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Teachers of elementary Syriac now have a reasonably wide range of choice
of introductory grammars; beside the familiar standard western ones, in
English those by Robinson, Healey and Muraoka (reviewed in JSS 54
(1989), 215), there also exists a considerable number by authors belonging
to the various communities of Syriac ecclesiastical tradition. Although some
of those are designed primarily for teaching the liturgical language, others
are also concerned to present Classical Syriac as a spoken language as well;
this is the case, for example, with Abrohom Nuro's recent Suloqo (Monas-
tery of St Ephrem, Holland 1989), and with the present book by Kiraz. It is
perhaps above all because of this sense of Syriac as part of a living tradition
that such books deserve to be consulted - alongside the standard western
grammars - by beginners in Syriac in western universities.

Kiraz's book pays much attention to the initial stages of reading and
writing the serto script: there are ample exercises, and pronunciation is
illustrated on the cassette. Less satisfactory is the presentation of the
grammar (comprising only three out of the book's thirteen chapters); here,
for example, suffixed forms of verbs receive virtually no attention, and
reference tables of weak verbs etc. are entirely lacking. Some of the
terminology used is also unsatisfactory (notably in 8-1). Syntax receives no
separate attention.

Welcome, on the other hand, are the more specialized vocabularies which
provide information often not easy of access to beginners, such as the
Syriac names of biblical books, the months and seasons, and some basic
ecclesiastical and literary terms. The section 'At School' also includes
several twentieth-century neologisms, such as madralto d-yulfone d-hafoboto
eleqtronoyoto (School of Computer Science - the author is also the designer
of the Alaph Beth Font Kit, the computer software used in the production
of this book).

The samples of 'Advanced Reading' are taken from Matthew 5-7,
Proverbs 1-4, and various liturgical texts. Surprisingly no grammatical
notes or vocabulary are given to assist the student. These readings are
usefully followed by a chapter on Syriac poetry, with some examples (again
without notes or vocabulary) taken both from liturgical poetry and from
poets of the present century. Two further chapters provide practice in
reading the Estrangelo and East Syriac scripts, while a final chapter gives
the basic rules for qu/Iaya and rukkaka.

Besides providing illustrations of pronunciation to accompany the early
chapters, the cassette gives the beginner a delightful taste of some of the
liturgical and secular poems given in ch. 10, set to music. It is a pity that
the opportunity was not taken to fill the blank second half of the second
side with some illustrative readings of the biblical texts in ch. 9.

Although certainly not adequate as an introductory grammar for use on
its own, this book does provide some features which should stimulate the
interest of the beginner who consults it alongside one or more of the
standard western works.
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