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Synoptic Dictionary of the Hebrew
Component in Jewish Languages

Introduction

Aharon Maman

In 1988 Prof. Shlomo Morag founded a weekly workshop for the study of
the Hebrew component in Jewish languages at the Language Traditions
Project, which later became the Jewish Oral Traditions Research Center in
the Department of Hebrew Language at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.
Research assistants and informants for various Jewish languages took part.
In the workshop, Morag discussed with the participants various issues,
theoretical and practical. According to natural dynamics, the discussions
developed around a word or expression and the participants associatively
recalled a custom or an expression associated with it, and the joint study
evoked memories and forgotten words.

Morag tried hard to elicit from the informants Hebrew or Aramaic
words or expressions embedded in the Jewish language they spoke or
recognized. The statements made by the informants were written down in
oriental transliteration by Morag or by the research assistants, and were
translated into Hebrew. Every piece of linguistic information related to
the new entry was recorded, such as whether they were new forms or
possessed meanings that were renewed; bibliographical references to well-
known studies were also recorded.

Several of Morag’s articles have emerged from the workshop, such as
“The Amalgamated Crystallization of Hebrew: Examinations of Form and
Meaning” (7e 'uda 9 1995: 183-208), “Language and Languages - The
Hebrew Nomenclature of Jewish Communities” (Pe’amim 89 2002: 152-
159). At some point, Morag had in mind to put together the entire new
material in a comparative dictionary in the field.

From the early nineties on assistants began to enter the material into a
computer database. In 1999, for the first time, we began to think about the
design of the entry, the order of its components, the data to be exported
from the database (as distinct from fields that are only essential for the
database). However, attempts to derive from the database an example, even
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a single entry, as it should appear in the dictionary, were unsuccessful. The
attempt to decompress data from the database into continuous text distorted
the transliteration, the format, and other essential components, probably
due to the complex structure of the electronic ‘card’, which did not allow
the filtering of certain fields from the record or due to the complexity of
the software. Unfortunately, at the beginning of these explorations, Prof.
Morag passed away unexpectedly on September 4, 1999.

Thus I found myself burdened by the heavy task of managing the Jewish
Oral Traditions Research Center, including the burden of conducting
the weekly workshop in the synoptic dictionary. The main difficulty
I encountered during the workshop was the lack of central control and
monitoring. It was difficult to locate a given detail in a focused manner.
For lack of central monitoring, the research assistants who had to enter the
data into the computer worked in various files on the false assumption that
everyone was working on the same and single file, which created multiple
duplicates, in addition to the duplicates created within each file.

After many attempts and explorations, I made contact with Prof. Jacob
Bentolila, who finally put us on the right path. His method of work seemed
to me the most logical and user-friendly. He also volunteered to convert all
the material from our old computer program into a Shoebox, later switched
to Toolbox, which was originally designed by linguists, teachers, and
computer experts, as a database program meant to produce a dictionary.

From then on, the research assistants received personal files to work
with, while I myself worked on the main file, to which I merged from time
to time, after examination, the employees’ files. From February 14, 2002
onwards, we entered a new era of typing (rather than hand writing) during
the workshop directly to the database. What’s more, before registering a
new entry, [ was able to check in seconds whether certain information was
already recorded in the database and what exactly it included.

Morag intended to compose a separate bibliographical index in
alphabetical order of the entries that would serve as a guide for the Hebrew
component of Jewish languages, based on a selection of articles; however,
this work was neither completed nor carried out. In the long run, it occurred
to me that for the benefit of the reader and researcher, the bibliographical
guide should be merged into the general dictionary, since the dictionary
database already included quite a bit of professional literature, whether
primary (sources) or secondary (research).
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From the outset there were no strict instructions as to the method of
registration and no (accumulative) lists of names of persons and places,
etc. were made. Nor was the transcription standardized (e.g., the tone/
stress was not annotated). The enthusiasm of meeting with informants
overshadowed issues relating to performance and recording.

Sometimes the name of an informant was recorded in five or six
different ways, plene and defectively, in its usual form or in the form of the
corresponding nickname.

For the sake of standardization in each field, I sometimes had to review
twenty thousand rows (fields) or more in a concentrated manner to ensure
maximum unification in the same section.

Many people contributed to the collected materials. I have tried to note
the contribution of everyone who has ever participated in the collection
of the material for the dictionary. However, the names at the title page are
those who stood out in their contribution in the past and especially those
who have worked with me regularly during the last twenty years.

Special thanks go to Prof. Maria Mayer-Modena of the University
of Milan, who took part in the meetings of the weekly workshop of this
project since the year 2000, whenever she arrived in Israel, who has raised
considerable funds for the project, and who kindly supplied us with a digital
copy of her own dictionary on the Hebrew Component in Judeo-Italian
(forthcoming), in order for us to incorporate bibliographic references to its
entries. Her loyal assistant, Dr. Claudia Rosenzweig, was instrumental in
this important undertaking.

I met and discussed with Rabbi Zohar Nadaf, Rabbi Chaim Salman,
Prof. Jacob Bentolila, Dr. Claudia Rosenzweig, and Prof. Maria Mayer-
Modena, and others the entries that were recorded from their Judeo-
languages, revised their contents and transcriptions, and checked the
transcription with every informant. I revised the material from Kurdistan
with Mr. Efraim Ben-Porat, who is fluent in the Sulemaniyya Jewish Neo-
Aramaic, even though it is different from the Zakho dialect recorded in the
dictionary.

The scope of the dictionary

The dictionary mainly covers the Hebrew component in languages that
have not been documented or that have been documented less than that of
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the prestigious Judeo-languages, Yiddish and Ladino. Thus, it encompasses
the different dialects of Judeo-Arabic from North Africa, Yemen and Iraq,
and to some extent from Syria, Judeo-Georgian, and Judeo-Persian. Other
languages are included sporadically. It also includes Haketiya (Moroccan
Judeo-Spanish), Judeo-Italian and others.

This dictionary is not meant to replace existing dictionaries. It does
not include the entries of the Hebrew component in languages that have
already been described and studied extensively. Therefore, this dictionary
does not include or refer systematically to the Hebrew component in Judeo-
Spanish and Yiddish that have been studied in their own right. Nor does it
refer to the Hebrew component in written dialects, as these have been well
described in excellent dictionaries.

The entry structure

The dictionary presents the entries in alphabetical order. The spelling of
the entries is plene. Vocalization was usually added to distinguish between
homographs. The organizing principle of sub-entries is semantic.

If part of a sub-entry is presented in [square] parentheses it means that
originally it was attested in a foreign language.

The examples are presented in a combination of IPA and Semitic
transcription. For certain consonants we have created special signs.
Following the example and its literal and pragmatic translations, we
mention in parenthesis abbreviations of the name/s of the informant/s who
supplied it along with the name of his/her/their city. If several names are
cited in a sequence, the name of the city that follows refers to everyone.
In a sequence of several examples from the same source, the name of the
informant is mentioned only at the end of the list.

For examples whose syntactic structure is very different from the
Hebrew structure, a literal translation is supplied followed by a pragmatic
translation. We did not bother to give both translations when it is assumed
that the reader could easily link the source and the translation.

When the entry or sub-entry bears several meanings, their definitions
are numbered. General or grammatical notes follow.

When justified, sometimes an entry has been cited twice in the dictionary,
once by its root and once according to the initial letter of the word. For



