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Travel and Exploration

The history of travel writing dates back to the Bible, Caesar, the Vikings and the Crusaders,
and its many themes include war, trade, science and recreation. Explorers from Columbus

to Cook charted lands not previously visited by Western travellers, and were followed

by merchants, missionaries, and colonists, who wrote accounts of their experiences. The
development of steam power in the nineteenth century provided opportunities for increasing
numbers of ‘ordinary’ people to travel further, more economically, and more safely, and
resulted in great enthusiasm for travel writing among the reading public. Works included

in this series range from first-hand descriptions of previously unrecorded places, to literary
accounts of the strange habits of foreigners, to examples of the burgeoning numbers of
guidebooks produced to satisfy the needs of a new kind of traveller - the tourist.

Arabic Proverbs

John Lewis Burckhardt (1784-1817) was a Swiss explorer who is best remembered for his
re-discovery of the ancient city of Petra in modern Jordan. In 1809 he was commissioned
by the African Association to discover the source of the River Niger. In preparation for this
journey, for which he needed to pass as a Muslim, Burckhardt spent two years exploring and
studying Arabic and Islamic law in Aleppo, before travelling widely in Arabia and Egypt.
This volume, first published posthumously in 1830 by the African Association, contains

a collection of Arabic proverbs. The main group derives from an eighteenth-century
collection, to which Burckhardt added proverbs he had heard during his residence in Cairo.
Given in both Cairene Arabic and English, with Burckhardt’s explanations of the context in
which they were used, these proverbs provide a valuable source for the language and culture
of nineteenth-century Cairo.
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Cambridge University Press has long been a pioneer in the reissuing of out-of-print titles
from its own backlist, producing digital reprints of books that are still sought after by scholars
and students but could not be reprinted economically using traditional technology. The
Cambridge Library Collection extends this activity to a wider range of books which are still of
importance to researchers and professionals, either for the source material they contain, or as
landmarks in the history of their academic discipline.

Drawing from the world-renowned collections in the Cambridge University Library, and
guided by the advice of experts in each subject area, Cambridge University Press is using
state-of-the-art scanning machines in its own Printing House to capture the content of
each book selected for inclusion. The files are processed to give a consistently clear, crisp
image, and the books finished to the high quality standard for which the Press is recognised
around the world. The latest print-on-demand technology ensures that the books will remain
available indefinitely, and that orders for single or multiple copies can quickly be supplied.

The Cambridge Library Collection will bring back to life books of enduring scholarly value

(including out-of-copyright works originally issued by other publishers) across a wide range of
disciplines in the humanities and social sciences and in science and technology.
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TRANSLATOR'S PREFACE.

Maxy of the proverbial sayings translated in this
volume, were collected by Sheref ed dyn Ibn Asad,
(o8 o 2 G55) a native of Cairo, who lived, it 1s said,
early in the last century, but never acquired a very high
literary reputation. The translator found those Proverbs
written upon nine or ten leaves in the common-place-
book of a sheikh, with whom he was acquainted in this
city; but they wanted explanation or commentary. Of
those he has omitted a considerable number, many being
altogether uninteresting, and others so grossly indelicate
that he could not venture to lay them before the public,
although it must be acknowledged that they excelled
in wit. Several sayings which appear to have been
popular in the time of Ibn Asad, are no longer current;
and these the translator has marked with an asterisk.
The original collection he has augmented by some
hundreds, committed to paper as he heard them quoted
in general society or in the bazir. Where the sense
of a Proverb did not seem quite clear, he has explained
a2

© 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

Frontmatter

More information

iv TRANSLATOR'S PREFACE.

it, or at least noticed the meaning commonly assigned
to 1t, as well as any peculiarity of language wherever
the provincial idiom differs from the learned Arabic.
In this labour he was assisted by many intelligent Arabs
of Cairo. The natives, in general, are so fond of figura-
tive language and of witty allusions and comparisons
taken from low life, that these sayings are constantly
quoted on every common occasion, and express the ten-
dency or moral of an event much better than could be
done by a long or flowery speech. Many of these say-
ings are rhythmical, and sometimes the rhymes are
extremely happy; but the drollery is lost in a plain
translation, which has been rendered as literal as possi-
ble, and in which the true sense has never been sacri-
ficed to elegance. They are written in the vulgar dialect
of Cairo, such as every inhabitant understands and every
one uses, except perhaps a few who affect to despise the
language of the lower classes. These Proverbs offer a
genuine specimen of the Arabic at present spoken in
the Egyptian capital, and the same, or very nearly the
same, as that used in the towns of the Delta.

These sayings are useful, as they serve to show us
how the Arabs judge of men and things, and in this
respect it must be acknowledged that many are dictated
by wisdom and sagacity. Several Scriptural sayings and
maxims of ancient sages will be found here naturalized
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TRANSLATOR'S PREFACE. v

among Arabs; as well as some Proverbs which have
generally been supposed of European origin.

Meidani has collected many sayings that were cur-
rent among the ancient Arabs at the most brilliant
period of their social state and of their language; but
the present collection offers to our view a different
nation and different manners; it aiso exhibits in some
places an adulterated dialect, and alludes to vices which
were probably but little known among the forefathers
of the Egyptians. It proves, however, that the language
1s not by any means so corrupted as various travellers
have imagined, and that the principles of virtue and
honour, of friendship and true charity, of independence
and generosity, are perfectly well known to the modern
inhabitants of Egypt, although very few among them
take the trouble of regulating their conduct accordingly.

The number of nine hundred and ninety-nine Pro-
verbs might easily have been augmented by one, but
the translator refrains from completing the thousand,
adopting here a mnotion prevalent among Arabs, that
even numbers are unlucky, and that any thing perfect
in its quantity is particularly affected by the evil eye.
He does not pretend to possess such a thorough know-
ledge of the learned Arabic as would have enabled him
to indicate every instance of discrepancy between the

language of these popular sayings and that used by the

© 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

Frontmatter

More information

vi TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE.

ancient Arabian writers. His long residence at Cairo
rendered the vulgar idiom of its inhabitants familiar to
him; and knowing how few specimens of that idiom
have hitherto been published, he flatters himself with
the hope that this collection may interest and gratify the
Orientalist, and that his explanations will be regarded
as the hasty work of a traveller subject to numerous
inconveniences, and who may, in some cases, have been
deceived by erroneous or defective information, and not
criticised as the elaborate treatise of a learned Arabic
scholar or grammarian, surrounded by all the means of
making his composition perfect.

CAIRO, 25th of March, 1817.

NOTE OF THE EDITOR.

eet——

To Burckhardt’s short Preface a few lines must here be added. That
accomplished traveller has sufficiently explained his motives for withholding
from publication several Proverbs which had found a place in his original
collection. It seems necessary that the Editor should account why this
volume does not contain even so many as Burckhardt evidently intended to
publish, (nine hundred and ninety-nine). The numerical series is inter-
rupted in various parts of the manuscript, not by any accidental injury,
mutilation, or loss of leaves, but by chasms, which amount in some instances
to whole decades of Proverbs; the most considerable deficiency occurring
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NOTE OF THE EDITOR. vil

where (in the middle of a page) immediately after No. 516 follows No. 577.
These omissions may not unreasonably be supposed to have arisen from the
writer’s mistake of one figure for another; in fact the 1 of No. 516 so much
resembles a 7, (being nearly joined to the 5 by a stroke of the pen at its
upper part,) that it might easily deceive the eye. Some allowance must
also be made for the effect of those inconvenient circumstances to which
our ingenious traveller has above alluded. Under whatever circumstances
of difficulty, danger, or inconvenience, he may have collected and explained
these Proverbs, his work offers a variety of curious and original information
respecting the manners, customs, and opinions of an extraordinary people;
while his philological remarks must prove highly useful and interesting to
all who are desirous of understanding, with critical accuracy, the modern
Arabic dialect used at Cairo.

In the composition of this work, as of his volumes already published,
he adopted the language of our country, and generally with sufficient cor-
rectness; it has been, however, in some places, necessary to substitute an
English for a foreign idiom, Burckhardt’s meaning being on all occasions
most scrupulously preserved; even where his translation of certain terms or
phrases (which the Arabic scholar will soon discover) appeared more literal
than decent, it has been endeavoured by circumlocution to express the
sense without offending delicacy. These and the omission of a few Proverbs
(found to agree most exactly both in words and signification with others
given under preceding numbers) constitute the only liberties which have
been assumed by the Editor

WILLIAM OUSELEY.

London, May 21st, 1830.
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