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A Dictionary of the Kashani J ewish Dialect
With English Translation and Pronunciation Guide to
This Millennia-Old Language

Introduction by Norman “Nourollah” Gabay

The Kashani Jewish dialect, akin to the Jewish dialects of Isfahan, Hamedan, Shiraz, and
some other Iranian cities, has roots in the older Persian Zoroastrian language. By itself, it \'hnws
how those Jews who survived the Arab conquest of Iran during the sixth century C.E. maintained
their own language, that is, the language of the people of Iran. To date, some Jewish cities of that
time, such as the city of Abyanch, about 40 miles from Kashan, who were forced by the Arabs to
convert, speak this dialect almost unique to the Jews of Kashan, without being aware of its roots
or their ancestry. According to National Geographic, No. 112, one language dies every 14 days,
somewhere in the world, and together with them centuries of a people’s cultural heritage,
wisdom, customs and traditions are buried in history. The Kashani Jewish dialect may be

considered one such language.

This ancient tree, as with all aging trees, shrivels further by the day. Sadly, due to extreme
anti-Semitism over its 2700 years of life, this language never grew solid roots in the soil, but
instead, as if planted in a vase constantly forced to move around, it has suffered much aridity and
many broken branches. Whereas the little trees around it continue to live fresh lives, not a bit
concerned about the mother tree, aware of the nature’s law that once a tree stopped growing, it

would shrivel. And life is but a memory.

Some day, we’ll leave behind a story,

A vague memory of me and you, of us.
No sign of the bustle, no'spark of the flames,
Who knows what’ll remain of us after us.

Some of us the remaining speakers of this dialect have tried to record the vocabulary of this
language, a memorabilia for posterity, the footsteps of our ancestors. I remember when 1 arrived
at New York for the first time in 1955, and hasted to see my cousin and accomplished author, the
late Nourollah Kharrazi, himself born in Kashan and a fluent speaker of the language.

He offered us to exchange what words we knew of the dialect, and whoever didn’t know the
word pay a dollar to the other. The interesting exchange of words and dollars went on for a long
while. He would jot down every word, as he shared his plans for writing a complete dictionary of
this dialect.

Years went by, until one day he told me that he had finished the book and was ready to have
it published.

Unfortunately, in the meantime, someone borrowed the manuscript from him and never
retuned. Mr. Kharrazi had forgotten his name; and my best efforts to locate its whereabouts,
including a finder’s reward offer, have been to no avail.

Eventually, I decided to enlist the help of friends, Mr. Haroon Soroudi in particular, to
prepare @ new version of said book, in the memory of the late Kharrazi, 1o be published and
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made available to the present and futurr: ganamtmns Thc buuk, penned in Mr. Soroudi’s
beautiful handwriting, is offered to the Internet audience on my website, BabaNouri.com, and
on 7Dorim.com, the website founded and supervised by Mr. Yousef Setareh-Shenas. May this

fading heirloom of our ancestors thus find new life in print and benefit future generations of ik

scholars. After all, g
We can’t tell the road from the holes, yet we stride. ¢
Turn and look behind, the footsteps, all that’s left of us. r

As the Kashani say, khoza neya-dar! That is, khoda negah-dar, “May God protect you,”

Norman "Nourollah" Gabay i
December 2015, Los Angeles

* The respected members of the Kashani Jewish community are invited to provide us with any
words not included in this dictionary to update this volume in progress.
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On Hebrew Letters and Numbers

And the Persian Siagh Numerical Notation

Certain aspects of the ancient cultures must be recorded, or they’ll vanish forever. The very
old Jewish community of Kashan, Iran, had their own particular dialect, which was rooted in the
Zoroastrian language of the Iranian people before the Arab invasion. In recent years, we’ve
brought together a selection of its vocabulary and idioms in a book entitled A Dictionary of the
Kashani Jewish Dialect, as you may find in the attached book. Furthermore, in their earlier
times, the Iranian Jewish community had little means other than learning the Hebrew language
and its writing system, that is, the language of their religious books. As such, they also penned
their communications and calculations in the Persian language, but by using their particular
version of the Hebrew alphabet, a writing system named the Judeo-Persian by Prof. Amnon
Netzer. In this collection, we’ve provided a sample of the Hebrew alphabet somewhat particular
to the Jews of Iran, besides the Hebrew numbers and Roman numerals. Moreover, the reader will
find entries on Chortkeh or “The Persian Abacus”, and an old numerical notation system named
The Siagh Numbers, primarily used by the Muslim merchants of the old Iran, recorded for this
publication in Mr. Haroon Soroudi’s handwriting. Today, I don’t know anyone other than Mr.
Soroudi to be masterfully fluent in this ancient skill. I personally thank him in this regard, and
for his assistance in preparing the Dictionary Kashani Jewish Dialect. 1 hope that in the near
future, others will pursue the path paved by the late Prof. Amnon Netzer and conduct more

extensive studies in this and similar fields.

Rather a good name to remain,

Than a golden castle left behind.

Norman “Nourollah” Gabay
June 2017, Los Angeles
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The Persian Abacus

It’s difficult to explain how to use the Persian Abacus in writing, as it’s best to learn it by
doing it, as we learn how to drive. Having said that, a short entry on this ancient calculator may
prove useful. As you may see in a drawing of a Persian Abacus on the next page, all but two
columns carry 10 beads, the two of which at the middle are chosen dark for ease of application.
The first bead from the bottom is equal to 10 beads of the column to its right. Thus, when the
total number of beads in one column reaches 10, we move those beads to the top, bringing down
instead one bead from the column to their left. For example, if 10 beads each worth one rial, or
cent, are brought down and filled the column, we move them to the top to empty the rials / cents

column, and instead, we bring down one bead worth 1 touman, or 10 cents i.e. a dime.

Norman “Nourollah™ Gabay
February 2018, Los Angeles






The Hebrew Alphabet of the
' Holy Torah, and their
numerical values.
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The Hebrew handwritten alphabet and numbers, which were
used by most Iranian Jews in the earlier times.
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The handwritten alphabet of the Jews of Israel, still in use.
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The Slagh Numbers n/pncal ncrtatlon used in the past by Muslim, and some Jewish, merchants.
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