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Rashi and Ibn-Ezra. Yes, if Daniel and Avidani were alive today, they would
probably be able to converse with each other and make some sense of each
other’s words, if Daniel wouldn’t use old Persian and Greek loanwords, and

Avidani would not use many Kurdish, Turkish, and Arabic loanword.



‘(it, f.) uprooted them’; BA 6:23 zaki histokahat 1T ‘a merit was found for
me’ = NA I-zaxut mugzele 'ali ‘for a merit He showed me (?)’ (= He saw me
meritorious?); BA 2:36 da/oqu ‘were ground?’ = NA diglu = ‘(they) ground,

pulverized’.

8) Occasionally, vice versa, active voice is mistranslated as passive
voice or impersonal: BA 4:30 yekul (52x?) ‘he eats’ = NA moxillu ’ale
‘(they) fed him’ = ‘he was fed’; BA 6:9 tirsum (own) katava ‘(you) will seal
the letter’ = NA ‘ate mhara ktawa ‘the letter shall be sealed. BA 2:29 galé
razayya ‘Revealer of mysteries” = NA t€le glaya surr mm ‘mystery was
revealed from (God).’

9) Confuses Causative verbs with ground forms: BA 2:18 di la
yohovadiin dani’el ve-havrohi ‘so that they will not annihilate D. and his
friends’ = NA la d&1 ‘(they) will not be lost’; BA 2:28 haskahat ‘I have
found” = NA mugzeli ‘I have shown’. Occasionally, vice versa: BA 5:7
"argowana yilbas ‘(he) will wear purple’ = NA "arjawan malusinne ‘I’ll dress
him purple’; BA 7:20 nofalt/a ‘(they m/f) fell” = NA munpilla ‘she knocked

(them) down’.

10) Summary: | hope it is quite clear that the old Aramaic text, whose
verbal system is quite different from Avidani’s Neo-Aramaic, presents him
with more difficult and obscure forms than average Biblical Hebrew text. We
have to remember that Avidani never studied a formal grammar of Biblical
Aramaic, and all his knowledge of the text is based on context, at times

ambiguous even to scholars, and traditional commentators, such as medieval



5) However, as a category, the most confusing to the NA translator is

the BA verbal system, e.g.:

6) Mistranslates nouns as verbs: BA 4:22 di sallit ‘illaya ‘the Ruler is
the Supreme One ...” = NA "6d ghakim ‘He is (the one) who rules’; BA 4:23
sallitin ‘(are) rulers” = NA ghakmi ‘they rule’; BA 7:6 soltan ‘rule, kingship’
= NA ghakmawa ‘(she) was ruling’ (but after some hesitation corrected to
Sultanita ‘kingship’); BA 3:23: qal garna masrogita ‘sound of horn (and)
pipe’ = NA qal gana bisfara ‘sound of horn whistling’. BA 6:10 rosam
kotava we-"¢sara ‘he sealed the letter and the ban’ = NA mhirre, Ktile,
muhrmle ‘he sealed, wrote, and banned’ (impossible sequence!). BA 6:21
komigroaveh ‘at his approaching’ = NA qriile ‘he approached.” Occasionally
confuses lehéwaon (3377 6:2) ‘they will be” with lohon (3i77) ‘to them’.

7) The Passive forms are often misunderstood and/or mistranslated:
BA 3:29 u-minnt sim to‘@m = ‘order was placed by me’ = minni dréli =
‘from me I have placed...” (instead of tele draya); BA 5:20 honhat ‘was
taken down’ = NA kusle ‘went down’ (instead of téle makose); BA 5 hu‘alu
‘(wise men) were brought in (to me)’ = NA muy 1lli ‘I brought (them) in’;
BA 5:13 hu‘al (%v7) ‘(Daniel) was brought in” = NA y’illi ‘I (Daniel)
entered’; BA 4 33 hiisofat ‘(it) was added’ = NA zidla ‘added, increased’;
BA 5:24 rosim ‘was inscribed (by the hand)’ = NA rSimla ‘(the hand)
inscribed’ (r-§ m is a loan from Isr Heb); BA 2:5 batekon nawalt yittosamiin
‘your homes will be turned dunghill’ = NA bdarinnu gatona ‘I (the king) will
turn them dunghill’; BA 7:8 “et‘aqaru/a ‘(they) were uprooted” = NA "qirila



known to him from contemporary Kurdistan; interpreting some of Daniel’s

visions as referring to the State of Israel).

In the following I'll bring a few illuminating examples:

1) Many common BA verbal roots still retained in NA, e.g.. $-p-r
‘be pleasing’, §-r-y ‘become lose’, m-t-y ‘reach’, x-z-y (BA h-z-y) ‘see’,
b-"-y (BA b-"-y ‘want’, p-I-x (BA p-I-h) ‘worship, serve’, §-w-q (BA $-b-q)
‘leave’, y-'-I (BA “-I-) ‘enter’, y-s-q (BA s-l-q) ‘go up’, ’-z-1 ‘go’, '-t-y
‘come;” even some obscure ones, e.g.: n-t-r (BA 4:11 ’attard) ‘cause to

shed off (leaves)’.

2) Similarly, some NA nouns are, with minimal change from BA:
1) nara ‘fire’; ‘atina ‘furnace’; tar’a ‘gate’; ’ilana ‘tree’, xamra ‘wine’;
dehwa ’gold’; béta ‘house’; "amra (BA ‘amar) ‘wool’; rabita ‘greatness’
(BA roviita); gare ‘men’ (BA guvrin); gana ‘horn’ (BA: garna); ‘asigta ‘ring’
(BA 6:18 *‘izgota); ‘urwane ‘dignitaries’ (BA *ravrovanayya); talga xwara

‘white snow’ (BA 7:9 tolag hiwwar).

3) Pronouns with little change: NA ’"ana ‘I’; 'ahu ‘he’; 'ahi ‘she’;
‘ahnun ’they’ (BA ’innun); ’adya ‘this (c.)’; r&si, rése, résa ‘my, his, her,

head’ (BA r&si, reseh, résah).

4) Example of drastic semantic change: Preposition min ‘from’ has
coalesced with ‘im ‘with’; hence, it means both, e.g., BA 3:32 ‘avad 'elaha

‘immi ‘God has done with (for) me’ = NA "udle “ilaha minni.



and Jonathan, the Zohar and Kabbala, and ritual texts such as Kaddish and
Kol Nidre.

The book of Daniel, however, was hardly used in any ritual. Whereas
Hebrew texts of the Torah and Prophets were often recited every Shabbat
and Holiday, the Aramaic texts of Daniel and Ezra were hardly used or
known. The familiarity of Avidani with the book of Daniel, therefore, is
much more tenuous than with texts that were known from liturgical use.

Moreover, Avidani was quite old in the 1960s when a recording was
made of him performing an oral translation of the book of Daniel, and this
certainly affected his general linguistic ability, including his grasp of his
native NA.

The introduction includes a discussion of the general nature of the
translation, and samples of the types of translations, or mistranslations of the
semantics and morphology of nouns and verbs. Amazingly, still many words
and roots from Biblical Aramaic (BA) are still retained in the Neo-Aramaic
(NA) translation, with just a little change, However, the Neo-Aramaic verbal
system, having been radically changed from Biblical Aramaic (and classical
Aramaic in general), the translator has the largest cases of mistranslations in
the verbal forms, confusing active and passive forms, past and present verbal
forms, misunderstanding of the suffixed pronouns of the verbal forms, etc.
Of course, not all the errors are due to misunderstandings, and it is quite
likely that some are intentional or “improvement” and harmonizing of the
original Biblical Aramaic texts. Although most of the translation is quite
literal, yet, Avidani interpolates many aggadic-midrashic additions, not
found in the Christian translations, as expected, as well as anachronistic

actualizations (e.g., replacing ancient musical instruments with instruments



From Biblical Aramaic to Neo-Aramaic

(A Short Version of the Hebrew Introduction)®

| am often asked by some curious non-academic members of the audience “If
you were given a page of the Talmud, would you understand it easily?” or
“If Jesus were alive today could you talk to him and could you understand
each other?” I have to disappoint them, saying that the answer is mostly
negative, mutual understanding between speakers of old and new historical
stages of a language are very limited, if any. Indeed in many cases it is so
even in contemporary regional/religional dialects of the same language, as
we know from the situation of Neo-Aramaic (NA) in our time. Therefore |
thought it to be of interest to examine how a Neo-Aramaic speaker copes
with a Biblical Aramaic text. | shall take as my case study the translation of
the book of Daniel by Hakham Avidani of Amidya. | shall focus, in
particular on the lexical and morphological categories in which Avidani
encounters difficulties and has a tendency to make translational errors.

Old Jewish Aramaic was, of course, the second language of Judaism
after Hebrew. Avidani is not completely ignorant of old Jewish Aramaic

texts. He was certainly familiar with texts such as the Targums of Ongelos

* | gave three lectures based on the Hebrew Introduction at The
international Conference of Jewish Languages, and at the Institute for
Advanced Study, Hebrew University, Jerusalem, 2013. *An article in

English is forthcoming.



