Ground-breaking
book of words

A monk in the Order of the
Little Brothers of Jesus has
compiled a radical new
dictionary of spoken Arabic,
based on the Palestinian
idiom

By Moshe Piamenta

“The New Dic of Spoken Arabic and Ara-
bic-Hebrew,” by Yohanan Ellhay. Published by
the Ministry of Defense and Keshet Lid., pp. 572

“ he New Dictionary of Spoken Arabic” is
T based on a number of books previously
published by the acclaimed author of dic-
tionaries and language studies in Arabic and other
languages, Yohanan Elihay.

The dictionary faithfully reflects the nuances
of the Arabic language as spoken in towng and vil-
lages since the beginning of the 20th century. It
also records the effects wrought on the language
by external influences: Arab nationalism on the
one hand and socio-religious twaditions and the re-
ality of a neighboring, multi-cultural Israeli soci-
ety on the other, The Palestinian idiom has there-
fore become standardized, closer to that found in
neighboring countries, all of which share an ad-
vanced neg-classical vocabulary which increases
with thé rise in the standard of Jiving and the ad-
vances made in science, technology and communi-
cations, The dictionary alsonotes levels of formal-
ity and informality in the language.

I have been using Elihay's dictionaries and di-
dactic works for the past 35 vears, particulariy in
my research, mnewmﬂiunﬂfufSpukmﬂm-
bic and Arabic-Hebrew™ once more testifies to his
linguistic and didactic talents. The material in it is
authentic, colorful, edifying and diversified. It
was written down exactly as spoken by the Pales-
tinians in daily life and in the madis.

The book is based on a shortened version of a
popular course in Hebrew-Falestinian Arabic
" called Speaking Arabic: A New Method™ (1988-
1993} a “Hebrew-Arabic Dictionary™ published
by Yanetz; and the “DHctionary of Senfences”™ com-
piled by the author in his own handwriting and
recorded from Palestinian sources (1974). This
was in furn preceded by a twe-volume “Course for
Spoken Palestinian Arabic,” published in French
and mranslated into English.

Elikay is alzo the author of a French-language
study of Judeo-Christian relations throughout his-
tory, publlahﬂd by Le Cerf, Paris. In addition,
there 15 “The Hebrew Verb - Exercises: 500 uerm
in 4,000 sentences for Russian speakers,” pub-
lished by Keshet, Jerusalem (1991), and a version
for French speakers (1993}, published jointly with
the University of Lille, France.

The story of the author's life is no less fascinat-
ing than hiz work. He was baptized Jobn Levoy in
1928 in & small town near Paris. His father died
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Wwhen he was six. Al the age of eighteen, after the
liberation of Paris in 1944, he went 1o a screésmng
of films it the United States Embaszsy in Paris that
showed the atrocities perpetrated against the
Jews in Maxi concentration camps. Deeply shaken
by what he saw, he vowed to dedicate his life 1o
God and help the needy and distressed, regardless
of race or religion. Two yvears later he opted for
national service rather than the army, and having
studied English, German, Latin and Greek in high
s¢hool, he became a Frénch teacher in Lebanon,
Following a chance encounter with a Jew en route
to his new post, the man gave him a Hebrew text-
boak.

In Lebanon he studied literary Arabic and id-
iomatic Lebanese - in which he was particularly
interested - 50 he could talk directly with the peo-
ple, He would walk around with bits of paper in his
pockets, listening and jotting down Lebanese
words, expressions and sentences. In this way he
succeeded in compiling a personal dictionary of
the Arabic spoken in Lebanon. In 1947 he returned
to the south of France to attend the Dominican
Seminary there. He studied Christian and reli-
gious affairs, psychology, history, Biblical He-
brew and Italian, and became a member of the Or-
der of “Little Brothers of Jesus" headquartered in
London, He wore civilian clothes and, living a
maodest life of prayer and devotion, helped the
community,

He came to Israel in 1956 and settled in Jaffa,
was granted Israeli citizenship in 1960 and
changed his name to Yohanan Elihay (“The Lord is
the purpose of my 1ife™). As he perfected his He-
brew, he mm mﬁrtpart the Palestinian Arabic

dictionary, using the same methed he had devised
in Lebanon to record the living language.

In 1965 Elihay moved to the village of
Tarshikha near Ma'alot in the Galilee to live with
friends. Here he lived as modestly as he had in
France and thoroughly studied the spoken lan-
Euage, using it in his everyday life. He has a native
command of both Hebrew and Arabic without a
trace of his own French accent in either.

‘The late Prof. Haim Blank, a colleapue of mine
in the Arabic department at the Hebrew Universi-
ty, one of the great scholars and researchers of
Arab dialects and a mutual friend of Elihay, urged
him not to confine his books on speken Palestinian
Arabic to French readers, but also to publish them
for Hebrew readers.

Elihay's latest excellent work iz based on the
Palestinign idiom as spoken in Israel, in the terri-
tories of the Palestinian Authority and in Jordan,
and anyone interested in the idiem would do well
10 have a copy.

The dictionary is in alphabetical order. The He-
brew eguivalent of the Arabic is fully puncluated
for correct pronunciation using large print and
spacing. Values are set gut clearly and precisely,
with glosses on meanings. The numerous exam-
ples given are natural and eredible and the He-
brew is often accompanied by vivid verbal trans-
lations of the Arabic, simed at explaining cultural
background. Appendices :n:lude detailed verh
charts and rules of gramimar for construction of
the texts referred to in the lessons.
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