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Against the backdrop of the intensifying national conflict between Jews and Arabs, 
a multilingual translation project emerged in Palestine at the turn of the twentieth 
century. While the increasing hostility between Jews and Arabs also opened a linguistic 
breach between Hebrew and Arabic, a group of local Arab Jewish intellectuals insisted 
on holding on to both languages, positioning themselves on the borderland between 
them and using translation as a political and cultural tool. Over more than five 
decades, from the 1880s to the 1930s, they published hundreds of essays, political 
commentaries, translations, collections of fables and folktales, short stories, and 
poems, mostly in the local Hebrew and Arabic newspapers. Moving easily back and 
forth between Arabic and Hebrew, they marked the first modern phenomenon of 
Arabic-Hebrew literary bilingualism, inspired by the great Arab Jewish poets and 
philosophers of medieval al-Andalus. 

It was no coincidence that their work emerged in the complex political and 
social surroundings of the late Ottoman era and early Mandatory Palestine. This 
was a period dominated by intentional processes of national, ethnic, and religious 
separation that created cultural, social, and political partitions. In this context 
partitions apply not only to the division of the land but also to the separation of 
traditions, histories, academic disciplines, and languages: between Hebrew and 
Arabic, Judaism and Islam, Jewishness and Arabness.1
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The translation work of these intellectuals was rooted in the tension between the 
emerging nationalistic ideologies that preached monolingualism and the multilingual 
and multireligious social and political reality. Thus, these intellectuals operated 
within a range of differing and even contradictory political and ideological affinities: 
their commitment to the emerging national monolingual Jewish project, their 
identification with the Ottoman reformation and the ethos of the shared homeland, 
and their affiliation to an Arab Jewish and Judeo-Muslim cultural heritage. 

Who, then, made up this network of Arab Jewish intellectuals? The prominent 
members were: Yosef Meyouhas (1868–1942), Abraham Shalom Yahuda 
(1877–1951), David Yellin (1863–1941), Isaac Benjamin Yahuda (1863–1941), 
and Abraham Elmalih (1885–1967).2 Born in Palestine in the second half of 
the nineteenth century, they were part of the growing circles of native scholars 
who were engaged in a variety of intellectual activities: ethnographic research, 
translation, literary interpretation, journalism, lexicography, philology, and 
education.3 Some of these activities formed part of the emerging Hebrew revival 
movement, but they were no less inspired by the Ottoman and Arabic linguistic and 
cultural reformations.4 At the center of their cultural activities was Arabic-Hebrew 
translation in its various forms: intertextual translations, oral interpretation, 
collection and translation of oral traditions, and cultural translation.5 

The article focuses on two of their translation works selected from a wide and 
varied corpus of translations: (1) Yaldey Arav (Children of Arabia), by Yosef Meyouhas 
(1927–1929), a collection of biblical tales from the Arab Palestinian oral tradition; 
and (2) Mishley Arav (Proverbs of Arabia), by Isaac Benjamin Yahuda (1932–1934), 
a comprehensive collection of Arabic proverbs.  

Both works are translations of oral tales and proverbs from the Arabic and 
Muslim literary traditions. While they were among the first modern translations from 
Arabic into Hebrew, and can thus be considered an integral part of the development 
of Modern (and national) Hebrew literature, the article explores the ways in which 
they fundamentally challenged the perception of a distinct and confined Modern 
Hebrew literature—and more specifically, the boundaries between Hebrew and 
Arabic language and literature. It explores the authors’ translation strategies in light 
of their personal biographies and of the multilingual and multireligious setting in 
which they developed: Meyouhas, within the local Arab Palestinian oral tradition; 
and Yahuda, within the Judeo-Muslim and Judeo-Arabic literary traditions.6 In 
this context, their common translation project was not merely a literary exercise: 
it embodied an alternative political possibility of shared Hebrew-Arabic culture, as 
against the mainstream Zionist separatist approach.7
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Mikhail Bakhtin’s terminology is very useful for our discussion. Of particular 
interest are three key concepts from his work—chronotope, heteroglossia, and 
dialogism—which deal with the complexities of the interrelationship between the 
textual and the social, between language(s) and narratives, and between unity and 
heterogeneity.8 These concepts developed against the background of two opposing 
forces: unitary monolingual national canonization versus the polyphony of languages, 
voices, identities, and genres.9 In that way, they echo the cultural and social trends at 
the center of our discussion. 

Bakhtin’s notion of the chronotope as a traveling signifier that contains an 
essential connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships which travel in 
time-space is particularly valuable.10 Exploring Meyouhas’s and Yahuda’s works, 
we identify two types of translation models that played an essential role in the 
formation of their translation strategies: the Ottoman model, with its multilingual 
character and its unique translational culture; and the Andalusian model, with 
its unique interplay of languages and writing systems and its Judeo-Muslim and 
Hebrew-Arabic intertwined symbiosis. These translational models comprise strong 
chronotopic elements, where poetic and linguistic forms that emerged in a specific 
spatial context are charged and reactive to movements of time. Translation is the 
central activity of cross-cultural dialogue and connectivity, the intersection of 
multiple linguistic and literary traditions under a single geographical imaginary 
such as Córdoba, Toledo, Istanbul, Baghdad, and Palestine.

We need, however, to add another chronotopic translational model to our 
equation: the monolingual nationalistic translational model that was dominant at 
the time of the publication of these translations. It was the formative era of the 
Modern Hebrew literary canon, which was closely associated with the establishment 
of Zionism and Hebrew nationalism. Translation into Hebrew at that time had 
a crucial role in the foundation of the Hebrew national monolingual culture. In 
this context, translation served as a vehicle in the development of a unified and 
cohesive Hebrew culture. Use of the domestication translation method resulted 
in the Hebraization of place-names and protagonists while censoring non-Jewish 
elements and manipulating the contents of the translated texts. This nationalistic 
translation model pushed toward the purification and unification of the Hebrew 
language and literature.11 The roots of this approach stretch back to the birth of the 
nation-state in the nineteenth century, when the ideology of “one language and one 
literature for one nation” was closely linked with the emergence of modern literature 
and translation.12 Writing and translating in a national language implied, more than 
ever, taking part in the construction of a unified and distinct national literature and 
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culture.13 At the heart of this model lies the assumption that translation is an act that 
takes place in a monolingual reality and addresses distinct, separate linguistic and 
cultural traditions.14 Multilingualism (and language mingling) poses a challenge to 
this monolingual translation model.15 

Meyouhas’s and Yahuda’s translations developed at the intersection of these 
conflicting trends and translation models. In this context four main translation 
methods arise. These involve: (1) translation without a fixed original source; 
(2) the intersection between spoken and written textual traditions; (3) the 
heteroglossic translation model; and (4) translation as an act of dialogism. These 
methods are interconnected, and while echoing the Andalusian and Ottoman 
translational models, they also had cultural and political implications vis-à-vis the 
dominant nationalistic trend of their time.

But before delving into the reading of each method, let us present the Ottoman 
and Andalusian traditions in greater detail. 

Ottoman and Andalusian Chronotopes 

Ottoman Tradition

The Ottoman Empire was one of the most linguistically diverse political entities of 
modern times: it ruled over dozens of religious, ethnic, and linguistic communities 
forming a multiethnic, multireligious, and multilingual society. This cultural 
mixture produced an environment in which multilingualism was widespread, as 
fluid boundaries between national territories and linguistic communities created 
mixed linguistic zones.16 

Multilingualism and translation were thus an essential part of the Ottoman 
social and political landscape, which saw the emergence of a unique translation role 
that was concentrated around the contact zones with European diplomats, travelers, 
merchants, and researchers. This role—the “dragoman”—(see the introduction to this 
volume) was played by a mixed population of interpreters, middlemen, translators, 
and local guides.17 However, these multilingual individuals often found themselves 
taking on much more than just the task of interpreting.18 They also served as 
go-betweens, servants, diplomats, spies, messengers, managers, and overseers and 
were frequently required to mediate, scheme, and improvise in both official and 
unofficial capacities.19 From the medieval period onward, dragomans fulfilled a 
“range of political, commercial, and diplomatic functions as essential intermediaries 
between the rulers and the ruled,” while during the modern era they were mostly 
associated with interpretation and translation to and from local languages such as 
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Arabic, Turkish, and Persian.20 The dragomans’ translation model was multifaceted 
and included both oral and textual translation. While it has been common to view 
their work as a feature of the intercultural and interlingual transactions between 
Europe and the Ottoman Empire, the dragomans also represented an internal 
Ottoman characteristic as a multilingual, multicultural, and multireligious society 
(including, among others, Greek, Armenian, Arab, and Bosnian minorities).21 

At the end of the nineteenth century, then, Ottoman Palestine was a profoundly 
polyglot society with a variety of local languages, in which cultural multiplicity 
was not perceived as a threat or a destabilizing factor.22 For the Arab and Jewish 
native inhabitants, this was the norm: multilingualism was a basic fact of life, 
and mediators, interpreters, and translators played an important role in everyday 
communication.23 

Andalusian Tradition 

During that period another cultural model emerged on the cultural horizon of 
the Arab Jewish intellectuals. It was the legacy of “al-Andalus” or “Sefarad” of the 
tenth to twelfth centuries, the famous “Golden Age” of Jewish intellectual life, 
the time of great thinkers and poets such as Abu ʿImran Musa ibn ʿUbayd Allah 
ibn Maymun al-Qurtubi (Maimonides), Abu Harun Musa bin Yaʿqub ibn ʿEzra 
(Moses Ibn-Ezra), and Judah ben Shmuel HaLevi (Yehuda Halevi, also known as 
Abu al-Hasan al-Lawi), who were intimately linked to Arabic poetry and Islamic 
philosophy while also advancing the study of Jewish law and Hebrew philology 
and poetry.

At the heart of this cultural legacy was a unique translation model, based on 
Arabic-Hebrew bilingualism and translation-interpretation (in Arabic, tafsir and 
sarh - שרח) that spread from the Middle Ages to the modern era. This Arab Jewish 
translation tradition can be dated back to the tenth century with Saadia ibn Yosef 
al-Fayyumi’s (Saadia Gaon) translation (known as the tafsir) of the Bible into 
Judeo-Arabic (Arabic written in Hebrew script). Saadia Gaon’s tafsir had an 
enormous impact on the development of the Arab Jewish literary and translation 
traditions during the medieval and modern periods, on the borderland between the 
worlds of Arabic and Hebrew, and of Judaism and Islam.24 This tradition continued 
to develop in Spain in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries with the translations 
of the Ibn Tibbon family and Yahya bin Sulaiman bin Shaul Abu Zakaria 
al-Harizi (Yehuda Alharizi).25 
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During the second half of the nineteenth century, the Judeo-Arabic translation 
model experienced a revival in several Arab Jewish communities spread to 
far-flung corners of the globe, including Baghdad, Aden, Damascus, Cairo, Tunisia, 
Algeria, and Calcutta.26 The establishment of printing houses in these centers 
fostered a new wave of translations into Judeo-Arabic from a variety of languages and 
literary traditions (including Hebrew, Aramaic, European languages, and standard 
Arabic).27 This included the publication of new and old translations of biblical 
texts, translations of prayer books, collections and translations of oral stories, and 
collections of legends, fables, and folk tales from the Arabic oral tradition.28  

Translation Methods 

Translation against the Grain: The Polyglot Arab Jewish Translation Model 

Yaldey Arav, by Yosef Meyouhas, and Mishley Arav, by Isaac Yahuda, are the end 
products of translation projects that began at the end of the nineteenth century, 
toward the end of the Ottoman period, and continued for decades, spanning the 
transition from the Ottoman Empire to British rule.29 These translation works were 
published in the latter stages of the translators’ lives, at a time when their political 
visions were already marginalized by the dominant political discourse.30 

In addition to the necessity of reading these translation works within the broad 
historical and linguistic contexts presented in the previous sections (the Andalusian 
and Ottoman chronotopes), it is also important to examine them in light of the 
particular historical context in which they were published, late-1920s and early-1930s 
Palestine, a period of violent national struggle between Jews and Palestinian Arabs and 
of increasing linguistic, social, and cultural polarization.31 

Against the backdrop of these political and social events, which deepened the 
nationalistic divisions and the linguistic partition process, Meyouhas’s and Yahuda’s 
translation methods embody an alternative political and cultural route. The 
polyglot fusion in their translation work—mixing Arabic and Hebrew, Jewish and 
Muslim traditions—challenges the nationalistic principles regarding the purity of 
language and homogeneity of the national tradition. The loose distinction between 
oral and written traditions and the unfixed intersection between original source 
and translation dismantle any (national) claim over exclusive ownership of texts, 
traditions, or languages. Instead, their methods represent a dialogical approach that 
emphasizes the intertextuality of literary traditions and the intersections of languages 
and cultures.
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Translation without a Stable Original Source

Meyouhas’s and Yahuda’s works share an exceptional translation model: translation 
without a stable original source that does not belong to a specific geographical sphere 
or to a single linguistic tradition but rather spans multiple linguistic, geographic, 
and religious traditions. In that way, their model is substantially different from the 
dominant monolingual nationalistic model. The anxieties regarding the division 
between the “original” and the “translation” are irrelevant in their case. This is not to 
say that there are no internal differentiations among the multiple versions they used, 
but any concern over the issue of a single, stable, authentic source is absent from 
their work. This can be attributed to their connection to the Andalusian model, with 
its long-standing Judeo-Muslim tradition that remained free of notions of “fixity” of 
text and the need to respect the text’s boundaries. 

Meyouhas’s Yaldey Arav comprises forty-seven biblical tales from the Arab 
Palestinian oral tradition translated into Hebrew. The tales are divided into two parts: 
Torah stories, and stories about the prophets. This format resembles the Muslim 
literary tradition of the oral and textual biblical and prophet stories. It also resembles 
the Jewish literary tradition of translations of the Bible into Judeo-Arabic described 
above (tafsir and sarh). The stories are written in a mix of biblical Hebrew, Modern 
Hebrew and Judeo-Arabic. The translated stories do not reference a specific author 
or “original” source. Since there is no original with which to compare the translation, 
it is impossible to draw a strict line separating the translation from the source. This 
represents an unusual example of literary writing originating from a bilingual or 
multilingual context where “writing and translating overlap in a creative act that is 
not based on any original.”32 

Moreover, in Meyouhas’s work, translation became not merely a transaction 
between two (distinct) languages, or an act of linguistic “substitution” of one version 
by another, but rather an intersection between several entangled languages, textual 
traditions, and cultures. In this intertextuality translation operates in multiple ways, 
sometimes between texts and sometimes between the oral and the textual dimensions. 
The end product can be read as a non-annotated Hebrew version of a text whose 
implicit source appears to be Arabic. This single text stands for both the original and 
the translation, with Hebrew serving as original and translational language. 

Yahuda’s Mishley Arav (Proverbs of Arabia) includes in its two volumes some 
2,500 proverbs taken from the literary, linguistic, and popular Arabic tradition, 
across the various Arabic dialects.33 The proverbs are presented in Arabic (in Hebrew 
script) alongside a Hebrew translation. In some cases, Yahuda also included parallel 
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proverbs in other languages   (Judeo-Spanish, Turkish, Aramaic, and Persian) along 
with a Hebrew translation. 

In Yahuda’s work, translation is situated within the text, not between texts, as 
he presents the original and its translation side by side as part of a textual whole. 
In this way, Yahuda’s translation challenges the traditional definition of translation 
as the substitution of one language for another and of one literary text for another. 
Instead, the process of translation is multidimensional, occurring in different spaces 
and between different languages and texts, sometimes simultaneously. Mishley Arav’s 
structure also exposes the production process of the translations and blurs the temporal 
order between what comes first and what follows. 

In his book The Translator’s Invisibility, Lawrence Venuti explores the translation 
convention that emphasizes the transparency of the translator as the key factor for 
“good” translation work.34 This approach values the ability of the translator to be 
invisible, leaving no traces in the translated text and giving the impression that the 
finished product is not in fact a translation but the original. It advocates a fluent 
translation, one “which aims to conceal the translation production with the numerous 
conditions under which it was conceived.”35 Yahuda’s translation work in many 
ways represents the opposite approach. He explicitly positions himself as the 
translator/interpreter within the text, and openly reveals the translation production 
with its dilemmas and choices. He presents not only both the original and translated 
texts but also various other translation and interpretation options, opening before the 
reader a variety of translational choices and routes.

Yahuda’s and Meyouhas’s translation strategies undermine the monolingual 
translation convention that affords sovereign authority to the original textual source 
and requires that the translation be faithful to it, seeing in the act of translation the 
demarcation of the sovereign boundaries of the original text and its replacement in a 
new linguistic territory.36 There is always a gap that the translation process cannot 
hide, a gap that places the translation in the middle, between the borders of multiple 
languages, traditions, and cultures. 

The Seam Line between the Spoken and the Textual 

The intersections between written and oral traditions have a fundamental role in 
Meyouhas’s and Yahuda’s translation work. Both translations are based on numerous 
oral traditions (fables, legends, proverbs) with minimal references to textual sources. 
While the origins of the translated tales and proverbs are vaguely presented, the 
biographical links to those literary traditions are strongly emphasized. Meyouhas’s 
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and Yahuda’s personal backgrounds in the borderland between Jewish and Muslim 
traditions played a seminal role in the formation of their translation work. 

Meyouhas lengthily presents his relations to the Palestinian oral tradition. In 
his writings he describes the influence that his childhood in the Palestinian village 
of Silwan had on the formation of his intellectual and political vision.37 He stresses 
that during his formative years in Silwan, the Arab Muslim Palestinian oral tradition 
became “an integral part of his kinship culture.”38 Reading this statement one can 
assume that some of the stories and fables translated in Yaldey Arav are based on 
the tales he heard as a child in Silwan. This blurs distinctions between orality and 
textuality and between author and translator. It also highlights the complexity of his 
translation work. It is not possible to determine clearly which parts of the tales are 
his own creation based on his childhood memories and which are translated from an 
official oral or textual corpus.  

Yahuda’s biographical background also played a crucial role in his own translation 
work. Yahuda opens his introduction to the first volume with a declaration regarding 
the process of collecting the proverbs: “I started to collect these proverbs for personal 
use, as I valued proverbs from a young age. Each time I heard a beautiful proverb, I 
used to write it down and later, while reading books, I highlighted the ones I liked. 
In that way I collected many proverbs.”39 While the personal links to the translated 
collection are evident, the open statement also reveals some foundational elements 
in Yahuda’s translation methods. First, he declares that the proverb collection is not 
based on a stable corpus or source; second, that it was formed along with his personal 
intellectual development with its unique social and cultural mixture; third, that his 
collection process comprises a mixture of textual and literary traditions—spoken/oral 
beside textual/written. He also presents his collecting method, which was based 
on various forms of textual transmission: listening, documenting, writing, and 
reading. He blends them together without strict distinctions or hierarchization. In 
doing so he defies the dominant literary convention of his time that pushed toward 
strict distinctions between the spoken word and the script, the oral and written 
traditions.40 

Moreover, the discussions throughout the translation span larger historical, 
political, and social contexts. These discussions often combine stories, fables, and 
legends from a wide variety of literary traditions. Yahuda demonstrates a remarkable 
knowledge of Islamic literature in all its forms, from oral literature through legal 
and religious literature to philosophy and mysticism. In addition he references Arab 
chronicles and oral histories. The depth of his personal acquaintance with Muslim 
scholars of his time is also evident in the text.41 This unique structure acts as an 
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intersection of textualities, highlighting the connectivity and movement between 
oral and written traditions. 

Yahuda often discusses the pronunciation of the text either directly or implicitly. 
He highlights the importance of the spoken dimension of the word/character/
sentence and how it influences the structure of the written text as well as its meaning. 
In doing so, he reveals the gap between the written text and the spoken word in what 
Barthes calls “the trap of scription [writing].”42

For instance in one of his discussions Yahuda describes the complex relations 
between the written script, the oral articulation, and the meaning in the Arabic 
language. He refers to a fable from the Arab oral tradition that demonstrates the 
power of the language when minor differences in the script can dramatically change 
the meaning of the word in a way that is sometimes of critical importance. In the 
middle of the fable, he moves to a metalinguistic discussion on the tension between 
form and meaning in the Arabic script: 

It is known that in Arabic there are many letters that have the same shape while only 
dots distinguish between them, for example bā  ʿand tā  ʿshare the same shape and the 
only difference between them is the dots, for bā  ʿhas one dot below and for tā  ʿtwo 
dots on top.43

After this metalinguistic note, he returns to the tragic story of the clown who was 
emasculated due to a mix-up of dots and letters that dramatically changed the king’s 
order.

The distinction between sentence and utterance is one of the foundational 
aspects of Bakhtin’s work. While the “sentence” is one of the central unities of 
language for linguistic study, Bakhtin switches the focus to the utterance as the 
basic unity of language in actual communication. An utterance may be made up of 
a single sentence, but equally, it may be made up of a single word or exclamation 
or of a large number of sentences together. For Bakhtin, any study of discourse, 
literature, and language should focus on the interrelations between the written and 
the spoken dimensions of the text.44 In that way the “text as such never appears as 
a dead thing; beginning with any text—and sometimes passing through a lengthy 
series of mediating links—we always arrive, in the final analysis, at the human 
voice, which is to say we come up against the human being.”45 Following Bakhtin’s 
argument, Julia Kristeva views the text as the interplay of texts, not as a singular 
entity, emphasizing that a text creates meaning with the relations between the text 
and the corpus of already existing texts, which opens new possibilities of viewing a 
text from many different purviews.46  
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In the context of the biblical tales, the connectivity between orality and textuality 
contains subversive political interpretations. In his translation work Meyouhas 
blends different oral and textual traditions of the biblical story, mixing Islamic 
hadith and oral traditions with Jewish midrashic and Talmudic traditions, without 
a clear boundary between them. Furthermore, he uses a mixture of biblical Hebrew 
with Arabic pronunciation of names of places and protagonists, which highlights 
the multiplicity of optional readings and writings of the biblical narrative. By doing 
so, Meyouhas offers a different interpretation of the biblical text in the political 
context of his time: instead of reconnecting to only one fixed original written text, he 
positions the biblical stories within their vast array of interpretations and translations 
in the written and oral traditions, Jewish as well as Muslim, over the ages. This 
path, in turn, required that the Arab Palestinians and their history and stories be 
included—in the text and in the land.  

Reading Meyouhas’s translation of biblical stories from the Muslim oral tradition, 
it is hard to avoid a comparison with the European models of biblical translation. These 
were rooted in the privileging of literacy over orality and in the connection between the 
rise of the vernacular languages and nation-states in Europe. They differ substantially 
from the model that was developed in the Judeo-Muslim cultural and religious 
sphere. In that tradition, oral texts have traditionally been of greater significance, and 
multilingualism served to undermine any monolithic language-nation connection.

Polyglot: Linguistic Fusion 

We are used to thinking of cultures and languages as autonomous singularities and 
that texts for translation are usually written in one language and are rooted in the 
corresponding culture. But what if, as is the case of these translation works, multiple 
languages reside in a single text or a single word and embody multiple literary and 
cultural traditions?

While the relations between Hebrew and Arabic have a strong input in 
Meyouhas’s and Yahuda’s translations, the label “bilingualism” or “multilingulism” is 
not sufficient to define the use of language in them.47 Instead of placing two natural 
languages (polyglossia)   side by side, it destabilizes the boundaries between them in a 
way that undermines any attempt to create a separated language or cultural system. It 
also reveals the intralinguistic heterogeneity highlighting the gaps between different 
usages, writings, and pronunciations of the same language.

 Bakhtin uses the term “heteroglossia” to describe the way in which multiple 
languages reside within a single cultural and linguistic community. Vyacheslav Ivanov 
defines Bakhtin’s use of heteroglossia as “the simultaneous use of different kinds of 
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speech or other signs, the tension between them, and their conflicting relationship 
within one text,” while differentiating it from monoglossia (the dominance of one 
language) and polyglossia  (the coexistence of two languages).48 For Bakhtin, 
heteroglossia is the aren a  in which the interrelations and connectivity between 
different forms and uses of language occur; each character, word, or sentence is subject 
to multiple and sometimes conflicting pronunciations, meanings, intonations, and 
allusions.49  

The layout of the pages in Yahuda’s book reflects its heteroglossic nature. The 
translations are not located at the center of the page but in a format composed 
of multiple texts, languages, and interpretations (resembling a Talmudic page), and 
although the Arabic version stands alongside the Hebrew version, there is nothing 
binary in this layout. Instead, the structure breaks the division between original 
source and translation. In addition, the fact that the Arabic proverbs are written 
in Hebrew letters only intensifies the connectivity between Hebrew and Arabic 
and positions the (Arabic) source and the (Hebrew) translation on a spectrum of 
overlapping relations.50 

One example from Mishley Arav is telling. In the translation of one of the proverbs, 
the similarity between the Arabic and Hebrew versions is particularly apparent:51

נוסח ערבי (Arabic version): אלאשכאפי חאפי ואלחאיך עריאן.

נוסח עברי (Hebrew version): האושכפי יחף והאורג ערום.

Besides the usage of Hebrew characters for both languages, which highlights the visual 
similarity between them, Yahuda’s selection of wording has an additional important 
affect. Yahuda chose the Hebrew-Aramaic word ushkafi (אושכפי) in his translation 
of the Arabic word iskāfī (إِْسكافي)—meaning “shoemaker.” He could have used the 
more common Hebrew word sandlar (סנדלר) but chose the word that reflects most 
intensely the connectivity and similarity between the two languages. 

This example only demonstrates the significant role that the linguistic dimension 
had in Yahuda’s translation work. He often delves into linguistic-philological 
discussions that compare the meanings of words in Arabic and Hebrew, which often 
also involve a comparison with other languages, usually from the same geographical 
sphere—such as Turkish, Persian, and Aramaic—but on rare occasions also European 
languages   such as English, German, and French. It also points to the multiple variations 
of Arabic languages (including variations of Judeo-Arabic) spread by geography and 
historical contexts. In this way he challenges the divisions between Arabic and Hebrew 
as two dist inct national or regional languages. Some of the proverbs are identified 
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by Yahuda as belonging to a specific geographical area (Eretz Yisrael/Palestine, Iraq, 
Egypt, Yemen, Syria, or North Africa), and in other discussions he emphasizes the 
changing meanings of certain words or proverbs in different geographical, social, and 
cultural con texts. Thus, he presents a broad Arab and Arab Jewish linguistic and 
cultural sphere that spreads across a wide imagined geography. 

In his translation Meyouhas uses the Arabic names of the biblical protagonists 
(Musa, Haroon, Suleiman, Daud, Ibrahim, etc.), and he sometimes uses the Arabic 
names of th e  places in the biblical landscape as well. This translational strategy 
has dramatic literary, political, and linguistic implications. It is not a conventional 
foreignizing strategy (bringing the text closer to the source language) for two main 
reasons: First, it echoes the Judeo-Arabic translations of the Bible (especially Saadia 
Gaon’s tafsir), which used the same translational strategy of mixing Arabic and 
Hebrew names. Second, it highlights the intimacy and proximity between Arabic 
and Hebrew and between the Muslim tradition and the Jewish tradition in relation 
to the land of the Bible (Palestine) and the biblical story. For example, in one of the 
stories, Meyouhas gives the Arabic place name beside the Hebrew place name:

One day, an evil spirit fell on Musa, in his old age and infirmity, and he left the camp 
of the Children of Israel and wandered in a foul temper along the shores of Bahar Lot, 
which is Yam Hamelah [the Dead Sea], among the rocks. There, he saw a shepherd 
coming in his direction, and as he drew closer, he saw it was the shepherd to whom 
his father-in-law Shahib, or Jethro, had entrusted his flocks when Musa left Midian 
to return to Egypt and to lead the people of Israel out of the suffering inflicted by 
Pharoah.52

By placing the Arabic name Bahar Lot (לוט  beside the Hebrew name Yam (בחר 
Hamelah (המלח  Meyouhas is highlighting the multilingual settings of the ,(ים 
historical and contemporary Palestinian landscape and geography. Moreover, at a time 
of national conflict, when the politics of place-naming had a crucial role in discourse 
and practice, the mixing of Hebrew and Arabic names of places in his translation 
destabilized the national effort of separating between languages and territories—in 
the Zionist case, via toponymic (place-naming) activities and remapping projects 
that replaced Arabic names with Hebrew names.53 This was part of a wider process 
of de-Arabization of the land and its population.54

Intertextuality and Translation: The Dialogic Dimension 

The intersection between various languages, traditions, and stories in Meyouhas’s 
and Yahuda’s translations represents a notion of connectivity between Jewish and 



84  Partitions and Translations

Muslim traditions. None of the literary traditions or “languages” forms a separate 
system but relates to and interacts with other languages or traditions in a recursive 
manner. This translational model constantly challenges the nationalistic perception 
of distinct monolingual literary and linguistic traditions. Thus, these translations act 
not as a form of mediation between two different and separate languages or traditions 
but as representatives of a shared cultural space. They form what Kristeva would coin 
as “intertextuality,” which she defines “as an intersection of textual surfaces rather 
than a point (a fixed meaning), as a dialogue among several writings.”55 Kristeva’s 
usages of dialogue echo Bakhtin’s terminology. For Bakhtin language and textual 
communication are constantly engaged with and are informed by other texts and 
voices in dialogized manner. In these dialogized settings each text echoes multiple 
other texts and the different usages and meanings associated with each word, phrase, 
or utterance. 

The intertextuality and the dialogized relations in Meyouhas’s work 
interconnect between Jewish and Muslim oral and written traditions of the 
biblical story. At a time when national and cultural boundaries were separating 
Jews and Arab Palestinians, and when a struggle was raging over the question of 
the ownership of the (biblical) text and of the land, Meyouhas’s intertextuality 
proposed a different cultural and political vision, one that sought to undermine 
the question of singularity and originality. Instead of focusing on the authority 
of a single unified tradition, Meyouhas emphasizes the dialogical notion of 
connectivity and fluidity between multiple traditions of the biblical story. And 
in contrast to the nationalistic Zionist political trend, which used the biblical text 
as a tool to claim exclusive Jewish ownership of the land, the translation work 
suggested a different narrative: instead of a single authorized source of the biblical 
text, it presents multiplicity and heterogeneity of texts, tales, and translations that 
intersect in a dialogized manner with no independent territories or clear borders 
between them. If there is no one unified text or tradition, no one can claim 
exclusive ownership of it or of the land.

Yahuda’s translation entangles multiple literary and religious traditions. Mishley 
Arav includes various types of translational and linguistic practices such as philological 
analyses, metalinguistic explanations, and comparative investigations of oral and 
textual traditions, while also emphasizing the connections between them. Testimony 
to this approach can be found in the programmatic introduction that Yahuda wrote 
to the first volume of his work. In this introduction, he describes the intertextual and 
unfixed nature of the translated proverbs and fables:
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There are many international fables that are universally owned; while the content is 
the same, these fables appear in different versions, which are told in all languages by 
all nations, and it is impossible to know who their creators were and what land they 
came from. However, for the proverbs of the Arabs before Islam, their history, tellers, 
and tribes are known. And also, many of the proverbs that were told after the rise of 
Islam have known origins in terms of who told them and where they lived; even those 
that are related in a dialect language, their history and place of origin are known, as the 
proverbs themselves refer to these, telling a story that happened in a certain place where 
the proverb came to be told.56 

In another section of his introduction, Yahuda emphasizes the constant transition of 
proverbs between languages and oral traditions: 

Some Arabic proverbs resemble Hebrew proverbs. In some cases, Hebrew proverbs 
crossed into Arabic while retaining their content and style; in others, the contents of an 
Arabic proverb are similar to a Hebrew proverb, not because it was copied into Arabic 
but because they were also inspired by the same spirit, and they created proverbs that 
are similar to ours but have a different style and form.57 

Yahuda’s work brings literary traditions from Islamic sources together with tales 
from rabbinic literature, and fables and legends from classical Arabic literature 
(A Thousand and One Nights or Kalila wa Dimna) with localized folk tales and 
personal memories. It contains a strong notion of intertextuality that is “constructed 
as a mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another.”58 

This dialogized intertextuality creates an imagined interreligious and interlingual 
landscape that spreads from Morocco in the west to Persia in the east in the format 
of Ottoman or Andalusian imagined geographical boundaries.

Conclusion 

This article suggests a new reading into two translation works from the polyglot Arab 
Jewish translation model that operated in the Arabic-Hebrew cultural and linguistic 
borderlands where partitioned languages and traditions interact and come together. 
It explores the ways in which they act as symbolic literary contact zones that redefine 
the relations between languages, cultures, and identities. At a time when emerging 
national and cultural boundaries separated Jews and Arabs, Hebrew and Arabic, 
settlers and natives, and a struggle was raging over the ownership of the (biblical) 
land and the (biblical) text, these translations focused on tales and traditions free of 
ownership and without any stable original source, thus indicating the connectivity 
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between them. While the dominant translation model in Hebrew literary circles 
pushed toward forming a unified and distinct monolingual literary framework, they 
emphasize the multiplicity and heterogeneity dimensions of the Hebrew and Arabic 
languages and literary traditions. 

Yet when these works were published (between 1927 and 1934), the separation 
between Arabic and Hebrew, and between Jewish and Muslim literary traditions, 
was at its peak. Most of the (Hebrew) readers and publishers were monolingual (in 
relation to Arabic), lacking the ability (and/or the will) to identify and address the 
heteroglossic and polyphonic dimensions these works contained. In this context it is 
not surprising that these translations were viewed merely as part of the development 
of the national Hebrew literary field and marginalized under the rubric of folkloric 
literature.59 

Moreover, at a time when Arabic-Hebrew bilingualism and language mingling 
were easily associated with betrayal of the national collective, the use of Arav (Arab) 
in the title of both translated works was already perceived in the nationalistic 
and monolingual logic as an act of separation between the Arabic tradition (with 
its distinct “national” histories and values) and the Jewish or Hebrew literary 
tradition. However, Meyouhas’s and Yahuda’s translational methods refused to 
remain confined by distinct borders of language, literature, and religion, shifting 
the attention to Andalusian and Ottoman models of coexistence and interaction of 
multiple linguistic traditions in a single geographical-cultural framework bringing 
together Islamic, Jewish, Turkish, Hebrew, Persian, Arabic, and Aramaic traditions 
in a dialogized and intertwined way.

Thus, the fluidity that is inherent in these translations becomes a source of 
resistance to the dominant monolingual and nationalistic literary and translation 
canon and represents an alternative translation model. For Yahuda and Meyouhas, 
translation was not a tool for mediation between two separated languages, 
identities, or traditions; rather, it operated within the same multilingual and 
multireligious cultural landscape located on the borderlands, connecting Hebrew 
and Arabic (Judeo-Arabic), Arabs and Jews (Arab Jews) or Judaism and Islam 
(Judeo-Muslim). 
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