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ARABIC PROVERBS

OF THE

MODERN EGYPTIANS,

No. 1.
A thousand raps at the door, but no salute or invitation from within.

This is said of a person’s fruitless endeavours to become intimate
with another.

2.
(Let them strike or slap) a thousand necks, but not mine.

Among the Arabs it is usual to strike the neck (l3) and not the
ears. A blow on the neck is considered a much greater affront
B
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ARABIC PROVERBS.

than a slap on the face. Not only the neck, but a blow struck
upon the neck, is expressed in the Egyptian dialect by ts. Thus
“ I struck him a blow on his neck,” (i xi,,5) is exactly equivalent
in its meaning to the English phrase ¢ I boxed his ears.”

3.
G 3 pphas payxd Lo pdt (5 T,T LA
A thousand cranes in the air are not worth one sparrow in the fist.

The crane 5, is a bird common in the Delta, particularly about
the Lake of Menzaleh. i properly signifies the ¢ hand,” or
¢ palm of the hand;” but in Egypt is generally used for the ¢ fist.”

4.

If the moon be with thee, thou needest not to care about the stars.

5.
do (s Sas? daaund Vet Sxe 08131

If a worthless fellow be with thee, do not let him go, or else one worse will
come to thee.

The general meaning is, that we should bear present ills rather
than, by endeavouring to remove them, expose ourselves to greater.
This saying is often quoted with respect to servants, whose disho-
nesty and insolence are subjects of universal complaint throughout
Egypt. The word cuw, In common acceptation signifies * to
leave a thing, to let it go out of one’s hands.” The word gu= is
used in Egypt to express a low, disorderly, unprincipled character
—a base, worthless fellow.
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ARABIC PROVERBS. 3

6.
Rantd 3 M 5 il Rl KRS alennl] K 130

If the turbans complain of a slight wind, what must be the state of the inner
drawers ?

This proverb is quoted when the citizens of Cairo murmur at
oppression, the peasants having much greater reason for being
discontented. .t flatus,— &t in the Egyptian dialect used for
o ¢V —%u, plural of ., drawers worn under the great trowsers.

7.
1If my husband consent, why should the kadhy’s interference be necessary?

This means in general, that when two parties who have con-
tended agree to be reconciled, the arbitration of a third person is
not requisite. But the saying more particularly alludes to divorces,
which in many cases are determined by the kadhy. j3,ss in the
Egyptian dialect, signifies—the meddling, officious interference of
a third person.

8.

Gl el A Coguas 139
If thou forgettest to say “ Praise be to God,” in what other words wilt thou
pray?

This is addressed to persons who neglect the principal object or
part of their business, and execute only that which is the least
important. o) means the expression a8 ogdf, which commences
the Fateha, or first chapter of the Koran, and should be recited in
every prayer. (il in the Egyptian dialect for & s,. The Egyp-
tians always put this after the verb in interrogations, as (@, Juas
— whilst the Syrians invariably place it before, and say Juay ol

B 2

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108022880
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-02288-0 - Arabic Proverbs
John Lewis Burckhardt

Excerpt

More information

4 ARABIC PROVERBS.

9.
Sl Sl i Sle L85 138
If thy neighbour dislike thee, change the gate of thy house.

The intimacy with neighbours is much greater in the East than
in Europe ; and the repose of a family often depends upon the
harmony subsisting between it and those who occupy the adjoining
house.

10.
<l o Jls s 13

If thy neighbour shaves (somebody ), do thou soak (the head of the person
whom he shaves ).

Always endeavour to act agreeably to the wishes of thy neigh-
bour. )., to wet, meaning here to wet the head with a lather of
soap before the application of a razor.

11.
Fausd Lgd Sudl B3 IRe Wy, a1 1a
If God purposes the destruction of an ant, he allows wings to grow upon her.

The sudden elevation of persons to stations above their means or
capacities, may often cause their ruin.

12.
2T S pae et Co, 10

If thou seest a one-eyed person pass by, turn up a stone.

The people of Cairo turn up a stone or break a water-jar behind
the back of any person whom they dislike, just on his leaving them,
hoping thereby to prevent his return; this is a kind of incantation.

The term one-eyed here expresses a person disagreeable on any
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ARABIC PROVERBS. 5

account. The Arabs regard a one-eyed man as of bad omen (\.;;:),
and nobody wishes to meet him.

13.
i o Jopd oo b S8, 130
If thou seest a wall inclining, run from under it.

Fly from him whose power is tottering, or whom dangers
threaten. In the Egyptian dialect tu~ is used for Lyl-.

14.
(o) Saas o Lt Gyel oIV &E0 13

If the dishes increase in number, it becomes known that they are from the
houses of neighbours.

In the East, neighbours frequently supply the wants of their
friend’s kitchen on occasion of family feasts. 'This saying implies
that when a person makes too expensive an entertainment, it is
evident that he has borrowed from others. 3 (in the plural 1)
means not only ““a colour,” but, among the Egyptians, a dish of
dressed victuals.

15.
ISR T3 W T B IR K
1If the sailors become too numerous, the ship sinks.

=5 instead of &5, The & is seldom pronounced in Egypt.

16.
lgs ol Fam Kilass 1)
If a serpent love thee, wear him as a necklace.

If dangerous people show affection towards thee, court their
friendship by the most polite attention.
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6 ARABIC PROVERBS.
17.
e e e a3
If thy camel break down, put on an ass-load.
Suit thy business to thy circumstances.
18.
Sl 0Ky K 05 5 Byl BAN 5 pel Juld) , ke G0 LK 1S
f“.‘@? 3o el

If the winding-sheet be ragged, and the corpse-washer one-eyed, and the bier
broken, and the burial-ground a saltish soil, then truly the deceased must
belong to the inhabitants of hell.

If every thing in a person’s business goes wrong, he must be
totally ruined at last. x is properly a stand or frame on which
the coffin rests before it is removed to the grave.

19.
L Gl Gy ity 18
1If mendicity should unfortunately be thy lot, knock at the large gates only.

Ask assistance from those only who have the power of helping

thee.
20.

ORI B O ERPCRNN VUV IR IO
If an onion causes his loud rejoicings, what then shall we say to sugar?

Said of people who bestow admiration upon trifling objects.

21.
Lo Siipd abas Spow 138
If they call thee reaper, whet thy scythe.
Endeavour, even by mere appearances, to convince people that
thou deservest the reputation that thou enjoyest.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108022880
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-02288-0 - Arabic Proverbs
John Lewis Burckhardt

Excerpt

More information

ARABIC PROVERBS. 7

22.
;.NA“ }I:..) f..n )»é> 138
If water is present for ablution, the use of sand is discontinued.

Affluence renders unnecessary what is practised during poverty.
‘.:,_::n is the ablution with sand which the Turkish law prescribes
when water cannot be procured.

23.
aablailt Culd RO &yuas 13

When the angels present themselves, the devils abscond.

24.
CIall A=a R=s gl et 139
If the wind blows, it enters at every crevice.

A lucky person is fortunate in the most trifling affair. &,iz
plural of iz, a fissure in the wall.

25.
SO R I | R e U N KW R I K

If there be grease on thy hand, rub it off at thy nearest friend's.

Let your own kindred, and not strangers, share in your super-
fluities, or the fragments from your table. o1 is used at Cairo for
a, —and pronounced there eed, not yed, as it ought to be.

26.
a1 ohel apam X0, 138
If thou seest him reproaching and swearing at him, know that he loves him.

De amatoribus dicitur. s is commonly used at Cairo for
reviling, calling opprobrious names, or swearing at a person.
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8 ARABIC PROVERBS.

27.%
Lhsy e b Jast ook L Lo 130

If the water come like a deluge, place thy son under thy feet.

Save thyself, even at the expense of thy nearest kindred or friends
—a selfish principle very general in the Levant. According to
Moslim tradition, when the deluge came and the rebel sons of
Noah felt the water approach their ankles, they took their little
children in their arms; when the water rose higher, they placed
them upon their shoulders, then upon their heads; but at last,
when the flood reached to their own mouths, they put the children
under their feet, endeavouring to keep their own heads above the
water.

28.*%
@ Wle o Gpuy Lo bl gall

The thief who understands his business does not steal from his own quarter (of
the town.)

Lat, able, clever, expert.

29.
blaxls Zow3 R¥S Y =t

At the close of the night the cries are heard.

This saying is addressed to persons exulting in good fortune, to
warn them of the final issue. 'The night may have passed tranquilly,
but at the end affrays often happen, occasioned either by drunk-
ards, profligates coming from the houses of public women, or by
robbers, who generally commit depredations at that time, when they
suppose the inhabitants to be asleep.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108022880
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-02288-0 - Arabic Proverbs
John Lewis Burckhardt

Excerpt
More information
ARABIC PROVERBS. 9
30.
c 1 ot s
The ultimate remedy is a cautery.
If nothing else will avail, violent measures must be at last
adopted.

31.
Uypds o) 5 Uysh guys ouyel
The nuptials are the nuptials of our father, yet the people fight with us!
Those who have the strongest claim find themselves dispossessed
of the advantage by others. This saying alludes to a crowd of
fellows who have assembled at a nuptial entertainment, but beat

and displace the bridegroom’s children, to make room for them-
selves.

32.
&K Emdyedl o algkdl R
The pregnant woman longed for it, but the nurse ate it.

This proverb resembles in sense that immediately preceding.
The whims of pregnant women are treated with indulgence in the
East as well as in Europe.

33.
Yy My osly Uy, Uiy U asly oL
The muller takes (steals) handful by handful, but the Lord takes (‘sums up his
reckoning ) mule (load) by mule (load).

asL, in Egypt used for ssl, —the 3 being generally pronounced
as ».

34.
el Zold) Y, (il Rl
Rather be scarified with an axe than require favours from others.

isldt for gs¥t. It might likewise mean a thing, or  (as hereafter
c
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10 ARABIC PROVERBS.

remarked,) and so understood would signify, ¢ better to be scari-
fied with an axe than to owe or be indebted to others for anything.”
%ol means cupping, also to make mere scarifications on the fore-
head or legs—a common practice in the Levant. Among the
Bedouins, a father threatening his son, says, Les= athas 138 ¢ if you
do so we shall cup (or scarify) you.”

35.
B 3 Ty gt Sy ey
The captain (of the ship) loves thee, wipe thy hand on the sail.
He who is favoured by government may do any thing with
impunity.
36.
i ) N gt 5 Sle gt U

( Yes)—1 like my mother-in-law, and I like also that she should make a (disgust-
ing ) smell under my nose—( crepitum reddendo ).

This refers to a silly, obstinate fellow, who persists in longing
for what offends others. In the East it is generally supposed that
a mother-in-law cannot long be on good terms with the son-in-law,
and her name is commonly used as a term expressing ¢ disagree-
able kindred.” Here is to be understood aue gt sty

37.*

Play with a slave, he will show to thee his hinder parts.

Low people become insolent if you admit them to familiarity.
Jis 1s equivalent to b —or rather to alall Gy

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org/9781108022880
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

