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Abstract
Elias Nasrallah Haddad (1878/79–
1959) was a teacher, translator, writer, 
ethnographer, and linguist whose 
career spanned the final decades of 
Ottoman rule in Palestine, the whole 
of the British Mandate period, and 
the Nakba and after. Based for most 
of his life at the German-run Syrian 
Orphanage in Jerusalem, he asserted, 
in his many books and articles on 
Palestinian life and language, his 
adopted country’s right to progress, 
alongside the importance of recording 
its traditions. He highlighted the Arab 
nature of Palestinian society while 
urging tolerance and coexistence as 
the foremost of its values and virtues. 
This article draws on multiple sources 
and genres to trace Haddad’s life 
history and his impact on a wide range 
of fields and people, ranging from the 
British high commissioners to whom 
he taught colloquial Arabic, to the 
storytellers in the villages of pre-World 
War I Palestine whose memories of 
Bedouin poetry he transcribed and 
translated.
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Across the Arabic-speaking world, 
the late nineteenth and first half of 
the twentieth century was a period of 
debate and experimentation in language, 
literature, and thought, often referred to 
as the Nahda or Arab renaissance. The 
impact of this intellectual ferment on 
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Palestine is increasingly being explored, and the landscape of those inhabitants of Jaffa, 
Jerusalem, and other Palestinian cities who played their role in nahdawi discourses is 
still being populated. The lives of figures such as Khalil Sakakini or Tawfiq Canaan 
have been explored in some detail,1 and this article adds Elias Nasrallah Haddad to the 
picture.2 Haddad’s life story evokes many themes, including the nature of intellectual 
relationships under colonial conditions, Mandate-era conceptions of coexistence and 
ethnic relations, and the variations between British, German, and other imperialisms 
in the Middle East. In this article, I focus on Haddad’s portrayals and representations 
of Palestine and its culture, geography, and society, and how these changed from the 
late Ottoman to the post-Nakba periods. Although what little scholarly discussion of 
Haddad exists deals mainly with his ethnographic output, this discussion engages with 
his wider work, including translation, literature, and language manuals published from 
the late Ottoman period through the early 1950s. I begin by presenting a brief outline 
of Elias Haddad’s life story and the significance within it of German intellectual and 
cultural influences, followed by sections analyzing the main types of publication and 
scholarly work in which he engaged – language manuals and textbooks, translation 
and exegesis of the works of the nineteenth-century warrior-poet Nimr ibn ‘Adwan, 
nativist ethnography, and finally his translation of the German Enlightenment play 
Nathan der Weise.

Haddad was born in 1878 or 1879 to a Protestant family in Khirbat Qanafar, a 
village in the Baqa‘a mountains of what was then Ottoman Greater Syria, and now 
Lebanon.3 Elias’s father, Jiryis, died in 1889, leaving his wife Haja to care for their 
four youngest children. Five older daughters had already married, but three sons 
(including Elias) and a younger daughter were still dependent on their parents. It was 
at this time that Elias, showing signs of academic potential, was sent to the Syrische 
Waisenhaus (Syrian Orphanage), nicknamed the Schneller School, in Jerusalem, an 
orphanage run by German Lutherans that was established in 1860 to care for victims 
of conflict in Ottoman Syria.4

Elias Haddad remained part of the Schneller institution for most of his life, 
becoming a senior teacher, head of Arabic instruction,5 and finally head of the school.6 
In 1907, by which time he was established as a teacher, he married a woman called 
Astrasia, and later the couple had children, including a son called Theophil.7 According 
to his grandson Gabi Haddad, Elias started teaching at the Syrian Orphanage (the 
Schneller School) in 1899 but briefly moved at the end of World War I to teach at 
a school in Suq al-Gharb in Lebanon; Gabi also suggests that Elias studied for a 
BA at the American University of Beirut, although his name does not appear on the 
student rolls.8 Other than his publications, we know few details of Elias Haddad’s 
personal life during the Mandate period. His books and translations indicate that 
he spent much of his time in the world of the Syrian Orphanage, teaching pupils, 
developing his ideas on Arabic language and pedagogy (which gave rise to several 
textbooks for the Palestinian educational system), and playing music – he taught some 
of his pupils the flute and played the organ in church.9 Beyond the school, Haddad’s 
language-teaching skills and interest in colloquial Arabic and village life forged a 
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broad network among foreign scholars and officials. He helped foreign ethnographers 
such as Hilma Granqvist, and archaeologists such as W. F. Albright, transliterate and 
interpret the rural sayings and folktales they collected; the sheer volume of Haddad’s 
notes in the Granqvist files held at the Palestine Exploration Fund show that this must 
have occupied a significant amount of time. He was a founding member of the Golden 
Throne Scottish Freemasons lodge in Jerusalem, which had Arab, Jewish, and British 
members.10 And as a high-ranking teacher of Arabic in Jerusalem during the Mandate 
era, he taught senior members of the British administration;11 family history records 
that he also helped the future Israeli politician, diplomat, and orientalist Abba Eban 
with the language.12

Between 1944 and 1948, with the Schneller School closed by the British because 
of its German links, Elias Haddad worked for the Middle East Centre for Arab Studies, 
an institute of oriental studies established in Jerusalem by the British army during 
World War II and later transferred to Lebanon.13 Employment at the center may have 
helped him to move to Lebanon at the end of World War II and to move the Syrian 
Orphanage’s work there, so that he already had a base from which to continue his 
former work when Zionist forces drove thousands of Palestinians from Jerusalem and 
assumed control of the side of the city that included the Schneller School in 1948. 
According to a history of the Middle East Centre, Haddad was one of the instructors 
who “took the chance to escape” to the center’s new base at Shamlan in southern 
Lebanon, although he “did not stay,” probably because he left to head the reestablished 
Schneller School.14 Another account numbers Haddad among the Arab teaching staff 
“requisitioned” during the war, implying that his role at the center was not entirely 
voluntary – the British may have taken advantage of the wartime vulnerabilities that 
Haddad’s German connections produced to force him to work there.15 But this did 
mean that, unlike hundreds of thousands of Palestinians, Haddad was already outside 
the country and had a new home and job before the Nakba or catastrophe of 1948. He 
remained at the new Schneller School, in his birthplace of Khirbat Qanafar, until his 
death in 1959, and members of his family remain among the school’s leadership to 
this  day.16

The Syrian Orphanage
Elias Haddad’s career and scholarship needs to be considered in the light of German 
influences on Palestinian intellectual life and of the differences between German 
and Anglophone intellectual traditions in relation to the Holy Land. The former 
offered more space for Palestinians – including Haddad but also Tawfiq Canaan and 
other nativist ethnographers – to insert themselves into ethnography as a discipline 
and their culture into the contemporary scholarship in its own right, rather than as 
a biblical remnant. German scholars were undoubtedly fascinated by Palestine’s 
biblical associations, but fewer of them were driven by a zeal to prove the Bible’s 
“truth” than their British and American counterparts. German ethnography of the 
late nineteenth century did not routinely compare Palestinian peasants with biblical 
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figures and, influenced by the German tradition of Bible criticism, scholars such as 
Martin Noth disputed the historicity of the Bible and the possibility, therefore, of 
“Biblical archaeology.”17 Noth’s mentor, Albrecht Alt, who shared his skepticism, was 
head of the German School of Archaeology in Jerusalem in the early 1920s when 
the American archaeologist W. F. Albright arrived, and the two clashed over this.18 
German archaeology may have been no less colonialist and grasping than that of other 
Western countries, but it came with a different set of ideological baggage than the 
Anglophone school.19

The main German influence in Elias Haddad’s life was the Syrian Orphanage 
where he was educated and where he worked for almost his entire career. Established 
in 1860 by a German Lutheran pastor to house children orphaned in Lebanon, the 
Schneller School became one of the largest educational and training establishments 
in Jerusalem. Its regime included work in the kitchens and gardens, and trips to the 
countryside where the children could swim and sleep outdoors, perhaps influenced by 
Western ideas about exercise and physical fitness. Its alumni became leaders in various 
fields, from high culture to the Jordanian military, and it played a significant role in 
religious debates in late nineteenth and early twentieth century Jerusalem, especially 
the development of an Arab identity among the Lutheran congregation and the use of 
Arabic for church services and sacred texts. Pupils at the Schneller School learned 
several languages: the main language of instruction was Arabic, but German, French, 
Turkish, and Armenian were taught. However, as a German institution, it came under 
suspicion in 1917, when the British conquered Jerusalem from the Ottomans, and 
again as relations between Germany and Britain declined in the 1930s. Its buildings 
were requisitioned for military use during World War II and sections of the school 
closed down and scattered to Nazareth and Bethlehem, later to be reestablished in 
Lebanon and Jordan. 

Attending the Schneller School in the 1890s and the early years of the twentieth 
century places Haddad in a major German Lutheran institution offering some of 
the best educational and vocational opportunities in Jerusalem. It also meant that 
he grew up in an environment informed by German ideas of the nation but also by 
comparatively liberal social attitudes. Some students, including Tawfiq Canaan and 
Elias Haddad, were already Lutherans, but their fellow nativist ethnographer Stephan 
Stephan was Syrian Orthodox, and the orphanage accepted Muslim children as well 
as Christians, and both boys and girls.20 Compared to the “proto-Zionist” Templars, 
the best known of the German communities in Palestine, the Lutheran community 
(including Schneller’s) had better relations with ordinary Palestinians. The school 
has been described as “a leading nucleus of modern development, of education and 
training, of production and technical innovation.”21 Indeed, its reputation attracted 
donations from wealthy Palestinians as well as German Lutherans. It represented 
the Germans in the complex educational network of Jerusalem, as is visible in the 
examples of the musician Wasif Jawhariyyeh and his brother, who were sent to 
Schneller’s but left after ill-treatment by a teacher, moving to Khalil al-Sakakini’s 
Dusturiyya college.22
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Before World War I, industrial, scientific, and political interests drove German 
imperialism across the globe, and one of its strongest spheres of influence was the 
Ottoman Empire.23 Education was key to this, and “drawing local indigenous elites 
into German cultural, scientific and economic achievements” was a preferred mode 
of cultural diplomacy, including the establishment of targeted Propagandaschulen 
in the Ottoman Empire and Persia.24 The role of schools in imperial “soft power” in 
the Middle East is well documented,25 and the orphanage’s role in Palestine included 
inculcating German cultural values, encouraging use of the German language, 
building contacts and loyalties between Germany and an emerging Palestinian 
professional class, and placing German nationals “on the ground” in the Holy Land. 
Philippe Bourmaud attributes the presence of early-twentieth-century rationalist ideas 
about medicine, hygiene, and sexuality in Jerusalem to this German-speaking culture, 
with its rejection of superstition and popular ritual, illustrating the intellectual and 
cultural impact of German education.26 In Haddad’s case, Schneller’s was not the 
only German intellectual influence in his life: his interests in (especially colloquial) 
Arabic also took him beyond the confines of the orphanage to collaborate with the 
German-American scholar Hans Henry Spoer,27 and to give language lessons and 
translation help to at least one other German researcher in Palestine, the Orientalist 
and theologian Friedrich Ulmer.28

Teaching Colloquial Arabic
The strongest theme that runs throughout Elias Haddad’s career and writings – his 
teaching, his ethnographic work, and his series of textbooks for students of Arabic 
– is a belief in the importance of spoken Arabic, of recording dialects and collecting 
historical examples of language and literature. This seems to have developed out of 
his job teaching Arabic at the Syrian Orphanage, which began around the turn of 
the century, and was perhaps influenced by nahdawi periodicals which arrived in 
Palestine by post, or by his spell in Beirut, a center of Nahda intellectual production 
and exchange. 

Haddad’s first handbook for learners of colloquial Arabic was the Manual of 
Palestinean [sic] Arabic for Self-Instruction, written with Spoer, a clergyman and 
Orientalist scholar based at the American School of Oriental Research (ASOR).29 At 
ASOR Spoer mixed with Western and Arab scholars based in Palestine, and learned 
Arabic from native speakers; he may have been one of the three students there who 
studied with Farhud Kurban, a Lutheran cleric who served at the German Church 
of the Redeemer alongside Theodor Schneller.30 The Manual was published at the 
Syrian Orphanage in 1909 and in Germany by the Reichsdruckerei in 1910.31 Spoer’s 
introduction comments on Haddad’s expertise in difference aspects of Arabic even at 
this early stage in his career:

[Haddad’s] knowledge of the classical language has enabled him to 
appreciate changes and distinctions which might have escaped even an 
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Arab whose scholarship was less, while his intimacy with Palestinean 
and Libanese [sic] Arabic, in various dialects, has given him an insight 
into his own language, practically unattainable by a European however 
long his residence, or however profound his observation.32

Haddad’s involvement in this book represents the first in a long career engaging with 
colloquial Arabic, something that locates Haddad not only in certain intellectual 
and political contexts in relation to Ottoman Palestine, but also as regards wider 
Arab nationalisms and linguistic debates. At the time, Nahda figures and early Arab 
nationalists were divided on whether they should seek to standardize language 
across the entire Arabic-speaking region, eliminating what many saw as corrupted 
regional and local ‘ammiyyas in favor of a more literary fusha or Modern Standard 
Arabic. Haddad’s work places him firmly on the other side of the argument, alongside 
ethnographers and more local nationalists who perceived value in the diversity of 
different dialects, and implies that his interests lay with local identities – in Palestine 
and perhaps also his native Lebanon – rather than broader Arab nationalism.33

In the context of the rise of an understanding of local selfhood in Palestine prior 
to World War I, Haddad represents an indigenous voice in delineating and describing 
the Palestinian dialect. Haddad and Spoer’s choice of the word “Palestinean [sic]” 
indicates that they considered an identifiable Palestinian Arabic to exist, and, by 
extension, that they understood there to be an entity called Palestine, inhabited by a 
specific group of people (speaking a particular dialect).34 While the term Palestinian 
had been used by European scholars to describe the dialect, its use by a Jerusalem-
based Levantine intellectual seems to chime with research that places development of 
a coherent, articulated Palestinian identity in the years preceding the Great War, albeit 
within the continued framework of an Ottoman state system.35 As Haddad and Spoer 
state in their preface, they chose for the Manual an educated Jerusalemite dialect.36 
The Jerusalem dialect occupied a rough mid-point between Palestine’s north and 
south, both geographically and linguistically, which may have made it an obvious 
choice to present in the Manual. If we consider it through the lens of questions 
of Palestinian identity, the centering of a Jerusalem dialect as representing that of 
Palestine also places the book in a long tradition which includes the fada’il al-Quds 
genre of praises for the Holy Land, other Islamicate37 texts such as fatwa collections, 
and travel accounts, and that suggests some form of “community of meaning” focused 
on Jerusalem but extending to areas on all sides of the city.38

Of course, the choice of an educated Jerusalem dialect can partly be explained by 
practical consideration: both Haddad and Spoer lived there, and the city’s religious, 
historical, and touristic significance would have made it the most relevant version for 
their prospective readers. The book’s introduction framed its readership as students 
of Arabic interested in dialect, but also “passing travellers” who wished to navigate 
“railways, hotels, and other conveniences of travel.” Recent scholars have followed 
Spoer in seeing travelers as the main market for the Manual, with other audiences 
among English-speaking residents of Palestine such as clergy, missionaries, and 
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teachers.39 The appeal to casual users may have been strengthened by the fact that the 
text of the Manual of Palestinean Arabic contains no Arabic characters, but is entirely 
transliterated.

Most of the example phrases given by Spoer and Haddad are normal for language 
handbooks: information for travelers and shoppers, how to order food or book rooms. 
But others reflect the major political developments in Palestine and the wider Ottoman 
Empire. Sample sentences include: “Conditions would change if the Pasha would go 
from here!” juxtaposed with “The liberty which the Sultan gave to the people is a 
blessing.”40 Other examples, such as, “This is the second time a Constitution has been 
granted to the people of Turkey” and, “The newspapers have announced the Osmanli 
Constitution,” also address major political events, such as the Young Turk Revolution 
in 1908, which forced Sultan Abdul Hamid II to reinstitute the constitution of 1876–
78.41 The constitutional changes of 1908 were initially greeted with widespread public 
joy in Palestine and other parts of the Ottoman Empire and the new freedoms saw a 
burst of newspaper and other publications. The euphoria was, however, short-lived, 
with an attempted counterrevolution and a turn to Turkic nationalism in the run-up to 
World War I.42 But in the brief revolutionary moment, Spoer and Haddad sought to 
educate their European readers on the political context of Palestine and to espouse the 
hoped-for freedoms of the new regime.

The content chosen by Spoer and Haddad presents Palestine as a space of religious, 
social, and technological mixture. A few sample sentences mention tropes such as 
donkeys and mules, gazelles, Bedouin, the hajj, and incidents from the Qur’an and 
Islamic history, but, despite the Protestant Christian background of both authors, 
most of these are Islamic.43 However, the folktales at the end of the book feature a 
story entitled “Saint Anthony and the Son of the King,” with a clear Christian point 
of reference.44 In contrast to Orientalist stereotypes of the Middle East, religion and 
“traditional” ways of life are largely absent.45 Railways, cars, and other markers of 
modernity are shown as part of normal existence, and characters in the book include 
a teacher, a judge, a professor, an inventor, a photographer, and a physician.46 Spoer 
and Haddad clearly lived the experience that they also wanted to display, a “modern,” 
diverse Palestine.

Intellectual Networks under Colonialism
Haddad’s second foray into Arabic language textbooks was The Spoken Arabic of 
Palestine, co-written with the famous archaeologist W. F. Albright, and first published 
in 1927.47 Whereas Haddad’s collaboration with Spoer had been one of only a few such 
books available before World War I, Haddad and Albright’s volume entered a busier 
market. An English-speaking colonial administration, as well as Zionist immigration 
and a growing tourism industry, shaped new markets for language learning, so that 
while The Manual of Palestinean Arabic appears designed for self-study, The Spoken 
Arabic of Palestine is explicitly aimed at those working with teachers.48 The historical 
trajectory of Haddad’s later textbooks highlights the intellectual and official networks 
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in which he was embedded, which included international scholars based in Jerusalem, 
members of the British Mandate administration, and fellow Palestinian writers and 
educators. As such, we can view Elias Haddad as continuing his pre-World War I 
interest in colloquial Arabic and its dissemination, passing on the version of the 
language that he first presented in the Manual through later handbooks and through 
teaching military and government figures during Britain’s presence in Palestine. 
Though it is beyond the scope of this article, Haddad’s trajectory also evokes themes 
of intellectual connections beyond Palestine and the nature and role of such networks 
in colonial settings.

In The Spoken Arabic of Palestine, Elias Haddad’s name is listed first, suggesting 
that the work is largely his and that perhaps Albright’s main contribution was his 
famous name. Those thanked in the preface include Jalil Irany, a Palestinian teacher 
who collaborated with Haddad in later years, and Elias Shihadeh, Haddad’s colleague 
at the Syrian Orphanage – pointing to the importance of scholarly and professional 
networks among middle-class Palestinians.49 Haddad capitalized further on his 
enterprise with Albright, publishing a parallel edition in German, Arabisch wie es in 
Palästina gesprochen wird: Ein Leitfaden für Anfänger, issued in 1927 by the Syrian 
Orphanage. Here, Hermann Schneller (from the founding dynasty of the Syrian 
Orphanage) is thanked for his help with the text.50 In his preface, Haddad highlights 
his practical experience of “many years of language teaching with Englishmen, 
Americans, and Germans.”51 

Elias Haddad was also a key figure in Albright’s studies in Palestinian Arabic and 
folklore and helped to shape some of his early encounters with the local culture and 
language. In 1920, Albright worked with Haddad on folklore and Arabic, and they 
made ethnographic trips together around Jerusalem.52 The tone of Albright’s diaries 
suggests that his relationships with both Haddad and Tawfiq Canaan were warm, and 
their shared social circle was broad. On a walking trip from Wadi al-Qilt to the Dead 
Sea, Albright, two of his colleagues, and their wives “met the rest of the party – Dr 
and Mrs Canaan, Haddad, Linder and two Swedish ladies from the Swedish mission, 
the Kelseys from Ramallah, Esch and several more.”53 Haddad, Omar al-Salih al-
Barghuti, and Tawfiq Canaan all attended Albright’s wedding.54 As discussed below, 
Haddad also maintained similarly long-lasting professional relationships with the 
Scandinavian ethnographer Hilma Granqvist, supporting her fieldwork in the village 
of ’Artas and editing her notes of conversations in colloquial Palestinian.55

After the Nakba, and apparently prompted by requests from students of Arabic,56 
Haddad reworked the textbook authored with Albright with the aid of Jalil Irany.57 
Irany, a teacher originally from Tulkarm, moved to Bethlehem in 1942 and, as 
headmaster of the Boys’ Reformatory School under the Mandate administration, 
was awarded an Order of the British Empire in 1946.58 Their “entirely rewritten and 
enlarged” edition, published in 1955, included new stories, longer written examples 
for students to practice their Arabic, and occasional mentions of Jordan and Jordanian 
sites, making the book more relevant to new readers.59 Palestine was dropped from 
the title and the preface states that the book met “the needs of a student in any Arabic-
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speaking country, with special reference to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, Syria, 
and Lebanon.”60 This change made commercial sense, conforming to the new political 
situation, but also seems designed to accommodate Jordanian political sensitivities 
over the identity of the West Bank and Jerusalem and highlights the shifting images 
of Palestine presented by Haddad’s various works.61 Responses to the volume’s 
publication by scholars who had been based in Palestine during the Mandate period – 
such as the Reverend Eric Bishop, the Scottish Orientalist R. B. Serjeant, and James 
Robson, by then professor of Arabic at the University of Manchester – highlight the 
regard with which Haddad and his work on colloquial Arabic were held, and the extent 
to which he and Irany had influenced impressions and experiences of Palestine.62

Translating “Nimr-lore”
Archaeology and anthropology played a major role in how Western audiences 
“imagined” Palestine, as a biblical land inhabited by primitive peoples, portrayed as 
degraded relics of a glorious past, and these visions permeated political imaginaries, 
determining borders and ownership claims.63 But in a series of ethnographic articles 
in English and German, Haddad and his collaborator on the Manual of Palestinean 
Arabic, Henry Spoer, sketch out a Palestine closely entwined with motifs of Arabic 
culture (the classical Bedouin, the heroic warrior-poet), in which the dramas are not 
those of the biblical past but of popular poetry and songs of the nineteenth-century 
Arab Levant. The most significant of these are a long-running project to collect poetry 
by Nimr ibn ‘Adwan, a late eighteenth and early nineteenth-century shaykh from 
the ʽAdwan tribe of the Balqa, on the eastern side of the Jordan River. Transcribing, 
transliterating, translating, and publishing these poems became a life-long project, 
particularly for Spoer.

The ‘Adwan were (and still are) one of the main tribes in the Balqa.64 In present-
day Jordanian national narratives, they are linked with this specific area, ruling over 
sedentary cultivators, making occasional raids, and sporadically clashing with the 
Ottoman authorities.65 According to an account taken in the 1880s from an ‘Adwani 
chief, they arrived in the Balqa from Arabia, their Najdi origins forming the basis 
for ‘Adwan claims to “pure” or heroic blood.66 Although Orientalist stereotypes of 
the “noble savage” desert Bedouin are often applied to the ‘Adwan,67 by the time 
of Haddad and Spoer’s expedition to the Balqa significant numbers had become 
sedentary or registered land with the government, often under pressure from the 
Ottoman authorities.68

Nimr and the ‘Adwan of his era also had significant dealings west of the Jordan. 
Nimr himself had regular encounters – and clashes – with leading figures from Nablus 
(at times the administrative capital for the Balqa), while one of his daughters married 
into the Abu Ghosh family of Qaryat al-‘Inab, west of Jerusalem.69 Other members 
of the tribe fought enemies in the Palestinian village of Tayba, were imprisoned in 
Nablus, and were banished to Jerusalem.70 ‘Adwan raids, according to the British 
traveler Claude Conder, extended to Jerusalem and Jaffa.71 Archaeological evidence 



[ 18 ]  Translating Visions of Palestine | Sarah Irving

underscores the fact that ‘Adwan economic activities did not end with livestock sold 
in Damascus or Hebron, but were part of trade networks which stretched into the Red 
Sea region, Greater Syria, and Europe.72

Shaykh Nimr was a leader of one of the two main branches of the ‘Adwan. He was 
born around 1754, spent his life in the Balqa, and died in 1823. Despite stereotypes 
of the warrior-poet transmitting spoken verse, he was fully literate, and diwans of 
his poetry are recorded in the mid-nineteenth century.73 His image as warrior-poet 
is encapsulated in the title of a recent biography, The Poet Prince and Arab Knight.74 
Popular portrayals describe his adoration of his bride Wadha, whom he married 
after rescuing her from rapacious bandits and to whom many of his love poems are 
addressed.75 This image fits auto-expressions of Jordanian/Bedouin identity and its 
often romanticized and ahistorical use by the Jordanian state.76

Henry Spoer started collating and translating work by Nimr Ibn ‘Adwan in 1904, 
when he collected several dozen poems. Elias Haddad became involved after Spoer’s 
first expedition, when he first helped to translate the poems Spoer had collected, and 
later travelled with him back to the Balqa.77 Haddad and Nimr are given equal credit 
for the remaining publications (from 1929, 1933–34, 1945, and 1946), though by the 
1940s the two were no longer in close contact. Despite this, Spoer emphasized that the 
collection and translation of the poems were “our joint-work,” the fruits of “several 
happy years of working together.”78

The publications represent only a selection from Spoer and Haddad’s collection, 
which seems to have consisted of over one hundred examples of Shaykh Nimr’s verse, a 
considerable achievement in itself. The English translations are accompanied in several 
publications by Arabic transcriptions of the poems, in others only transliterations of 
the Arabic, as well as commentaries on their context and content, and paratextual 
materials which include linguistic and historical notes and comparisons between 
‘Adwan’s work and other Arabic literature. Citing their own Manual of Palestinean 
Arabic and scholars such as Alois Musil, Haddad and Spoer call the language used in 
‘Adwan’s poems “Palestinian Arabic,” placing his literary production into a context 
which pays little heed to the Jordan River as a boundary. This is reinforced by ‘Adwan’s 
history, the identities of those who recited the poems to Spoer and Haddad, and the 
poems themselves. These all refer to a social and geographical sphere extending to 
Damascus and the Druze regions of southern Syria, but concentrated on an area with 
the Ghor (Jordan Valley) at its heart and the ‘Adwan heartlands of the Balqa to its east, 
but also west to Bisan, Nablus, Jerusalem, and even Hebron and Jaffa. The reciters 
from whom Spoer and Haddad received their versions of ‘Adwan’s work came from 
al-Salt but also from al-Qubayba near Jerusalem.79 An exchange of poems between 
Nimr Ibn ‘Adwan and one Yusuf Abu Nṣer of the “Nṣērāt Arabs, who are living in 
the Western Ṛōr [Ghor],” lamenting the deaths of their beloved wives, also crosses 
this border.80 So did the marriage of one of ‘Adwan’s daughters to a shaykh from 
the Abu Ghosh family (who dominated the Jerusalem–Jaffa road from the village of 
Qaryat al-‘Inab)81 and an exchange of insults between ‘Adwan and Musa Bek Tuqan, 
mutasallim of Nablus, after Tuqan jeered ‘Adwan for writing romantic poetry.82
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Like their Manual of Palestinean Arabic, the poems chosen by Spoer and Haddad 
offer a particular image of social values and mores. Haddad and Spoer translated into 
English and published Shaykh Nimr’s “debonair” love poetry (as did Musil in 1928 
and, in Arabic, al-ʻUzayzi in 1997).83 His “battle day” poetry has not been reproduced, 
even though it is much more typical of the ʽAdwani oral tradition.84 Part of a poetic 
style dating back to the jahiliyya, “battle day poems” celebrate bravery, honor, and 
loyalty – but also rebelliousness and independence.85 The poems in Spoer and Haddad’s 
articles of 1912, 1929, 1933–34, and 1945, however, all consist of lamentations.86 The 
five poems that Haddad and Spoer published in 1923 are more varied, including: a 
poem on Nimr’s loneliness during his exile with the Bani Sakhr, a challenge to a Bani 
Sakhr warrior who threatened him, a plea to his children to follow good examples in 
life, a poem on the theft of Nimr’s mare, and a dialogue between the poet and his gun 
about their plans to kill a leopard.87 The 1946 text is also slightly varied, although the 
majority (eight of fifteen) of the poems are lamentations for Nimr’s wife Wadha or the 
pain of love in general. Another confronts Musa Bey Tuqan of Nablus for his mockery 
of Shaykh Nimr, and several poems lament the advent of old age and weakness.88

Spoer and Haddad thus shape Ibn ‘Adwan’s diwan to present him as a wounded 
lover, a philosophical thinker on youth and age, and a correspondent with other literati 
in the region. In choosing which poems to preserve and display, Haddad and Spoer 
foreground a “civilized,” cultured image of the Balqa Bedouin and their famous poet, 
sidelining those works which prop up the aggressive, warlike stereotypes permeating 
Western images of the Arab. As in their Manual of Palestinean Arabic, written in the 
same period as their collaboration on collecting and translating the works of Shaykh 
Nimr, Spoer and Haddad convey a modern, liberal image of Arab society, in which 
poems of romantic love and contemplations of mortality were more appropriate than 
exhortations to battle.

In addition to this presentation of a specific image of Arab society and culture in 
the region, Haddad and Spoer’s publication and exegesis of Nimr’s poetry portray the 
space in which the poetry was written in a manner that took on increasing political 
weight over the period when the articles emerged. Prior to World War I, when the 
first in the series were published, the Jordan Valley was viewed mainly as a minor 
geographical feature, rather than a national border; in continuing to emphasize 
this geography as Palestinian in their later articles, Haddad and Spoer increasingly 
envision Nimr’s life and work in ways that reject the solidification of Mandatory 
territorial divisions. Their portrait defies political decisions made during and after 
World War I that linked Transjordan to Britain’s Hashemite allies, as well as spatial 
imaginaries of the Mandatory system – which established the Jordan River as a rigid 
border against Arab nationalist aspirations and Jewish settlement – and the Zionist 
movement, which used biblical narratives (outlined at the 1919 Peace Conference) to 
lay claim to a state east of the river.89 The cultural and geographical themes of Haddad 
and Spoer’s project thus reject both Zionist aspirations and British realpolitik. They 
do this by reconstructing a life story and a literary corpus in which urban Palestine 
west of the Jordan is bound up with the Bedouin warrior-poet from the east, a figure of 
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Arabic culture from the jahiliyya onward.90 In doing so, their narrative transcends the 
conventional dichotomy between a (culturally and agriculturally) cultivated Palestine 
– a place of cities, rules, and written texts – and the “wild men” on the other side of the 
Ghor, the untamed Bedouin warrior-lover-tribesman of both Orientalist fantasy and 
Arabic literature.91 In so doing, they reflect a certain local feeling in the late Ottoman 
period, which saw areas east and west of the Jordan as contiguous,92 and implicitly 
resist the regional borders imposed by the Mandate’s regime in later decades.

The Ethnography of Palestine
Until now, Elias Haddad’s best-known writings were his ethnographic articles 
published in the Journal of the Palestine Oriental Society alongside those of other 
nativist anthropologists, such as Tawfiq Canaan and Stephan Hanna Stephan. 
Haddad’s output in the journal was comparatively small, just four fairly short articles 
and one book review. They address conventional topics of interest to Orientalist 
scholars of the period: Qaysi-Yemeni competition in Arab societies, social institutions 
such as the madafa or guesthouse, blood revenge, and education and correction.93 As 
such, they are typical of the functionalist anthropology of the period, which used 
fieldwork to identify the institutions of a society and how they fit into a social whole. 
Haddad’s article on “blood revenge,” along with Omar al-Barghuthi’s contribution to 
the journal on Bedouin courts,94 seem to set the stage for a number of works by Arab 
ethnographers on Bedouin systems of justice, apparently inspired by a combination 
of usefulness (to Mandatory authorities attempting to rule semi-nomadic populations) 
and a concern to stress the presence of rational social systems in traditional Palestinian 
life.95 However, Haddad’s contributions were primarily in the first three volumes of the 
journal (published between 1920 and 1923), suggesting that this kind of mainstream 
ethnography was not what most engaged his interest. Indeed, Haddad’s strongest 
influence in the anthropology of Palestine was arguably not through his own writings, 
but through his interventions – linguistic advice and corrections, interpretation of 
practices and customs, fixing and arranging – for Western ethnographers who came 
to study Palestinian rural life, especially the Finnish anthropologist Hilma Granqvist.96

Of all his writings, Haddad’s ethnographic writings include the strongest indications 
of the developmentalist ideas consistent with his German education and mainstream 
Western understandings of society at the time; practices such as the Bedouin use of 
blood feuds in the system of justice would, in his view, “if not entirely, at least in 
large part, vanish in the near future.”97 While Haddad attributed this to the new British 
and French Mandatory rule in the region, he clearly saw society as evolutionary and 
his ethnography was to some extent analogous to rescue archaeology, preserving the 
details of customs otherwise destined to be lost. Haddad also comments that, even 
if the new governments “may interfere and make a fair decision, nevertheless a real 
reconciliation between the two parties can not take place as long as the customs of the 
people are not satisfied,” suggesting that the practices he describes meet psychological 
or social needs that will not die out under the pressure of modernity.98 Haddad’s 
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assumption that contemporary notions of progress or modernity will benefit Palestine, 
even if significant elements of its culture disappear in the process, is most robustly 
stated in another article:

In the past few decades European civilization has entered the country, 
and though, for the sake of the progress of my native land, I am one 
of its admirers and supporters, I cannot but be filled with regret at the 
disappearance of the customs which bring us so close to the spirit and 
meaning of the Bible.99

On the other hand, in this article Haddad insists that the foreign view of Palestine as a 
“hot-bed of party strife” based on religion is incorrect. The main divisions in society, 
he stresses, are “political rather than religious,”100 echoing both the focus in the 1909 
Manual of Palestinean Arabic on politics rather than faith and foreshadowing his 
future translation of the German Enlightenment play Nathan der Weise, with its 
message of religious coexistence in Jerusalem.

Nathan al-Hakim
Elias Haddad’s vision of a peaceable, diverse Arab society is apparent in one of 
his solo works, the first – and until the 1990s the only – Arabic edition of Gotthold 
Ephraim Lessing’s 1779 blank-verse play Nathan der Weise (Nathan the Wise) in 
1932.101 Translating a European play with an “Oriental” setting into Arabic, Haddad 
conveys specific ideas about his own society and its political trajectory, reclaiming a 
message of tolerance and religious harmony as indigenous to his people.102

The German Enlightenment thinker and writer Gotthold Ephraim Lessing published 
Nathan der Weise in 1779, toward the end of his career and in response to censorship 
of his statements on religion.103 The play is set in the Jerusalem of a wise and open-
minded Islamic ruler, Salah al-Din, a well-established character in Western writings 
since the medieval period as well as in Islamicate history.104 Nathan der Weise also 
features a Jewish central character (Nathan) and his Christian-born adopted daughter 
Recha, and between these and other representations of Jews, Christians, and Muslims, 
it is often held up as a model for tolerance and interfaith dialogue, as well as being one 
of the most widely-performed German plays.105

Haddad’s translation, Nathan al-Hakim, followed a period of fluctuating tensions 
between Palestinian Arabs and Jews, peaking in 1929 with the Western Wall/
Buraq riots, during which some 250 individuals, Jews and Arabs, were killed.106 In 
addition to violent outbursts, day-to-day factors reinforced the lines between Jewish 
and Arab Palestinians. The Zionist nation-building project, the British policy of 
classifying people according to faith, and an overarching environment of population 
growth, economic downturn, and rapid urbanization, all created tensions which were 
exacerbated by European Jewish immigration and political nationalisms.107 

In translating Nathan der Weise into Arabic, Haddad resisted these social and 
political trends by showing Palestine, and Jerusalem in particular, as a place in which 
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Jews, Muslims, and Christians are not just able to live together, but are meant to. The 
European Crusaders in the play are portrayed as fanatical and duplicitous as they try 
to regain their hold over the city, emphasizing the fact that no single faith should be 
dominant, and that those who seek to dominate do not live up to a standard of moral 
excellence shared by Lessing and Haddad. In his introduction, Haddad excoriates all 
forms of extremism and stresses religious tolerance and mutual respect, quoting the 
Qur’an and the New Testament side-by-side and proclaiming: “to you, your religion 
and  to  me, mine.”108

The Nazis had been trying to suppress Lessing’s play for a decade by the time 
Haddad published Nathan al-Hakim, and had sought to stop screenings of a 1922 film 
version, instead promoting Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, with its anti-Semitic 
themes.109 Was Elias Haddad aware of these trends, and trying to make a point about 
their own histories to his German colleagues at the Syrian Orphanage? Members 
of the Schneller family in Palestine were enthusiastic supporters of the National 
Socialists later in the 1930s; were they already expressing views which Haddad 
wanted to counter?110 The play was completely banned in Germany in 1933, the year 
after Haddad’s publication, when the Nazis consolidated their rise to power. Perhaps 
those editions of Nathan al-Hakim which found their way into German university 
libraries during the 1930s did so under the noses of Nazi officials who could not read 
Arabic and did not know that they were admitting a banned text.111

While ethno-national politics were undoubtedly a major and growing source of 
conflict in Mandate Palestine, Haddad’s work calls for a different future – a plea 
not only for tolerance but also for equality between different religions; this disrupts 
assumptions that all discussions of religious identity in Mandate Palestine revolved 
around competition and conflict (an outlook which is also in line with his membership 
of the Freemasons, with their belief in a brotherhood which cut across politics, 
religion, and ethnicity).112 And yet Haddad’s account is not a naively idealistic one. He 
acknowledges the dangers of fanaticism and religious rivalries – in particular within 
his own religion, Christianity; indeed, it is possible to see the Crusaders of the play – 
Europeans coming to Palestine with a desire to shape it to their own desires, rather than 
to integrate into the existing society – as representing Zionist newcomers and Salah 
al-Din as the inspiring but wise and tolerant leader needed to save Palestine. Haddad’s 
solution – a call for Enlightenment values, for modernist ideas of rationalism and 
humanism, for tradition to be swept away in a search for a universal humankind – may 
seem in some respects dated and colonial. But in his context, Haddad should be seen 
as proposing a position which seeks to reclaim Palestine as the place in which such 
values originated and can flourish.

What did translation offer Haddad that authoring his own text could not? 
Although translating European texts into Arabic is sometimes seen as evidence of the 
vulnerability of the colonized translator to seduction by colonial ideas,113 others have 
interpreted foreign texts as offering a neutral space in which different peoples can 
find common ground.114 Translation has also been used by reform and decolonizing 
movements to discuss or promote specific ideas and values.115 Lessing’s play offers, 
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in this light, the triple advantages of being external/foreign; by a representative of 
values associated (in the 1930s) with ideas of objectivity and proof in the modernist 
sense; and from a part of Europe not directly linked to the Mandatory powers in 
the Levant. The ideas expressed did not attract controversy or disagreement in the 
Arabic-language press. Both the major Arabic magazine al-Hilal and the Palestinian 
newspaper Mir’at al-Sharq reviewed Nathan al-Hakim in the summer of 1932, 
mainly summarizing the play’s plot and noting its poetic style, moral position, and 
message of “longing” for past civilizations, but expressing no surprise, disbelief, or 
opposition to ideas of coexistence and tolerance.116 Mir’at al-Sharq’s review was the 
only reaction to Haddad’s translation I could find in the Palestinian press; however, 
it made sufficient impact to be included on a 1946 list of “Palestinian Arabic books” 
compiled by the Committee for Arabic Culture in Palestine.117

Conclusion
The surviving writings and photographs of Elias Haddad suggest a modest, 
unostentatious man, precise and scholarly in his work, and generous with his time 
and expertise. Although currently little-known in Palestinian history, his life and 
writings deserve more attention, addressing as they do so many important topics – 
representation, identity, translation, colonialism – and touching the work of so many 
beyond his own output, as a teacher, translator, or advisor on language and customs. 
His life also highlights the entangled nature of intellectual life in Mandate Palestine; 
Haddad worked with Americans, Europeans, Jews, and fellow Arabs, sometimes as an 
equal, sometimes in a subordinate role, and sometimes as an authority. To understand 
his life as entangled is not to dismiss the politics and power differentials of colonial 
life. The closures and expropriations from the Syrian Orphanage during both world 
wars, Haddad’s apparently unwilling time at the Middle East Centre for Arab Studies, 
and his eventual exile from Jerusalem, the city where he spent the vast majority of 
his life, demonstrate the ways in which colonial power in Palestine affected ordinary 
people. But seeing Haddad’s life as entwined with those of so many other people also 
lets us see where he was able to exercise his own will and ability, representing his 
adopted country in specific ways and to specific audiences, and ensuring that people 
who came to study it had their errors corrected. Quiet and modest Elias Haddad may 
have been, but his ethics and beliefs form a strong and continuous thread throughout 
his long and productive life.
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