bahldl (Rubens Duval, Hassano Bar Bahlul Lexicon Syriacum, Amsterdam 1970, vol. II, pp. 514-515).
The inhabitants of Tir *Abdin probably knew other methods for threshing; in a brochure with illustrations and the
names of agricultural tools by Bargello, Bét-Nahrin, gargar does not appear.

105 The saying is also quoted by Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 21.

106 Appears in ibidem, p. 34.

107 Mentioned by Asmar, ibidem, p. 32.
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(3:138)  °U admayde" mayiré-yo.1%8
“His blood is bitter”.

The saying describes a person whose facial features, especially their eyes and nose,
and sometimes also their voice or gestures, provoke an unjustified subjective aversion,
leading one to turn away from them or avoid direct contact. Such an opinion is often
heard in the street based on the superficial observations of passers-by.

(4:139)  °U admayde" sahino-yo.1%
‘His blood is hot’.

He gets angry too quickly, without justification, and he reacts or makes decisions
too quickly without thinking them through, proceeding to action impulsively, without
calculating, which he often later regrets. Does not listen to reason, harming not only
himself, but also others.

(5:140)  °U admo lok-kowe maye.\1?
“Blood does not turn into water”.

This saying underscores the importance and irreplaceability of the bonds of blood,
acknowledging the duties one has towards one’s relatives and the trust one can place in
them. One does not choose one’s family.

14. Galdé (Skin)

(1:141)  Galde" ko hoyak.
“His skin itches”.

108 Also encountered in the opposite meaning: °U admayde" halys-yé [“His blood is sweet”].

109 The second part of the saying is included in Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 41. There exists an opposite version:
°U admayde” qayiro-yo [“His blood is cold”], meaning he is lazy, slow, excessively sluggish and inert.

110" A shortened version appears among the Jews of Zakho: Dumma I-dumma grasix (Sabar, ‘Multilingual Proverbs’,
no. 4; the author’s explanation: The blood of relatives who had not known each other boils when they meet). A more
expanded version appears among Egyptian proverbs: *II-difi ma yatla“s min al-lahm wa-I-damm ma yabqas mayya
[“The fingernail does not abandon the flesh, and blood will not become water”] (Taymir, Al-Amtal al-ammiyya,
no. 1768, p. 300), <Umri-d-damm ma yibga mayya [“Blood never turns into water”] (no. 1950, p. 330), Ma yahmoal
hammak, illa-I-It min dammak [“Your worries are only shared by a relative”] (no. 2672, p. 446). A reassuring
meaning is found in another Egyptian proverb: Sikkinat al-ahl mtallima [“A relative’s knife is blunt”] (no. 1606,
p. 272). In this context it is appropriate to mention that both ancient Assyrian-Egyptian and Christian-era Antioch-
Alexandrian relations, including linguistic borrowings, are thousands of years old. For more details on Antioch-
Alexandrian relations, including Syriac borrowings in Egypt, see M. Abdalla, M. Rucki, ‘To South-East of Rome:
Relations between the Syriac and Coptic Churches’, Zeitschrift der Deutschen Morgenlindischen Gesellschaft,
172/2 (2022), pp. 347-372.
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The saying describes a person who:

— is provocative, who does not accept agreements, does not want to compromise in
situations which could potentially lead to violence; it can also refer to a child who
does not want to calm down, who stubbornly and relentlessly demands something
from parents that they are unable to provide;

— a feisty, confrontational person who will not leave others alone. Bystanders may
attempt to persuade them that their attempts will nead nowhere.

It corresponds to the proverb #10 above: Aynoté samiqi [“His eyes reddened”].

(2:142)  Hawi galdo w garmao.
“He became skin and bone”.

In other words: he lost weight due to illness, nostalgia, platonic love,!! hard work
or malnutrition. His looks inspire sympathy and concern.

(3:143)  Nafaq mé galde’ 112
“He went out of his skin”.

He became very angry, to an uncontrollable degree.

(4:144)  °U galdayde" hlimé-yo.'3
“His skin is thick”.

This proverb does not require further explanation.

(5:145)  °U ha dlo hoyak u galdayde" b-"idé d-rithe, lebe" lag foyah.
“Who does not scratch his skin with his own hand, will not be satisfied”.

This proverb showcases a common principle that just as an itchy place is only known
to the person whose skin is itching, his needs and problems are known to nobody better
than to himself. Hence it is best if one looks for a solution on one’s own to the best of
one’s abilities, without engaging others.

11 In the life of the Assyrian doctor Gabriel Bahtisoc (died 828) such an episode was mentioned: a young man
was brought to him who suffered from insomnia and a lack of appetite, and who was constantly losing weight.
Not seeing any physical illnesses, the doctor told him to list the names of the girls he knew, while measuring
his pulse. At the mention of one of the names, his heart rate suddenly shot up; the doctor advised the parents
to ask for this girl’s hand for their son. See M. Abdalla ‘Assyrian Loyalty and Devotion to Medical Profession:
Three Centuries of Bahtiso®s Family Service to Mankind’, Journal of Assyrian Academic Studies 16/2 (2002),
pp.- 5-29.

112 Appears in Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 62.

113 Tbidem, p. 37.
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15. Haso (Back)

(1:146)  °I naqla dlé6 mqafat sowo do-mSaurat *ébe", snad hasuh [-Siro!'4
“When you can’t find an old man to consult, lean your back against a wall”!

This saying is directed at those who seek advice and support that is most easily
obtained from those with great life experience. In the Middle East those are primarily
elders, who are respected in society. Very often the oldest person in the family is called
“the pillar of the household”. They are perceived as good advisors in any situation
which requires a solution. The person seeking advice can feel his back “leaning against
a wall”; the expression “back leaning against a wall” is itself associated with calming
down, bringing hope or comfort, and making dangers irrelevant.

(2:147) Lo masrat hasuh *ébeh
“Do not tie your back to him”!

He cannot be counted on. He will not fulfil expectations or deliver on his promises.
If you count on him only, you will lose or be disappointed. It is better to look for
solutions elsewhere.

(3:148)  Mhalle lu-wa-bro — malle: ah hast
“They beat his son, and he said: Oh, my back”!

This expression is a reaction to an unfortunate event, not necessarily related to the son
as the victim. It is both a piece of advice and a call to draw conclusions. If the resentful
father had someone to support him, he would not experience failure and disappointment
because the culprit would be too afraid to target his belongings.!!?

(4:149)  Tiro-yo b-hasuh.'®
“He is [like] a mountain behind your back”.

This proverb underscores and reassures that the given family member, usually a son,
is a great means of support and can be relied on; he will come to the rescue whenever
necessary and will never leave the family to their fate. He can be trusted.

(5:150)  Twarle" hasi.
“He broke my back”.

114 Taken from Bulut, Matle tur‘abdindye, no. 106, p. 70.

115 A similar meaning is expressed by the Egyptian saying: IIi I6h dahr ma yandarabs cala batno" [“Who has
a back, will not be hit on the belly”] (Taymir, Al-Amtal al-“ammiyya, no. 335, p. 56).

116 Appears in Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 21.
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This saying expresses regret, sadness, helplessness, and resignation after the loss of
or a hardship faced by a close person who was relied upon to support the family and
improve its material situation. It is often said by parents after the death of an adult son.

16. Adnéo (Ear)

(1:151)  Boatloh adni (bito adni).
“You pierced my ear (my ear broke)”.

This saying is a firm way of pointing out that someone is speaking too loudly and
in a monotonous way, indicating a request to stop.

(2:152)  D-hozat batre” d-adnoh, ...
“Just as it is impossible for you to see the back of your ear, so...”.

The second part of this saying is to make the listener aware that what they are
intending to undertake or achieve, or what they are asking for is unattainable, just as it
is impossible to see the back of one’s own ear.

(3:153)  Grasle" adneh.
“He pulled his ear”.

This expression communicates that someone has reprimanded or scolded someone
else in a slightly harsher way than by just drawing attention to them. A type of mild
punishment, the effect of which is to achieve obedience, a definitive means of persuasion
to stop, desist and submit. Such a reaction to the inappropriate behavior of someone,
usually or exclusively a younger family member, is considered in the eyes of society
not only acceptable and right, but also praiseworthy. Gad gorasno adne’ [“I will pull his
ear”] is often uttered by someone ‘in the heat of the moment’ when hearing complaints
or complaints against one of his children.

17. Basréo (Flesh)

(1:154)  Basro dlo garmé layt.'V
“There is no flesh without bones”.

This expression underlines an organic, cause-effect relationship between work and
the results that are its fruits. Without effort one cannot achieve any success. Just like
flesh is attached to the bones, covering and protecting them, there exists a close and
vital co-dependency between them in a sense of their creation; similarly persistent work,
effort and commitment can guarantee the continuity of expected results.

17 The proverb is mentioned in Bulut, Matle tur‘abdindye, no. 145, p. 92.
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(2:155)  D-ohlina basro do-hdode, la-k-kuhlina garmé da-hdode."'®
“Even if we eat each other’s flesh, we can’t eat our own bones”.

The proverb underscores the naturally strong biological and spiritual connection
between relatives. Regardless of the type of misunderstanding, they cannot significantly
harm one another; even saying this in moments of tension can reduce it, directing the
conflicted parties towards finding a solution.

(3:156)  Hile" °ii basraydan.
“He devoured our flesh”.

He is relentless and his whining is unbearable. He won’t stop talking, his mouth
never shuts, to the point where others can’t stand him. Others need to actively react to
stop him. If this is about a child, the parents would usually make a concession, at least
partially trying to fulfil the child’s demands.

18. Dagno (Beard)

(1:157)  Bii dagnané.
“On this beard”.

The person saying this phrase would at the same time grasp his beard with the
thumb, index finger and middle finger of his right hand, top to bottom. He thus wants to
emphasise his determination to deliver on what he has promised or his readiness to fulfil
his threat regardless of the consequences. Such a sign can be a warning for others that
threats made by someone (mentioned by name) towards someone else (also mentioned
by name) may be realised.

(2:158)  Mahatli dagnt b-"ide".
“I put my beard in his hand”.

Voluntarily, trustingly, inadvertently or by being naive, I provided him with a means
to treat me as he pleases. I lent him money, I let him use my equipment, accepted him
under my roof, shared my possessions, did him a favour or agreed to a compromise,
and now he commands me, dictates his conditions to me. I have become completely
dependent on his good or bad will.'"”

18 Appears in Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 17.

119 Tn the Egyptian collection we find three proverbs with a similar meaning: 1) Ahir al-ma‘riif yandereb ba-I-kfiif
[“The result of philanthropy is beating one’s hands’], 2) As/ es-Sarr fil al-hér [“The source of evil are good deeds”],
3) cAllimto" as-sirqa hatt *ido" fi-I-hirga [“I taught him to be a thief, he put his hand in my clothes”] (Taymiir,
Al-Amtal al-*ammiyya, no. 6, 141, 1924, p. 2, 25, 325).
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(3:159)  Mé kul dagno manto.
“From every beard a hair”.

The proverb describes a state of skilful knowledge and experience acquired from
varying sources. This can be a piece of advice for a student or an expression of respect
towards someone who is well-versed in various topics.

19. Sawko (Hair)!20

(1:160)  Kitd manto bii gatiro.
“There is a hair in the yoghurt”.

This phrase is used when the interlocutor makes an impression of hiding a detail, or
when a person acts in a way that is designed to mislead others.!?!

(2:161)  Sawké" hawt ka‘ko or Sawke" hawar.
“His hair has become like kako” or “His hair has turned white”.

Kako is a type of white crescent-shaped pastry with a diameter up to 10 cm, with
a hole in the middle, made for sick children. The proverb describes advanced age or living
through moments of horror or difficult times, but also the personal aspect of difficult
family relationships or a life of misfortunes and worries.

(3:162)  Sawki hawar.
“My hair turned white”.

Describes exasperation due to a long wait for somebody or something.!?

20. ‘Arso (Tooth)

(1:163)  <Arsoné" twirt bii haudal \%
“His teeth broke [while eating] haudal”.

Haudal is a type of custard, which is made by slowly pouring wheat flour into hot
grape juice while stirring constantly until the mixture thickens. Such a dessert, usually

120 It is worth noting that there are five words describing body hair in the Tir *Abdin dialect: manto (hair,
plural méné, indicates chest hair), sa‘ro (hair in general, including animal fur), sawko (hair on a human head),
sa¢re (pubic hair), Sahfo (hair on the head, usually lush and disheveled).

12 Considered in M. Abdalla, ‘Milk — its culinary uses and role in Assyrian/Aramean Culture — Then and Now’, in:
Ausgewdhlte Beitrdge zur aramdischen Sprache, Geschichte und Kultur, ed. Shabo Talay, Piscataway 2008, pp. 11-34.

122 Quch a state is better described by the Mosul saying: Sab rasi wa-I-adas ma radoh [“My head became grey,
and the lentils are still not cooked/softened”] (Haddad, ‘Al-Atar alaramiyya’, p. 144). The Arabic verb radoh is
explained by Haddad to be borrowed from the Aramaic rtah or rkeh.

123 The saying is listed in Bulut, Matle tur‘abdindye, no. 235, p. 147.
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made during periods of fasting, is soft and everybody can eat it, even those who have
no teeth. The saying describes a person who is unable to perform even simple tasks or
performs them ineptly, and is often used to allude to a person who comes up with various
excuses to avoid doing something.

(2:164)  Kul carso m-dide" kohal ta‘mao.
“Every tooth of his has a taste”.

He indulges himself and can afford any dish, including expensive, seasonal or exotic
delicacies. The saying describes a person living in affluence or who treats eating itself as
an important goal of life, probably with a hidden, indistinct, and not directly expressed
hint of jealousy, which however does not imply wishing the person ill.

21. Katpo, katfo (Shoulder)

(1:165)  Katpi yaqurto-yo.
“My shoulder is heavy”.

An expression of doubt in the sense of performing a certain task, undertaking
a certain action. For the person saying this, many issues remain unclear, making them
hesitate with their decision, and they have doubts whether the chosen person is up to
the task.

(2:166)  Manhat katfo!
“Lower your shoulder”!

In other words: drop this, accept a compromise!
22. Nhiro (Nose)

(1:167)  °U nhiro dlo yogad, dam®o lok nohto.124
“If the nose doesn’t get burned, the tear won’t flow”.

The proverb describes a situation where sympathy and solidarity are expressed towards
a family member who has been subjected to some misfortune, mixed with a sense of
duty in terms of helping them. It should be noted that the saying mentions two organs
located near each other in the body. The source of this saying or the inspiration for it
was probably a verse from Corinthians.!??

124 Appears in Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 19.
125 1 Corinthians 12:26.
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(2:168)  Nhire" 16 ko yoqad.?
“His nose doesn’t burn”.

The saying entails a reprimand for a person’s withdrawal from society, indifference
and callousness. A person described in such way is not interested in what is happening
around them, does not react, does not speak up about topics that require an opinion or
intervention.

23. Sapto (Lip)

(1:169)  Sappote" lok moton I-hdode.
“His lips do not touch”.

Although lips touch when pronouncing certain consonants, this expression describes
a person who is exceptionally talkative, never shuts up, does not let others speak.

(2:170)  Yariho sapte”.
“His lip grew longer”.

Describes a person who indulges in self-pity, feels internal pain they cannot or do
not want to show or express. Such a state, combined with heartfelt but repressed crying,
sometimes forced, is often seen in children who experience a temporary lack of care
from their mother.

24. Barko (Knee)

(1:171)  °U lahmatté" <al barkotayye"-yo.\27
“Their bread is on their knees”.

This proverb communicates disappointment with specific persons who, as long as
they were in need, made an impression of being nice, grateful, appreciative and willing
to return favours, but changed as soon as they received what they wanted. They suddenly
turned away and pretended nothing had happened. They can no longer be trusted; they are
like déewe b-galdé da-“woné [“Wolves in sheep skin”]. Another version of this proverb:
I malhatte" cal barkotayye'-yo [“They carry their salt on their knees”].

The intention behind this metaphor can be described graphically. It is known that
bread and salt in folk culture represent humanity, nobility, and closeness, but the influence

126 Listed in Bulut, Matle tur‘abdindye, no. 218, p. 137.

127 The saying is mentioned in Asmar, Hikam az-zaman, p. 38. Among the proverbs of the inhabitants of Qarabas
(Karabas, 14 km to the east from Diyarbakir), bread is replaced with salt (Yasuf Qarabasi, ‘Min amtal Qarabas’
[From the Proverbs of Qarabas), 4/-Magalla al-Batiryarkiyya (Damascus), 159 (1978), pp. 548-551).
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of those is minimal on people who are not characterised by such features. They do not
appreciate the deep meaning of bread and salt, unscrupulously taking what they want
and desiring everything; but when the smallest difficulty appears, the bread falls on the
ground and the salt is spilled. Such people cannot be trusted, just as bread and salt on
the ground is a sacrilege.

25. Bayneée-‘aynée (= Bét-‘ayne) (Forehead)

(1:172)  Bi da‘to d-bayne-‘ayni.
“By the sweat of my forehead”.

This is what someone says who wants to make his interlocutors aware of the fact
that he attained what he has honestly, thanks to his own hard work, and continues to do
so. This biblical formula (Genesis 3:19) refers to performing physical work on the land
to obtain food as a form of punishment for disobedience and sin. However, nowadays
it also means mental work.!?8

26. Genike (Temple)

(1:173)  Mangarle" °t génikaydi'®.
“He made my temple hurt”.

The saying underscores or expresses that a person’s whining or rambling has become
insupportable. It is known that there is an artery just underneath the temple with blood
flowing under high pressure.

27. Knisoro (Navel)

(1:174)  QOtaleh knisore’.
“He cut his navel”.

Often said with disbelief, a question mark or a hint of doubt, when someone seems
to know everything about another person.

128 Both the Egyptian saying: Al-mal allf ma tot¢ab fih al-yad, ma yahzon al-qalb [“Wealth not achieved through
the labour of one’s hand doesn’t cause pain to one’s heart”] (Taymir, Al-Amtal al-“ammiyya, no. 2641, p. 441),
and the Libyan: Jlli ma yakol b-"ido", ma yasba® [“Who does not eat with his own hand will not be satisfied”]
(Rugubi, ‘Verbal Correlatives in Popular Proverbs’, p. 34), present the same meaning in a clearer manner.

129 The word geénike is of foreign origin, perhaps a Kurdish dialect. This part of the head in Syriac is called sed‘o
(appears in: R. Payne Smith, 4 Compendious Syriac English Dictionary, founded upon the Thesaurus Syriacus,
ed. J. Payne Smith, Winona Lake, Indianal998, p. 474, left column). Interestingly, the Arabic term for headache
or migraine is almost identical: sudac.
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28. Meého (Brain)

(1:175)  Meéhe" hawr dawge.
“His brain became buttermilk”.

He is so tired and exhausted that he can no longer comprehend anything. He has
been given too much advice or too many words of wisdom. He no longer understands
what is spoken to him, having heard so many utterances and contradicting arguments
at the same time that he has got lost and can no longer discern what is real and honest
and what is false and full of lies. He has lost the ability to concentrate, has become
disoriented and dazed.

29. Sau‘o (Finger)

(1:176)  Sau‘otoh latné had hdodeé.'30
“Your fingers are not equal’.

This saying aims at explaining and justifying the different attitudes, behaviours and
reactions of people, including family members and especially children, of which one is
gifted and self-reliant, while another is less talented and creative.!3!

30. Sakkate (Testicles)

(1:177)  Hés Sakkoté lo-hzéle al mé riseh.
“He has not seen dark testicles above his head yet”.

Those who know this saying describe a trivial origin: the story of a man who was
so amazed with his own physical dexterity that he believed nobody could defeat him.
Others warned him that he could keep thinking so until he would see dark testicles
hanging over his head, and this warning came true one day when a stronger man with
a darker skin tone threw him to the ground and pinned down his chest with his knees.!3?

Summary

The proverbs listed here concern many aspects of life. An analysis of their syntax
shows that almost half of them (98) are nominal sentences, beginning with a noun
(sometimes with an article or pronoun), 79 are verbal sentences in various forms (mostly

130 An identical proverb appears in Zakho: Kullu sub’ds °izox lewa xa® (Sabar, ‘Multilingual Proverbs’, no. 83).

131 In Taymiir’s Egyptian collection of proverbs we can find the following variation: Al-quliib mos zayy ba‘daha
[‘Hearts are not identical’] (Taymur, Al-Amtal al-ammiyya, no. 229, p. 386).

132 The proverb and its explanation are listed by Bulut, Matle tur‘abdindye, no. 181, p. 112. The stronger man
had to be part of Bedouin society, because they traditionally do not wear pants.
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in the third person, past tense), while others begin with another part of speech (pronoun,
preposition, participle).

The composition of most proverbs makes them difficult to understand in direct
translation for people from other cultures. It is also clear that the meaning of individual
words provides no clue on the meaning of the whole expression, even for speakers
of the language in which these proverbs are uttered. The semantic meaning of the
compounds becomes obvious only when words are linked together and the sentence
is treated as a whole; not uttering them together will disturb the accepted template, to
which the speakers’ ears are accustomed. The relationship between words is arbitrary,
but the structure is tightly related to the meaning. It has to be noted that the authors of
those sayings were not only observant and proficient in analytical thinking, but also had
great linguistic intuitions and a sense of rhythm. They made an accurate diagnosis and
came up with an interpretation of cultural customs. This concerns both the sequence of
elements in a proverb and their creative associations. The conveyed chain of thought,
invoked in specific circumstances, has become engraved — in spite of its flaws — in the
memory of the members of a community thanks to the frequency of usage.

In conclusion, it has to be repeated that proverbs are most often used by those —
both men and women — with the most life experience, which does not necessarily have
to correlate with formal education. Instructive, critical proverbs are almost exclusively
directed by an older person to a younger; one must by tradition respect their elders,
especially parents and grandparents.
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