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The Phonology of Ashkenazic

DOVID KATZ

I rejoice and thank God with all my heart that He made me an Ashkenazic Jew
in my pronunciation.
Jacob Emden 1761:§53

The Notion *“Ashkenazic”
Ashikenazic Hebrew and Ashkenazic Aramaic

The terms “Ashkenazi(c) Hebrew” and “Ashkenazi(c) pronunciation” are often
encountered in reference to the pronunciations of Hebrew deriving from central
and eastern Europe. These terms are fine for continued general use but more pre-
cision is needed in a study of the subject. For one thing, Ashkenazic Hebrew
involves a lot more than pronunciation: it comprises a set of characteristic features
in lexicon, semantics, morphology, and syntax (see e.g., Noble 1958). For another,
the Ashkenazic sound pattern applies equally to Aramaic. The work at hand calls
for a term limited to pronunciation, but encompassing Aramaic as well as Hebrew.
I shall use the noun “Ashkenazic” for the phonological system used by traditional
Ashkenazim in their pronunciation of Hebrew and Aramaic.

For around a thousand years, Ashkenazic thrived in Ashkenaz, the Jewish cul-
ture area that covered much of central and eastern Europe and comprised the geo-
graphically and demographically largest speech community in Jewish history. Fol-
lowing the Holocaust, Ashkenazic survives among some of its progeny worldwide,
most perfectly so among a number of the more traditional Hasidic and yeshiva-
centered communities. In other communities, both in Israel and around the world,
its use has diminished sharply, or disappeared, in response to a conscious campaign
of discreditation and denigration, the roots of which can be traced, ultimately, to
the “Berlin Enlightenment™ of the late eighteenth century. Reference to “Ash-
kenaz,” “Ashkenazim,” and *“Ashkenazic” in this study involves the linguistic state
of affairs in pre-war central and eastern Europe, and in traditional communities
today around the world.

46 .
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Internal Jewish Trilingualism in Ashkenaz

In order to fathom the place of Ashkenazic in linguistic and cultural history, we
must bear in mind its multilingual environment. In addition to varying degrees of
mastery of local non-Jewish languages, Ashkenazim have three distinct Jewish lan-
guages, Yiddish, Hebrew, and Aramaic, which participate in a unique trilingualism
(see Katz 1985: 98). Yiddish (itself containing a Hebrew and Aramaic component)
is the only vernacular in traditional Ashkenazic culture. Hebrew and Aramaic,
although nonvernacular, are, in Ashkenaz, very much alive, used in reading, study,
prayer, declaiming, singing, and in quoting from classical texts. They are “uttered”
in the course of these activities, thus meeting the proposed definition of Ashkenazic
as a phonological system. Moreover, Hebrew and Aramaic thrive as literary lan-
guages, and the degree to which writers and readers “mentally utter’” the phonolog-
ical representations of these texts is an issue open to study.

In writing, the three Jewish languages of Ashkenaz complemented each other
in part. Yiddish dominated popular literature and intimate personal written com-
munication. Hebrew occupied in social terms the broad educated middle ground
of communal, rabbinic, and more formal written communication, Bible and Mish-
nah commentaries, and works on customs and ethics. Aramaic was the principal
language of much talmudic and kabbalistic literature. None of the three languages
of Ashkenaz was “low-prestige” or “stigmatized” in any modern sense of these
terms. Such notions arose later as a consequence of the Enlightenment and its var-
1ous offshoots. All three had their accepted and unquestioned place in the eyes of
the society in question, and those are the eyes that count. An absence of “low pres-
tige” does not imply an absence of “high prestige.” Sociological “highness” was
clearly linked with knowledge, learning, and creativity and can be charted on an
upward curve from the universally known Yiddish to the more select and learned
Hebrew through to the most select and learned Aramaic language of the two most
profound and esoteric branches of the culture: the jurisprudence of the Talmud and
the mysticism of the Kabbalah. Moreover, those parts of the liturgy that are in Ara-
maic, although a minority, have the greatest psychological sanctity, including the
kaddish prayer for the dead, and the Kol Nidrey on the Day of Atonement. The
often-encountered notion that Hebrew and Aramaic had somehow blended in Ash-
kenaz into a hodge-podge, sometimes called “Hebrew-Aramaic” (“Hebrew-
hyphen-Aramaic™), is mistaken. To be sure, Hebrew has its Aramaic component,
and (Jewish) Aramaic its Hebrew component, but never did the twain merge in
lexicon, morphology, or grammatical machinery (see Katz 1985: 98), and a mono-
graph would prove this. They did merge phonologically, however, hence the term
and the concept “Ashkenazic.”

The Work at Hand

I shall propose principles and methodology concerning the structure, origin, and
history of Ashkenazic and its relation to both the antecedent Hebrew and Aramaic
and to contemporary Yiddish. The ideas offered differ sharply from the views that
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collectively constitute ““standard theory™ on the subject (see e.g., Lebensohn 1874:
19-25; Tshemerinski 1913: 61-63; Veynger 1913: 79-81; Yalon 1937-38: 63,
1942: 27; Birnbaum 1934: 28-29; Klar 1951; M. Weinreich 1954: 89-99: 1963—
1964; 1973: 2: 20-21, 124, 334, 352-54; Morag 1971; Eldar 1978). Arguments on
contentious issues have been put forward elsewhere, and will not be repeated (see
Katz 1977; 1979; 1980; 1982; 1983a; 1985; 1986; 1987a; 1991; 1992). For previous
treatments of Ashkenazic, see Schreiner 1886: Ember 1903; Idelsohn 1913: 531—
32, 697-99; Bauer and Leander 1922: 170-71; Cohen 1923: 56-64; Segal 1928a:
18-19, 29, 50, 75, 90, 137; 1928b; Gumpertz 1953; Assaf 1954: 1: 234; Chomsky
1957: 112-16; Zimmels 1958: 82-90, 308-14; U. Weinreich 1959-1961; Leibel
1965; Altbauer 1977.

Dialectological Framework
Classification of Yiddish Dialects

Nearly all late twentieth-century forms of both Yiddish and Ashkenazic derive
from the territory of “Eastern Yiddish,” in the Slavonic and Baltic lands. Eastern
Yiddish comprises three major dialect areas: (1) Northeastern Yiddish (popularly
“Lithuanian’) on the territory of ethnographic Lithuania, Latvia, White Russia; (2)
Mideastern Yiddish (popularly “Polish™) on the territory of ethnographic Poland
and parts of Hungary and Czechoslovakia; and (3) Southeastern Yiddish (popularly
“Ukrainian™) on the territory of ethnographic Ukraine, Bessarabia, and Romania.

The no-longer spoken varneties of “Western Yiddish™ may also be subdivided
into three major dialect areas: (1) Northwestern Yiddish (Netherlands, northern
Germany); (2) Midwestern Yiddish (central Germany); and (3) Southwestern Yid-
dish (Alsace, Switzerland, southern Germany). There are two major intermediate
areas: (1) Northern Transitional Yiddish (East Prussia; see Katz 1988a: 43-53) and
Southern Transitional Yiddish (parts of Czechoslovakia and Hungary), also
known, after U. Weinreich (1964), as Transcarpathian Yiddish. These classifica-
tions follow Katz (1983b).

Coterminous Dialect Areas

The dialect areas of Yiddish and Ashkenazic are coterminous. Thus, Northeastern
Yiddish is coterritorial with Northeastern Ashkenazic, Southwestern Yiddish with
Southwestern Ashkenazic, and so forth. The identity of the geolinguistic patterning
is determined by the identity of the speakers: a Northeastern Yiddish speaker in
traditional Ashkenaz is by definition a user of Northeastern Ashkenazic.

The Vowel Systems of Yiddish Dialects
Primacy of Vernacular Phonology

Neither Hebrew nor Aramaic was anybody’s native language in Ashkenaz. An
abstraction of the phonology of these sacred languages without reference to their



The Phonology of Ashkenazic 49

users’ native language would be folly, firstly because it is spoken language that
divulges the true phonology of a speaker, and secondly because, in the society in
question, the links between the vernacular and the two sacred languages were pro-
found for virtually the entire population (cf. M. Weinreich 1973: 1:251-320;
3:253-331). The most profound linguistic link is the cooccurrence, in different pho-
nological guise, of thousands of items from the sacred languages in the vernacular.

As a point of departure, therefore, Ashkenazic is best conceived from the per-
spective of the coterritorial Yiddish dialect, and, especially, the dialect’s “Semitic
component.” The Semitic component in Yiddish, comprising the parts of the lan-
guage deriving from Hebrew or Aramaic, is synchronically fused with the quanti-
tatively much larger Germanic component. These two Pan-Yiddish components
(Eastern Yiddish has, in addition, a prominent Slavonic component) share some
phonological features, but each nonetheless maintains a distinct phonological and
morphological identity.

-

Coexisting Phonologies within Yiddish

Documented forms of Ashkenazic cannot, as a rule, have sounds not generally pres-
ent in the coterritorial Yiddish (one possible exception being the n reflex of histor-
ical £in Netherlandic Ashkenazic, which may be a borrowing from local Sephardic
usage; see Hirschel 1940: 455). In fact, the vowel inventory of each variety of Ash-
kenazic constitutes a subset (generally a large-subset) of the inventory of the Semitic
component of the local dialect of Yiddish. While Ashkenazic has not preserved
ancient Semitic sounds, it has preserved phonological patterning that underwent
change in Yiddish. Even in Yiddish, change never came close to levelling the pho-
nologies of the two components of the language: they coexist and interact as sub-
phonologies of the supersystem “Phonology of Yiddish.”

To cite one pervasive contrast, the Germanic component has root-bound stress
and, consequently, fixed full and reduced vowels, ¢.g., Northeastern Yiddish /eb
“(I)live,” [£bn “life,” lébadik ““lively”, [Ebadika “*(pl.) lively,” leébadilkarhéjt “during
his/her lifetime.” Even when the stem loses primary stress in deference to a stressed
suffix (as in the last cited item), it retains stress and vowel color vis-a-vis the post-
tonic vowel which remains both stressless and shewa-like in quality. Semitic com-
ponent items, by contrast, exhibit penultimate stress. Suffixation results in shift of
stress to the newly penultimate syllable and in the transformation of shewa to a full
vowel, e.g., Northeastern Yiddish mdlbas “garment,” pl. malbiisim. In other words,
the synchronic underlying form of [malbas] is in fact | malbus|. Stress is boundary
linked, as in classical Hebrew, although penultimate rather than ultimate (cf.
Hebrew w329 malbiis, 0wia7n malbisim).

Pan-Yiddish Vocalism

The system of Pan-Yiddish vocalism that follows is based on M. Weinreich’s (1960)
but reduces his twenty correspondences to the sixteen that can be reconstructed
from Yiddish per se, i.e., without reference to the stock languages (see Katz 1983b:
1021-24). Each correspondence represents a diaphoneme. The diaphoneme may
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users” native language would be folly, firstly because it is spoken language that
divulges the true phonology of a speaker, and secondly because, in the society in
guestion, the links between the vernacular and the two sacred languages were pro-
found for virtually the entire population (cf. M. Weinreich 1973: 1:251-320;
3:253-331). The most profound linguistic link is the cooccurrence, in different pho-
nological guise, of thousands of items from the sacred languages in the vernacular.

As a point of departure, therefore, Ashkenazic is best conceived from the per-
spective of the coterritorial Yiddish dialect, and, especially, the dialect’s **Semitic
component.” The Semitic component in Yiddish, comprising the parts of the lan-
guage deriving from Hebrew or Aramaic, is synchronically fused with the quanti-
tatively much larger Germanic component. These two Pan-Yiddish components
(Eastern Yiddish has, in addition, a prominent Slavonic component) share some
phonological features, but each nonetheless maintains a distinct phonological and
morphological identity.

Coexisting Phonologies within Yiddish

Documented forms of Ashkenazic cannot, as a rule, have sounds not generally pres-
ent in the coterritorial Yiddish (one possible exception being the 7 reflex of histor-
ical £in Netherlandic Ashkenazic, which may be a borrowing from local Sephardic
usage; see Hirschel 1940: 455). In fact, the vowel inventory of each variety of Ash-
kenazic constitutes a subset (generally a large-subset) of the inventory of the Semitic
component of the local dialect of Yiddish. While Ashkenazic has not preserved
ancient Semitic sounds, it has preserved phonological patterning that underwent
change in Yiddish. Even in Yiddish, change never came close to levelling the pho-
nologies of the two components of the language: they coexist and interact as sub-
phonologies of the supersystem “Phonology of Yiddish.”

To cite one pervasive contrast, the Germanic component has root-bound stress
and, consequently, fixed full and reduced vowels, e.g., Northeastern Yiddish /eb
“(I) live,” I€bn “life.” Iébadik “lively™, lébadika “*(pl.) lively,” lébadikarhéjt “during
his/her lifetime.”” Even when the stem loses primary stress in deference to a stressed
suffix (as in the last cited item), it retains stress and vowel color vis-a-vis the post-
tonic vowel which remains both stressless and shewa-like in quality. Semitic com-
ponent items, by contrast, exhibit penultimate stress. Suffixation results in shift of
stress to the newly penultimate syllable and in the transformation of shewa to a full
vowel, e.g., Northeastern Yiddish mdalbas “*‘garment,” pl. malbiisim. In other words,
the synchronic underlying form of [malbas] is in fact | malbus|. Stress is boundary
linked, as in classical Hebrew, although penultimate rather than ultimate (cf.
Hebrew w3272 malbiis, ©w139n malbasim).

Pan-Yiddish Vocalism

The system of Pan-Yiddish vocalism that follows is based on M. Weinreich’s (1960)
but reduces his twenty correspondences to the sixteen that can be reconstructed
from Yiddish per se, i.e., without reference to the stock languages (see Katz 1983b:
1021-24). Each correspondence represents a diaphoneme. The diaphoneme may



Table 4.1. Diaphonemic Systematization of Pan-Yiddish Vocalism

GC = Germanic Component; SC = Semitic Component

Series 1 (originally short):
Vowel 11:
Pan-Yiddish a (but SEY 2 ~ a)
GC; gas “street,” hant “hand,” vant “wall™
SC:  avdds“certainly,” ddfko “as a matter of fact,” prat “detail”
Vowel 21:
Pan-Yiddish ¢
GC: bésar “better,” f;é:_'f‘{z “help,” ven “when™
SC:  &fSar “maybe,” émos “true,” sed “ghost™
Vowel 31:
Pan-Yiddish / (but £ in some NWY)
GC: fis “fish,” nidoarik “low.” zilbar “silver”
SC:  bris “circumcision,” injan “matter,” §ikor “drunk”
Vowel 41:
Pan-Yiddish o
GC: gor “God,” Jax “hole,” vax “week™
SC: kol *voice,” kdorbn “‘sacnifice,” xdxmo “wisdom”

Vowel 51:
NWY ¢ || MWY,SWY, NEY, StY u || MEY, SEY

GC:  frum “religious” [Jewish],” hunt “dog,” kiimoan “come”
SC:  giizma “exaggeration,” §tus “nonsense,” x#ips “wedding canopy™

Series 2 (originally long):

Vowel 12:

NWY d || MWY a/a || SWY a/ou || NEY,StY o || MEY,SEY 1 ~ u

GC: bl3zn “blow,” n3d! “needle,” 3l3fn “sleep”
SC:  lavina “moon,” mispixs “family,” x3lam “dream”

Vowel 22:

NWY g || MWY e || SWY gf || NEY, S8tY ¢/ || MEY aj || SEY ¢f

GC: bejz “angry,” lejb “lion,” fejn “beautiful”
SC:  bréjra“choice,” maxaséjfa “witch,” sejx! “common sense”

Vowel 32:

Pan-Yiddish 7 (but isochronic NEY, StY i)

GC:  briv“letter,” grin “green,” stiv] “boots”
SC:  mevinas “expertise,” naviim “prophets,” tffsa “jail”

Vowel 42:

NWY ou || MWY o || SWY ou || NEY ¢/ || MEY, SEY, StY o/

GC:  brajt “bread,” grajs “large,” vajnan “live [= “dwell”]”
SC:  gajlam “golem,” §ajta ““fool,” xajdas “month™

Vowel 52:

NWY, MWY, SWY i || NEY, StY ¢ || MEY, SEY |

GC:  bux “book,” fus “foot,” sul “synagogue”
SC:  bsila “virgin,” malbiisim “clothing,” rafil “remedy”

51
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Series 3 (series 1 vowels subject to early lengthening):

Vowel 13:
NWY 4 || MWY, SWY 4 || NEY,StY o || MEY,SEY @1 ~ u

GC:  groz “grass,” namon “name,” tog “day”

Vowel 25:
NWY e[| MWY i || SWY ¢ || NEY, StY ¢ || MEY ¢j || SEY ¢/ (older i)

GC: bétn “‘request,” lgbadik “lively,” deér] *village”
SC:  régo*‘minute,” tévo “habit,” x£sad “act of kindness™

Series 4 (original diphthong):

Vowel 24:
NWY, MWY, SWY g || NEY, StY ¢j || MEY aj || SEY e¢j

GC:  gléjb (1) believe,” klejd “dress,” zéjgar “clock”
Vowel 34:
NWY gf || MWY, SWY g/ || NEY, StY aj || MEY & || SEY
GC:  baidimperlax **obvious,” ldjlax “sheet,” vajs “white”
Vowel 44
NWY, MWY,SWY & || NEY, 5tY ¢ || MEY, SEY, StY o
GC:  bajm “tree,” ajg “eve,” tajb “deal”

Vowel 54:
NWY, MWY, SWY ou || NEY, StY o/ || MEY ou, 6 || SEY ou/u

GC:  hajz “house,” mayl “mouth,” rojb “pigeon,” “dove”

Construction of Synchronic Systems

Systematization of these geographically differentiated reflexes of common historic
sources allows for the construction of a synchronic system for a given variety. Thus,
the system may be used to construct the actual stressed vocalism of Northeastern
Yiddish, which is illustrated in Table 4.2, and to compare it with that of Mideastern
Yiddish (Table 4.3) or Northwestern Yiddish (Table 4.4), a variety no longer spo-
ken. Where possible, a sample word is provided from the Semitic component.
Where the vowel is limited to the Germanic component, the sample is drawn from
that component. Glosses are provided at the relevant point in Table 4.1.

Table 4.2, Stressed Vowel System of Northeastern Yiddish

131732 (Sikar, {fisa) Usy 52 (glizmo, bsiila)
€lazj2apa2a4 (Préjra, glejb, géjlom, bejm) 354 (RIYz,
€325 (EfSar, réga) M3z (lavdna, ndmean, xixma)

ajas (ldjlax)
gy rﬂl’f}d&,}
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Series 3 (series 1 vowels subject to early lengthening):

Vowel 13:
NWY G || MWY,SWY a || NEY, StY 5 || MEY, SEY 7 ~ u
GC:  groz “grass,” noman “name,” fog ‘‘day”
Vowel 25:
NWY ¢ || MWY 7 || SWY é || NEY, StY || MEY ¢j || SEY ¢ (older i/i)
GC:  bérn “request,” Iébadik “lively,” stét] “village™
SC:  réga“minute,” téva “habit,” xésad “act of kindness”

Series 4 (original diphthong):

Vowel 24:
NWY., MWY, SWY 4 || NEY, StY ¢j || MEY aj || SEY ¢/
GC:  gléjb *(I) believe,” klejd *“dress,” zéjgar “clock™
Vowel 34:
NWY & || MWY,SWY 4 || NEY, StY gj || MEY a || SEY ¢
GC:  basajmperlax “obvious,” ldjlax “sheet,” vajs “*white”
Vowel 44:
NWY, MWY, SWY 4 || NEY, 5tY ¢/ || MEY, SEY, StY of
GC:  bojm “tree,” ojg *‘eye,” (ojb “deaf”
Vowel 54:
NWY, MWY, SWY ou || NEY, StY of || MEY 0w, 6 || SEY oufu
GC:  hajz “house,” majl “mouth,” to/h “pigeon,” “dove”

Construction of Synchronic Systems

Systematization of these geographically differentiated reflexes of common historic
sources allows for the construction of a synchronic system for a given variety. Thus,
the system may be used to construct the actual stressed vocalism of Northeasiern
Yiddish, which is illustrated in Table 4.2, and to compare it with that of Mideastern
Yiddish (Table 4.3) or Northwestern Yiddish (Table 4.4), a variety no longer spo-
ken. Where possible, a sample word is provided from the Semitic component.
Where the vowel is limited to the Germanic component, the sample is drawn from
that component. Glosses are provided at the relevant point in Table 4.1,

Table 4.2. Stressed Vowel System of Northeastern Yiddish

iJU_'E.'! (§ikar, fﬁ‘fg) Usjysz {glizma, bSi'HQ)
€J2y2aa2aa (Bréjra, glejb, géjlam, bejm) 3js4 (hajz)
Eguzj {é:;‘fﬂf, f{fgS:J 3!2].']3;:“ (f.';'v.‘in::r, né}nsﬂ, xj..:ﬂﬂg)

a, (avads)
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Table 4.3 Stressed Vowel System of Mideastern Yiddish

Tayys ({ff&?‘- f?SfoJ U213 (laviina, niimoan)
iz1s) (Sikar, gizmo)
€jas (réjga) Ousy (hous)
azsas (€3jlom, bajm)
€21 (£fSar) 241 (X3xm3)
ajayyas (brajrs, glajp)
a3 (lalax)
ay, (avdadal

Origins of the Vowel System of the Semitic Component in
Yiddish

Sources of the Semitic Component’s Vowel System

The vowel system of the Semitic component in Yiddish derives directly from a
Northwest Semitic vowel system akin to that known as “Tiberian.” Tiberian is a
highly sophisticated system of diacritic marks (comprising vowel signs and stress
marks), codified on the western shores of Lake Tiberias (the Sea of Galilee) in the
late first millennium CE. Both the Tiberian system and its specific phonological
version of the text of the Hebrew Bible have been standard for many centuries.
There are two principal phonological interpretations of the system. One postulates
seven vowel qualities (i, e, ¢, a, o, 0, u). Another, formulated by the Kimchis, a
prominent family of philologists of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, positsa ten-
vowel system comprising five tense vowels distinguished from five lax vowels (see
M. Kimchi [1509-1518]: [11]; D. Kimchi 1545: 48). The graphemic system can be
constructed to support either, but metrical evidence supports the Kimchis (see Ben-
David 1958). The Semitic component in Yiddish unambiguously derives from a
Kimchian-like system comprising ten protovowels, Arguments that have been put
forward linking Yiddish to another system, the five-vowel Palestinian system, are
unsustainable (see Katz 1977; 1979; §§10-14; 1982: §9; 1987a: 50-57).

In Table 4.5, Tiberian graphemes are confronted with their cognatesin the Pan-
Yiddish system, yielding the following basic correspondences. Yiddish samples are

Table 4.4. Stressed Vowel System of Northwestern Yiddish

isa (1fisa) 0sa (basiila)
iy (Sikar) 031 (grfzm;a)
€15 (réga) 01213 (lavino, noman)
€la4 (Bréjra, (€li5) Dyzpsq (g3ulam, hous)
€9 (£f5ar) 24 (X3xma)

524;44 ["gf&p) r"thm)
ay; (avdda)




Table 4.5. Yiddish Cognates of Tiberian Vowels ‘ :

Series 1: |
Vowel 11
NEY MEY NWY  gloss Tiberian
a) closed syllabic pathah:
cad cad cad “side (of 1% [sad)
family or
dispute)”
b) originally closed syllabic pathah:
kala kala kala “bride™ 192 [kalld] +
¢) hatef pathah: )
xazar Xazar xdzor “pig” 7"m [hazir]
d) closed syllabic games:
jam jam jam “sea” o [j3m]
Vowel 21
NEY MEY NWY gloss Tiberian
a) closed syllabic segol:
£star Estar Estor “Esther” oK
[Pestér]
b) originally closed syllabic segol: ‘
hetar hétar hétar “legal 107 [hettér]
permission™
¢) hatef segol:
£mos £Mos £mos “true” nev
[?€méR]
d) closed syllabic sere:
sed sed sed “ghost™ T [5E0]
Vowel 31
NEY MEY NWY gloss Tiberian
a) unstressed closed syllabic hireq:
midbor midbsr midbar  “desert” nm
[midbar]
b) originally unstressed closed syllabic hireq:
xidos xidos xida§ “surprise” v
[hiddis]
c) stressed closed syllabic (long) hireq
din din din “law™ 11 [din]
Vowel 41
NEY MEY NWY gloss Tiberian
a) unstressed closed syllabic games (qgames gatan):
karbn kdrbn  kdrbon  “sacrifice” 1w
[gorban]
b) closed syllabic holem:
sod sot sot “secret” Tio [$08)
Vowel 51
NEY MEY NWY gloss Tiberian
a) unstressed closed syl]_abic gibbus:
xucpa xicpa x0Cpa “chutzpah™ nosn
[huspa]

34
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b) originally unstressed closed syllabic gibbus:

Shtaf Sitof $dtof  “partner” AT [Suttsf]
¢) closed syllabic shureq: 5
ZXUus ZXis ZOX03 “merit” 137 [zoxad]
Series 2:
Vowel 12
NEY MEY NWY  gloss Tiberian
a) open syllabic games: >
lovdinos  lsvima  lovona  *“moon” ma3?
[lovana]
Vowel 22
NEY MEY NWY  gloss Tiberian

a) open syllabic sere;

xéjlok  xdjlok  xéjlok  “part” pon [héleq]
Vowel 32
NEY MEY NWY gloss Tiberian
a) open syllabic hireq: z
$xita $xita $axita “slaughter™ oy
[8ahita]
Vowel 42
NEY MEY NWY gloss Tiberian
a) open syllabic holem:
séjdas sajdas sdudes  “secrets” niTio
[s6806]
Vowel 52
NEY MEY NWY gloss Tiberian
a) open syllabic shureq:_ :
basa bisa busa “shame” ez [bass)
Series 3:
Vowel 13b
NEY MEY NWY gloss Tiberian
a) stressed open syllabic pathah:
paxat paxat paxat “fear™ N3 [pahad)
Vowel 25
NEY MEY NWY gloss Tiberian
a) stressed open syllabic segol:
régo réjgo regos “moment” ¥31 [réyaf]

provided in Northeastern Yiddish ( NEY) and Mideastern Yiddish (MEY), the two
modern dialects that collectively provide a maximal set of oppositions, as well as
Northwestern Yiddish (NWY), to represent the former dialects of the West. Tran-
scriptions of Tiberian follow each example, using the following equivalents: qames
(,) = 3 sere () = & longhireq (()) = i holem (), () = ¢; (long) shureq (N =
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i; pathah () = a; segol {,) = &; short hireq () = I; unstressed closed syllabic
games (games qatan) () = 2; (short) qibbus ( ) = u; hatef pathah (_) = &; hatef
segol () = £ hatefgames (_) = 5, mobile shewa { ) = a. Glosses provide usage in
Yiddish.

Primary and Secondary Fusion

“Primary Fusion™ is the fusion between the Semitic and Germanic components of
Yiddish immediately upon the settlement in Germanic-speaking lands of the Jews
who were, retrospectively taken, the first Ashkenazim. This primary fusion encom-
passed the ten vowels of series 1 and 2. Each of these ten Yiddish protovowels came
into existence by way of the fusion of a given Semitic with a given Germanic vowel
into a unitary new Yiddish vowel.

“Secondary Fusion,” on the other hand, refers to joinings of Germanic and
Semitic some time during the history of Yiddish. Consonantal loss and its phonetic
effects are a prime catalyst of secondary fusion. Loss of ?(X) and ¢ (¥), for example,
gave rise to hiatus which was variously resolved (cf. below). The hiatus merged with
vowel 34 in Eastern Yiddish, e.g., NEY ddjgo “worry,” tdjna “‘complaint” || MEY
ddgo, tdno || SEY ddga, tdna(cf. Tiberian mR7 do?y3, mIyw tasans). Thus, from the
viewpoint of Eastern Yiddish alone (and some parts of Western Yiddish), Semitic
component 34 could be added to vowel 34 (see Table 4.1, Series 4). In other parts
of Western Yiddish, however, hiatus gives 4, part of the local realization of merged
24/44 (in Southern Western Yiddish 13/24/44).

Finally, there are isolated cases where a Semitic component form has “gone
astray’ into a usually strictly Germanic vowel, e.g., (some) Mideastern Yiddish ga,
gou “‘gentile” with vowel 54, for expected goj, “Christian” (cf. Tiberian "3 gaj). The
diphthong in the Hebrew-derived word fused in the dialect with the local realization
of 54, apparently at a point in time when local 54 was /oj/. The conspicuous rarity
of such exceptions serves to highlight the remarkable overall consistency in the Yid-
dish realizations through time and space, clearly pointing toward the derivation of
Yiddish, and its Semitic component, from a protolanguage formed when primary
fusion transpired (see Katz 1970; 1988c).

The Distinct Phonology of Ashkenazic
The Notion “Formal Ashkenazic”

Contrary to much popular belief, the sound patterns of Ashkenazic are not those
of Yiddish. Every traditional Ashkenazi commands two distinct Semitic phonolo-
gies, one for the Semitic component in his or her Yiddish, the other for Ashkenazic.
There is, moreover, a sociolinguistically determined continuum between the fixed
pole of Yiddish, and the variable pole of Ashkenazic: from its most formal through
a range of varieties ultimately approaching Yiddish. These varieties of Ashkenazic
are discussed below. The forms cited for purposes of illustration will reflect “Formal
Ashkenazic,” the variety used, for instance, in reading from the Torah. This variety
is chosen for examples cited because it provides an opposing conceptual pole to the
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phonology of Yiddish, facilitating comparison between two maximally different
objects. That is not to gainsay the far more widespread usage of “Popular Ashke-
nazic”. In some instances, penultimately stressed Popular Ashkenazic variants are
provided alongside their Formal counterparts.

Major Differences between Ashkenazic and Yiddish

Ashkenazic is phonologically distinguished from the Semitic component of Yid-
dish in two fundamental ways, one prehistoric (from the viewpoint of Ashkenaz),
the other historic. Prehistorically, the Hebrew and Aramaic pronunciation that
became Ashkenazic was never processed by an across-the-board rule of Closed Syl-
lable Shortening (or “Laxing’™) which did process the Hebrew and Aramaic that
became the Semitic component in Yiddish. In the Semitic component, Closed Syl-
lable Shortening results in the systematic morphophonemic alternations 22 (proto
*e) ~ 21 (*e); 12 (*3) ~ 11 (*a); and 42 (*6) ~ 41 (*2). In each of the alternations
the syllable boundary is the conditioning factor: closed syllables trigger Shortening.
Hence the Tiberian pairs D" $édim “ghosts,” sg. T 63, 0993 kalslim “rules,” sg.
g kal5l “general rule,” “generality’; W80 safér “scribe,” pl. o0 safarim
*“scribes,” each of which has identical vowels, give Semitic component alternating
pairs, e.g., Northeastern Yiddish $éjdim (22) ~ sed (21), kislim (12) ~ klal (11),
séjfar (42) ~ s3frim (41); Mideastern Yiddish sdjdam (22) ~ sed (21), kliilom (12)
~ klal (11), s3jfar (42) ~ sdfrom (41). Note that in cases such as classical 0*1Di0
sofarim, syllabification was obviously sdf]| rim, with no mobile shewa, at the point
in history when Shortening occurred.

Dialects preserving length distinctions among the high vowels also alternate 32
~ 31 and 52 ~ 51, or preserve vestiges of these alternations, e.g., (some) Mideast-
ern Yiddish dinom (32) “laws” ~ din (31), gif2 (52) “itself” ~ gif (51) “body.” C¥.
Tiberian cognates 027 dinim, s.g. T'7 din; X% gf5 73 giif.

The Ashkenazic of each area, however, preserves long vowels in closed syllables
as in open ones, except in the case of vowel 12, where Ashkenazic too shortens in
closed syllables, not to 11 (&) as in Yiddish, but to 41 (o). This Ashkenazic alter-
nation is obscured in Northeastern Ashkenazic where 11 and 41 are merged (as uni-
tary 2), but evident in other dialects. Classical o7& ?505m “man,” “human,” for
example, turns up as Mideastern and Southeastern Ashkenazic udsm / iidom and
Western Ashkenazic d3m | ddom. The two Mideastern Ashkenazic types of games
are distinguished in modern Hasidic alphabet primers by explicit exercises (e.g.,
Birnhak 1976: 95; Fried 1983: 141-42; cf. below).

Table 4.6 contrasts Semitic component alternation with Ashkenazic nonalter-
nation (differing alternation in the case of games) for the three pairs of vowels which
consistently alternate in all varieties of Yiddish. The contrasts are illustrated in
Northeastern, Mideastern, and Northwestern Ashkenazic. Stress is left unmarked
in Ashkenazic forms to allow for both more formal variants (with ultimate stress)
and less formal variants (with penultimate stress).

The second series of differences between the Semitic component in Yiddish and
Ashkenazic results from the resistance of Formal Ashkenazic to some of the pho-
nological changes that have transpired during the history of Yiddish, most promi-




58 Hebrew in Ashkenaz

Table 4.6. Alternation in Yiddish vs No (or other)
Alternation in Ashkenazic

Northeastern Ashkenazic

Northeastern Yiddish

§éjdim ~ §ad
klahim ~ klal
séjfar ~ s3fnim

Mideastern Yiddish

Sejdim, Sejd
kalolim, k(2)lal
sejfejr, seff(a)rim

Mideastern Ashkenazic

Sdjdam ~ et
klilam ~ klal
sdjfar ~ sdfram

Northwestern Yiddish

sqjdim, Sajd
kalulim, k(2)lo
soffajr, sajf{a)rim

Northwestern Ashkenazic

$€jdam ~ Set
kaldlam ~ klal
sdufar ~ sdfram

Sejdim, Sejd
kalalim, k(a)lal
satfajr, souf{a)rim

nently Stress Shift (to penultimate accentuation) and Posttonic Reduction (reduc-
tion of full vowels to a unitary shewa-like vowel after word-stress). The contrast is
illustrated in Table 4.7 for the same three dialects. The three sample items are, in
Tiberian, 233 gann3v “‘thief,” 2XW> jisr5?78] “Israel,” 793 kall5 “bride.”

Closed Syllable Shortening, Stress Shift, and Posttonic Reduction all conspire
to make for numerous differences in the phonological representations of histori-
cally identical lexical items. The correspondences characterizing the Yiddish-Ash-
kenazic phonological relationship are illustrated in Table 4.8. Oppositions levelled
in Yiddish by Closed Syllable Shortening are preserved in Ashkenazic. Stress Shift
results in Tiberian pretonic vowels bearing word stress, while Posttonic Reduction

Table 4.7. Yiddish Stress Shift and Posttonic Reduction
vs Unshifted, Unreduced Ashkenazic

Northeastern Yiddish

Northeastern Ashkenazic

ganav
Jisraal
kdls

Mideastern Yiddish

ganav
Jisraéjl
kals

Mideastern Ashkenazic

ganaf gansv

Jisriial Jisrudil

kdla kali
Northwestern Yiddish Northwestern Ashkenazic
ganaf gansv

Jisraal Jisraéjl

kdls kalo




Table 4.8. Yiddish-Ashkenazic Vowel Correspondences

Yiddish Ashkenazic Tiberian
11 11, 41 Pathah, closed syllabic
games
NEY: sam “poison,” jam “ocean” sam, jom 0o sam, O jom
MEY: sam, jam sam, jom
NWY: sam, jam samm, jorm
21 21,22 segol, sere
NEY: £f5ar *maybe,” ger “proselyte” gf$or, gejr WX £f§ar, N3 gér

MEY: &ffar, ger
NWY: &far, ger

41

NEY: krbn “‘sacrifice,” sof ““end”
MEY: kjr.-.')i;I, saf
NWY: kdrbon, sof

3
NEY: kdrpas “celery [at Passover]”
MEY: kdrpas

NWY: kdrpas

3

NEY: xéjsax “‘darkness”

MEY: x3jjfax

NWY: xdusax

3

NEY: jdjan *(ritual) wine”

MEY: jajan

NWY: jci;'an

a

NEY: bdtian “lazy fellow™

MEY': bhdtlan

NWY: batlan

3

NEY halsxa“Jewish law™
MEY hahi_x:-)

NWY haloxo

)
NEY téjvas “(month of) Teveth”
MEY tdjvas
NWY (gjvas

)
NEY jivad “individual™
MEY jiixat

NWY jaxet

)

NEY xaléjmas “dreams”
MEY xafajmas “dreams”™
NWY xalbumas “dreams™

e
NEY x.ié"av “Important”
MEY xiisaf *important”
NWY xdfof “important”

eféor, gajr
effor, gejr

41, 42

korbon, sejf’
korbon, sajf

fearbon, souf

11

karpas
karpas
karpas

21
Xejsex
XJJSEX
XOUSEX
31
Jdjin
Jjajin
Jajin
41
batlon
batlon
batlon

12

halaxo
haliixi
haloxo

22

tejvejs
fajvajs
fefjvefs
32(~ 31)
Joxid
Juxid/juxid
Joxid

42
xalejmejs
xalojmajs
xaloumous
52

Xa5uy
XTiSiv
X085t

unstressed closed syllabic
games, holem

1299 gorb3n, 930 50

pathah
07D karpds

segol
TN hosex

hireq
™ jdjin

games
1702 batlon

qames
1990 halsxs

sere
nav évén

hireq
W j3hid

holem
niaten halaman

shureq
NN histy
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renders stressed Tiberian vowels both stressless and reduced. Yiddish shewa is
therefore cognate with a whole range of full vowels in the Ashkenazic of the same
speakers.

In the sample items provided in Table 4.8, stress is left unmarked in Ashkenazic
forms to allow for comparison between Yiddish and various styles of Ashkenazic
(see below). Thus, for example, in the final contrast cited, Northeastern Yiddish 2
in x35ov is cognate with Northeastern Ashkenazic u in xosuv, whether it is xo§tiv
(Formal Ashkenazic) or xosuv (Popular Ashkenazic). Items penultimately stressed
in Tiberian retain penultimate stress in all forms of Yiddish and Ashkenazic.

Resistance of Ashkenazic to Yiddish Sound Change
Sacred Language Resistance to Vernacular Sound Shifi

Speakers would not, a priori, in any given generation, hasten to incorporate in their
sacred languages the latest vogue in pronunciation to take hold in the vernacular.
There is potential in the evidence of sacred languages for better understanding the
nature of sound shift in general. Is there a difference in principle, or a predictable
difference, between “imperceptible gradual shift” and “abrupt shift”? One might
perhaps predict that “low-level phonetic shift” would go unnoticed and permeate
the sacred language, while higher level phonological shift not entailing “phonetic
difficulty” in undoing a fait accompli sound shift would be more “resistible” in the
sacred language. Alternatively, one might postulate a sociolinguistic condition: per-
haps as long as a sound shift remains a variable, the population will shun it in the
sacred language, but once the old form disappears, it is “goodbye Charlie” in the
sacred language every bit as much as in the vernacular,

As in political history, it is often the case in the social history of language that
one cannot necessarily predict what will become an issue and what won’t. At the
end of the day, it may boil down to the linguistic background and views of those in
positions of authority and influence who make a fuss of some incorporations of
sound shift into the sacred language, and let others go unnoticed. Moreover, schol-
ars of a Dialect A which did not undergo a certain shift would be predisposed to
object to incorporation of a Dialect B sound shift in the sacred language used even
by Dialect B speakers. Ashkenazic studies can provide a wealth of material for stu-
dents of theoretical linguistics and sociolinguistics.

Final Devoicing

Modern Standard Yiddish, following Northeastern and Southeastern usage, does
not have the rule of Final Devoicing, but Mideastern Yiddish does, and all of West-
ern Yiddish had it. Many modern Mideastern Yiddish speakers who have Final
Devoicing in their Yiddish do not have it in their Ashkenazic, producing such pairs
as Mideastern Yiddish kiiraf “relative (n.),” min(h)ok “custom.” diivat “David,”
contrasting with Mideastern Ashkenazic kur3jv / kurojv “close™; minhsg | minhog,
dwvid | divid; (cf. Tiberian 2179 D garov, am mmhay 117 d5wid). Hebrew primers for
Hasidic children have special exercises dedicated 1o the preservation of word final
voicing distinctions (e.g. Fried 1983: 93-114).
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The battle against Final Devoicing in Ashkenazic is at least seven hundred years
old on the evidence of Yekusiel of Prague (whether he was indeed from Prague is
not at all certain). Dated by Zunz (1845: 115) to the late thirteenth century and by
Gumpertz (1957: 36-37) to the early part of that century, he is also known as
Yah(a)bi (acronym of Yekusiel Hakoyheyn ben Yehudo). Amongst Ashkenazim
he was known as Zalmen Hanakdn “Zalmen the Vocalizer [i.e., expert on the
Hebrew vowel pointing system]” (see Elye Bokher 1538: 77). Defending the pho-
nological integrity of the reading of sacred Hebrew and Aramaic texts, Zalmen
Hanakdn stormed against the word-final collapse of [d] and [t], and of [v] and [f]
in Hebrew reading amongst the Ashkenazim, citing such minimal pairs as 2% ?av
“father (construct),” A8 ?a/““also.” He complains of “people who ruin many words
on account of the letters at their end, pronouncing them as other letters” (Yekusiel
1395: [189a]). (See Eldar in this volume.)

Fronting of the Old u Vowels

The Battle of Final Devoicing continues to be fought in the education of today’s
Mideastern Yiddish speaking Hasidic schoolchildren. Other battles were fought by
individuals but resolved by language history centuries ago. It is often acquiescence,
not resistance, that has prevailed. A case in point is application of the fronting and
unrounding of all old u vowels to i in Southern Eastern Yiddish (comprising Mid-
eastern and Southeastern Yiddish), whereby i ) fand u ) i, e.g., 7217 moaliix3 )
m(a)lixa “kingdom,” “country,” gi=xiy husp3 Y xicpa “insolence,” “chutzpah.”
There is evidence that in older Yiddish, short u shifted before long #; at first to
i, before its unrounding to / which led to merger with old i. A large body of evidence
was assembled by Birnbaum (1934). Christian Hebraists from Reuchlin onward
sometimes distinguish ii = gibbus from u = shureq, notwithstanding their overall
predilection for Sephardic variants (e.g., Reuchlin 1506: 12, 14, 16, 19, 20).
Shabse Soyfer of Pshemishl (Shabbethai Sofer of Przemysl, ca. 1565-1635), a
grammarian and specialist on Hebrew pointing, writing of Ashkenazic on Mid-
eastern Yiddish territory, warned against pronouncing i for u (see Reif 1979: 37,
94). He is echoed by Yekhiel-Mikhl Epshteyn (d. 1706), well-known German rabbi,
educationalist, and popular kabbalist, who warned against pronouncing gibbus as
hireq (i.e., as /), insisting that it be pronounced as shureg, in other words, that the
classical u quality be preserved (Yekhiel-Mikhl Epshteyn 1697: 49a-49b: 1714:
20b-21a). In Yekhiel-Mikhl’s variety of Ashkenazic, historical short i had shifted
to 7, but historical long # remained unshifted. It can be inferred that in seventeenth-
century varieties of Ashkenazic known to these scholars, some people succeeded in
blocking the application of vernacular sound shift to the sacred language.
Incidentally, these and other traditional Ashkenazic authors use the traditional
Ashkenazic terms for these vowels: Ashkenazim’s shureq = qgibbus () and Ash-
kenazim’s melupum ({ Aramaic malo piam “full mouth™) = shureq (3). The pro-
nunciation of the vowel names varies according to dialect, hence Northeastern
Stirak, maliipm, Mideastern $irak, m( a)lipm, and so forth.
Among those on the other side of the debate was no less a figure than the
Maharal of Prague (Yudo Leyb ben Betsalel ca. 1525-1609), known in folklore as
the creator of the Golem. He went to great lengths to defend his # pronunciation of



62 Hebrew in Ashkenaz

qibbus. The following is an excerpt from a discourse in which he invokes arguments
from (a) proposed interrelationships between the shapes of the vowel graphemes
and their phonetic realizations, (b) kabbalistic interpretations of the graphic shapes
and their relative positions, and (c) the force of tradition and his beliefin its sanctity:

I have seen people accuse the Ashkenazim of changing the vowel system—the vowels
which are [symbolically] the People of Israel— . . . saying . . . that the shureq that is
in the letter [1] and the three dots [ ] have a single reading, for they have so read in
the works of the grammarians. And in order that the rest of the people who are not
experts in the grammar of the language not fall into error and think this thing to be
true and bring about the ruin of the language, a matter of great importance to Torah
sages, I will here demonstrate with reliable evidence that the reading of the Ashke-
nazim is a proper reading. In fact, vou will not find a true way other than the reading
of the Ashkenazim. . . .

They [the grammarians] wrote that the gibbus sefathayim (that we call shureq)
[.] and the shureq (that we call melupum) [1] should be read identically, which the
Ashkenazim do not do. . . . Now according to the reading of the Ashkenazim, all the
vowel signs have shapes demonstrating their vowel quality. . .. [Here follows an
explanation of the graphic shape of each vowel sign as an indication of the shape of
the mouth when uttering the vowel it represents.] And so it is with the three dots . . .
and the dot in the letter vov. . . . Here too we read each one according to what the
vowel points show us: . . . the three dots under each other [apparently his #] because
we exlend the voice of three dots fully and it is like the extending of the three contin-
uous dots; . . . one dot in the letter [apparently his 1], according to which the extend-
ing . . . is in the middle, not above nor below, but in the middle just as the dot is in
the middle. But in gibbus sefathayim the extending of the voice is downward like the
three dots which are extended from the top downward. And it is not possible for there
to be three extended dots without a middle one which is always the essence of the
vowel.

You may understand something great and wonderful. for no other vowel has
what is in the shureq. For all the other vowels have their vowel point under the letter
or upon the letter, but in the case of shureq a self-contained vov was established, and
in it the shureq [3]. This teaches us something vital on the seven vowels [niyan] of
the pointing system, which reflects the movements [niya3n] of the Seven Sides. For
one vowel sign is always to one side: above, or below, or to the right, or to the lefi, or
in front, or in back, or in the middle, and therefore they are seven vowels [here fol-
lows a discussion of the human qualities kabbalistically represented by each of the
vowel signs and their positions] reflecting the Seven Voices at the Giving of the
Torah, . .. and the Middle was set apart unto itself, . .. and because the shureq
reflects the Middle, it was given a vov unto itself, . . . From this alone you will under-
stand the differentiation that exists between the shureq and the three dots [nimpa =
“dots,” “points,” “the traditional vowel points™]: that the shureq reflects the middle
that is sct apart unto itself, and it is the middle point that has no width or length at
all, only a single point. Therefore the shureq was given one dot in a letter unto itself,
reflecting the Middle which is a single point unto itself, But the three dots comprising
the gibbus sefathayim reflect the Middle that is not a point alone, as it is impossible
to create a middle without three, for the one that is between the other two is the mid-
dle. And the explanation is, that when three dots are placed in such a shape, extended
diagonally as such , the middle dot has the judgment of the Middle that does not go
out of the realm of balance and justice. For the upper one tends to the right and the
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lower to the left and the middle one tends neither to right nor left, but stands in the
middle and in the justice of the middle judgment, and is thereby set apart unto itself
as 1s the case with every middle, but it is not totally set apart as is the dot in the vov
[]. ... Qibbus sefathayim refects the movements [/vowels] of the Middle, but does
not reflect the Middle that is set apart unto itself, for that which is set apart unto itself
has greater virtue. But the gibbus sefathayim reflects the Middle that is not fully dis-
tinguished, and therefore no instance of these three dots has a vowel [letter] unto
iself. . . . [Arguments are presented in favour of the Ashkenazic pronunciation of
shewa as 5, and against the q realization preferred by some Sephardi grammarians].
We have not come here to argue other than to maintain the reading that is in our
hands from our forefathers of old, to not change, God forbid, anything in it, because
of that which is found in the books of the later Sephardi grammarians, who are them-
selves not of one opinion. It is therefore incumbent upon us to stand for our tradition
and our custom of old. For even if a wise man wrote in his work certain things, they
did not come down to him by tradition, but according to his hypothesis (and [bn Ezra
[b. Tudela, Spain 1089, d. 1164] himself noted that these things did not come down
to him via tradition), and how are his views contradicted by the custom in our hands
and the tradition unto us from our forefathers. All the more so bearing in mind that
we have explained that our custom has the appearance of wisdom and good taste and
knowledge, and if we err, will not our forefathers intercede in our favour? And He,
blessed be He, will place His Torah in our hearts to bestow upon us from His wisdom,
Amen.
(Mabharal of Prague 1599: 58b—59b)

The Mabharal’s defense of Ashkenazic i, was echoed by his contemporary,
the talmudic luminary Mordekhay Yafe (Mordechai Jaffe), known as der Levush
“the Levush™ (ca. 1535-1612), who was, incidentally, a teacher of Shabse Soyfer
(who, as noted above, took the opposite theoretical viewpoint, albeit on the i rather
than the # realization of gibbus). The Levush starts off with the force of tradition,
and proceeds to a structural linguistic argument drawing analogies from the qgames
() vs. pathah (a) and sere (historically &) vs. segol (£) oppositions which are distin-
guished qualitatively in Ashkenazic (e.g., Northeastern Mideastern 5 vs. a, ej vs. g
Mideastern u/o vs. a, aj vs. £, Western /o vs. a, ¢j vs. £). By way of analogy, he
infers that the shureq vs. qibbus opposition must also be qualitative, presumably
shureq = u (or i) vs. gibbus = 7. He invokes the homiletic argument that the
sacred and complete Torah could not be bereft of any vowel, and proceeds to offer
phonological arguments derived from the graphemes of Tiberian Hebrew:

For I have seen recently that some people who consider themselves wise in their own
eyes in the science of grammar have come forward to the point of leading astray some
students, who err following them, and have made themselves like remnants of the
generation of the Tower of Babel whose language was confounded, and they have
invented and thought up a new language, and have gotten themsclves and their stu-
dents used to reading our vowel shureq [ = gibbus, - apparently his #] exactly as we
read the vowel melupum [ = shureq, 1, apparently his it/u], and they say that there is
no difference between the vowel shureq and the vowel melupum except for length-
ening of the breath of the vowel: for the shureq short, and for melupum long, as in
the case of our correct [pronunciation of the] vowel hireq without yud [ ] and hireg
with yud [?] which we correctly differentiate by shortening the breath for the one, and
lengthening it for the other. And maybe they were confused because Rashi calls our
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melupum “qgibbus sefathayim,” and some grammarians call the shureq “‘qibbus sefa-
thayim,” and therefore thought that they [ 1 and ] are one vowel.

I have therefore decided to write somewhat at length to demonstrate the nonsense
and the error of the people I referred to, and [to demonstrate] that we should not
change the vowel which we have received from our forefathers on the grounds of
“Forsake not the teaching of thy mother™ [Prov. 1:8, 6:20].

And if they have fallen into this error because all agree that our shureq [ = qibbus,

] 1s [phonologically] the short counterpart of the melupum [ = shureq, 1], which is a
long vowel (like hireq without yud and hireq with yud, the one being called short, the
other long, but alike in their vowel [quality], only one is short and one long; they
therefore want to draw an analogy to the vowels shureq and melupum)—if this is
their argument, they have no case, for if so, what will they do with pathah and games,
with segol and sere, being that the pathah is [phonologically] the short counterpart
of the games, and the segol is [phonologically] the short counterpart of the sere, even
though their vowel [quality] does not match that of their long-vowel counterpart. So
why should we not say this also in the case of shureq and melupum?

Moreover, I propose that from the viewpoint of common sense and a priori logic
it is not possible for things to be so, for if, according to their view, the vowel of the
melupum and the shureq are identical and there is no difference between them other
than in the length of the breath, if that were the case, one vowel that is within the
power of human speech would be missing in the vowel system of the Torah, and that
is the vowel which we read for our shureq [presumably ii]. Heaven forfend that the
complete Torah which was given to us to complete within ourselves wholeness in all
human knowledge, physical and logical, should lack a vowel that is present and Very
common in the pronunciation of humans, and that there should not be found one
word to be read with that vowel! That is nothing but nonsense and foolishness, for
of course all the vowels that a human can with his palate emit from his lips in his
pronunciation are included, and especially this vowel, with which we pronounce our
shureq, which is common among all and extremely frequent in the pronunciation of
most speakers, and how could it be lacking, God forbid, in the vowels of the Torah.

One cannot claim an inconsistency in my view on the grounds that if I am right
then zheir [i.e., the grammarians’ Sephardi] pronunciation of shureq would be miss-
ing from the Torah, for you would be pointing out an Inconsistency in your own
position, bearing in mind that the vowels games and sere are called “great vowels™
[n>172 niyan], which are long in the breath. Why were signs not also devised for
when one wishes to shorten the breath, as was done in the case of hireq without yud
and hireq with yud? To the contrary, you must concede that the tradition came down
to the Pointers [i.e., the Masoretes] who were masters of pure language, that in the
case of the “great vowels” even if one wants to shorten them one cannot by nature
do so to any great extent, to the point that whoever would try to shorten them greatly
would have to lengthen them somewhat to spirantize a following begedkefer conso-
nant[b, g, d, k, p, t spirantize to v, y, 8, x, /, § in Hebrew and Aramaic via postvocalic
spirantization; in Tiberian, short unstressed vowels occur in closed syllables, hence
after a short vowel, begedkefet geminate stops occur (spirants do not geminate). Cf,

-

e.g, jab|b3s5 “dry land” vs. j3| vés “dry.” The Levush is arguing that qames and sere
are phonologically long/tense vowels that cannot be “shortened” to make a short
vowel]. Moreover, a shewa that follows [qgames or sere] is mobile shewa [because a
long unstressed vowel always occurs in an open syllable; hence if the next vowel is
shewa, it is a mobile shewa initiating the syllable thereafter; thus, e.g., {(12n2) is
k3| 82| vit]. Moreover, even there we find that special signs were made [which bear
upon vowel length], the mappig, and the mafsig and the dehig and 396 meérahig.
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This being the case, we may here too also in the case of melupum [= shureq: 1]
discern the reason why there is no diacritic to incite shortening of the vowel, because
it is like the games and the sere, and unlike the vowel hireq which by nature can be
shortened greatly, in view of which a special mark was designed to differentiate the
short from the long, i.e., the yud [*]. This seems to me obviously to refute the views
of those who are in error, and [confirm] that we should introduce no change in the
vowel shureq [= qibbus: ]. And, forsake not the teaching of thy mother.

(Levush 1603: 49b)

It is significant that both the Maharal and the Levush offer intellectual defenses
for the retention of 7 in Ashkenazic. It is equally significant that neither relies on
this defense alone. Both bring to bear the argument of tradition. The polemic tone
is indicative of the passions raised by disputes on the pronunciation of Ashkenazic.
Shabse Soyfer and Yekhiel-Mikhl Epshteyn have as their ideal a “correct” Ashke-
nazic which preserves the historical [u] quality of gibbus and must not be overrun
by the u ) @, or u } i shift common to some Yiddish dialects.

Looking back, it is obvious that the Maharal’s and the Levush’s views were in
concord with the course of history. Modern Mideastern and Southeastern Ashke-
nazic users have 7 quality realizations in regard to both gibbus and shureq. Older ii
(from original 1) was unrounded to i. It was never unfronted back to u. To the con-
trary, it dragged long %, which was fronted to *#, then to 7. The two ensuing i vowels
are no longer phonemically opposed in many forms of Mideastern and Southeast-
ern Ashkenazic (see below).

There are, however, attestations of “dipping into history” or dipping into other
dialects in certain circumstances, and preserving an u quality. One informant, from
a village in Romania (Southeastern Yiddish territory), recalls that shureq was con-
sistently /in his Ashkenazic, with the exception of the word 0 riiah which was read
ritax in the Bible to avoid the sacrilege of uttering rigx in that hallowed context. In
the coterritorial Yiddish, riax is a curse word, e.g., a riax in zajn tdtn “Damn his
father” = “Damn him.”

In fact, this i vowel, like the other vowels of Mideastern Ashkenazic, is for its
users a symbol of authenticity and religiosity which proudly sets them aside from
modernized and Northeasternized forms of Ashkenazic as well as from Isracli
Hebrew. And thus it transpires, as so often in the history of language and culture,
that a feature that once symbolized radical “incorrect” usage becomes the banner
of “classic” language for a future generation.

One large question looms here for Western Yiddish studies. In view of all of
Birnbaum’s (1934) philological evidence pointing to tginnys 1N Older Western Yid-
dish, how is it that attestations from the eighteenth century onward generally have
u in the West? Could it be that Ashkenazic Resistance prevailed in the West? This
calls for a monograph.

Ashkenazic Sound Shift Lag

Looking at twentieth-century relationships between Yiddish and Ashkenazic
recoverable from native informants, it is obvious that those dialectal features of
Yiddish that are most stigmatized are most likely to be kept out of Ashkenazic. One
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case in point is the variety of Southeastern Yiddish popularly known as
13ta-mama liisn, after its rendition of standard ¢dto “father” and mdma “mother.”
In linguistic terms, historical short a (vowel 1 1) merged with historical 2,, in most
environments (see Veynger 1929: 133-35; U. Weinreich 1958: 225, 236). South-
easterners often report that the historical a quality was however retained in Ash-
kenazic, hence Southeastern Ashkenazic $abss / $abos “Sabbath” vs. Southeastern
Yiddish $3bas (cf. Tiberian NIT sabba).

There are other examples of “lag in progress™ in the attempts of speakers to
override their sound shifts. In sdbasdikar [3sn, a folkloristic name for Northeastern
Yiddish, s is merged with §, and ¢ (#) with ¢ (see U. Weinreich 1952). There is evi-
dence from some informants that sibilant merger was less prevalent in Ashkenazic
than in Yiddish. Altbauer (1968: 455) notes that some Northeastern Ashkenazic
users, Who have ¢/s524/4544 In their Yiddish, preserve o)y, in their rendition of holem,
thereby undoing the Northeastern merger of 42 and 22 in the sacred language (e.g.,
some Northeastern Yiddish ¢éjro “Torah™ vs. Ashkenazic 19jr3 / (3jra, cf. iR
tor3). Bin-Nun (1973: 300) describes a variety of Siebenbiirgen that has ¢j for sere
in Ashkenazic, contrasting with the aj of the same speakers in Yiddish.

In each instance, the “stigmatized” feature is one rejected by Modern Standard
Yiddish. Ashkenazic thereby provides valuable evidence for the societal forces at
work 1n the nise of Standard Yiddish, before and wholly outside the compass of the
secular Yiddish scholars who formalized the notion and the features of the standard
language (cf. Kerler 1988). This is one of many potential services of Ashkenazic
studies to Yiddish linguistics and to sociolinguistics generally.

It 1s possible, with caution, to extrapolate Ashkenazic lag into situations in the
past where documentation may not be readily available. For example, in Northern
Transitional Yiddish and in parts of northern Western Yiddish, initial s, for his-
torical samekh (0) and $in (2), was affricatized to ¢ (#), merging with the reflex of
sade (tsadik), historical § ( X), giving e.g., Northern Transitional cdjfor “( (sacred)
book™ ( Tiberian 720 séfer (see Friedrich 1784: 39; Cohen 1923: 59; Katz 1988a:
50-51). Perhaps some speakers in the area would have had sdjfer in their Ashke-
nazic contrasting with the cdjfor of their Yiddish.

Lexicalized Variants of Yiddish-Ashkenazic Cognates

Phonologically differentiated reflexes of the same Hebrew or Aramaic etymon have
often undergone centuries of divergent semantic development in Yiddish, contrast-
ing with older meanings surviving in Ashkenazic. This results in such doublets as
e.g., Northeastern Yiddish balebss “boss,” vs. Ashkenazic baal habdjis **head of the
household” ({ na1 %2 basal habbajif); nakéjva “woman of loose morals” vs, Ash-
kenazic nokejvs / nakéjvo “female,” “feminine gender” ({ 1323 nagévs); as “letter
[of the alphabet]” vs. ¢js “heavenly omen™ ({niR ?06); vajz3sa “fool” vs. vajzoss /
vajzdso “name of one of Haman’s ten sons” ((XnmM wajz03); xadgddjo *jail
[humorous]” vs. xad gadjs, xad gddj> “name of the Passover song Chad gadyo”

({ X*72 70 had ga@ﬁ “one kid”); xaxma “sense of the joke™ or “stupid idea passed
off as a wise one” vs. xoxm3 / xsxmo “wisdom” ( (mmon hoxm53). In each pair cited,
note that Yiddish forms can be used for either the “Yiddish” or the “Ashkenazic”

]
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meaning, while Ashkenazic forms are strictly limited to the Ashkenazic meaning—
itself usually identical with the classic Hebrew or Aramaic gloss.

Ashkenazic as a Self-Contained Structure
Synchronic Structure

For the foregoing discussion, Ashkenazic has been viewed through the eyes of the
Semitic Component in Yiddish, on the grounds of the primacy of native spoken
language in phonological analysis. It is, however, equally important to view Ash-
kenazic as a synchronic linguistic structure capable of description, analysis, and
reconstruction. Everybody learning Ashkenazic acquires the pronunciation via the
study of the Tiberian system of vowel diacritics. These diacritics (called nokiidas in
Yiddish) are before the eyes of Ashkenazic users for an important part of their use
of Ashkenazic (all of it for speakers whose Ashkenazic is limited to prayer and Pen-
tateuch study, both of which entail “pointed texts,” i.e., texts with the vowel dia-
critics included). A synchronic description of Ashkenazic may therefore include
reference to the diacritics. The vowel system of each dialect of Ashkenazic may con-
veniently be mapped out using the Pan-Yiddish vowel correspondence (see above).

The stressed vowel system of present day Northeastern Ashkenazic comprises
six phonemes, as illustrated in Table 4.9.

By contrast, the vowel system of Mideastern Ashkenazic, illustrated in Table
4.10, preserves more distinctions than any other modern form of Hebrew (Ashke-
nazic or non-Ashkenazic). It does not however preserve as many as the Semitic
component of Mideastern Yiddish; in the Semitic component, the long vs. short
reflexes of hireq and shureq are determined by Tiberian phonology. In many forms
of Mideastern Ashkenazic the length differentiation seems on the whole to have
been reinterpreted allophonically (long in stressed open syllables, short elsewhere),
but this point requires further fieldwork. It is almost certain that ¢j and ¢ are also
complementary and therefore nonphonemic in Formal Ashkenazic. In popular
varieties, application of posttonic reduction causes them to appear in the same envi-
ronment (stressed open syllable), rendering them clearly phonemic, e.g., xéjsed
“kindness” vs. émes “truth”; cf. formal xéjsed, emés (Tiberian 70 hesed, Moy
P7éméd; cf. below). The theoretical question arises however of whether a nonverna-
cular language can have “allophones’ that are unquestionably “phonemes” in the
native language of its users. Are they real or the results of overstructuralism by the
linguist? This question, posed by Ashkenazic studies, merits further research.

Table 4.9. The Vowel System of Northeastern Ashkenazic

Lhireq Ushureq/qibbus
€Jzere Molem
E:sugﬂl,n",‘;atl:l' segol 3qamc,‘,ft|atel'

qames

apalhnbjbalel‘ pathah
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Table 4.10. The Vowel System of Mideastern Ashkenazic

Lnireq/shureq/ in stressed open syllables u {h‘ u)qamcs in open syllables

lhiroq}shuroqfqihhus in closed syllables, unstressed open syllables

ejﬁﬂgﬂl in stressed open syllables a.lbﬂiﬂ‘ﬂ'l
Eeepol in closed syllables/hatef segol Ogames in closed syllables before hey with mappiq/before yud:
hatel games
A sere

apaihahﬂ:amf pathal

Ashkenazic Hebrew Education in Late Twentieth-Century
Primary Schools

Children in Hasidic schools rooted in southern (i.e., non-Lithuanian) East Euro-
pean traditions around the world generally learn the Mideastern Ashkenazic system
from the outset. In some schools, however, all segols are rendered £ when studying
the vowel points, and the ej realization in stressed open syllables is “picked up” later
in primary education, resulting in a child learning e.g., emés and xésed, modified
at a later age to emés vs. xéjsed. Whether this is a symptom of declining use of ¢j
for stressed open-syllabic segol in Hasidic communities needs to be researched. The
two Mideastern Ashkenazic types of games (# / u# in open syllables, o in closed syl-
lables) are however distinguished in alphabet primers by explicit exercises (e.g.,
Birnhak 1976: 95; Fried 1983: 141-42).

Historical Phonology of Ashkenazic

Overview

The historical phonology of Ashkenazic is, in short, one of a Tiberian-like system
that has undergone phonetic and phonological development over a millennium of
European history. Its phonetic history generally follows closely upon that of co-
territorial Yiddish dialects, but its phonological history is characterized by a sub-
stantial measure of independence resulting both from generation-to-generation
language transmission (nonspoken living languages are transmitted this way too)
and from the phonologically retentive power of the hallowed system of vocalization
signs.

Consonantism

The consonantism of Ashkenazic is a much leaner system than its Tiberian ante-
cedent. Consonants “not supported” by the indigenous central European phonetic
scene, ? (R), £(¥), w (1), h (n), 1 (V), g (P), and 5 (%), disappeared. Likewise, of
the “begedkefet” spirants, arising from Northwest Semitic postvocalic spirantiza-
tion(b)Yv,g)v,d) 8, k) x p)ft)0), those without European counterparts—
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v, 8, and #—also disappeared. Phonetic “disappearance” can have diverse struc-
tural implications. The following listing covers (a) loss, (b) merger, and (c) phonetic
shift retaining phonological distinctiveness. Within each category, the order follows
the Jewish alphabet.

(a) Loss

X [?] ) zero, e.g., TON P3meén “amen” ) Northeastern Ashkenazic (NEA) oméjn, Mid-
eastern Ashkenazic (MEA) umdjn, Western Ashkenazic (WA) oméjn.

Functionally consonantal ?was lost in all positions although [?] does occur pho-
netically in various environments in Yiddish dialects. Traces of historical ? may be
recovered from Yiddish (and cautiously extrapolated, with allowance for time lag,
to Ashkenazic). Cf. e.g., Northeastern Yiddish ssnim “enemies” ~ sg. séjna, Mid-
eastern sdnam ~ sdjna. The vocalic alternations in all dialects result from the appli-
cation of Closed Syllable Shortening, demonstrating that aleph was consonantal (at
the pre-Ashkenazic time of Shortening), i.e., *son| ?Zim ) *son| ?im via shortening
(hypothetical son| nim would not have processed by Shortening). On the bearing of
this evidence on mobile shewa, see below.

¥ [§] ) zero, e.g., 07 folom “world” ) NEA ejlsm | éjlom, MEA ojl5m | 3jlom, WA
olsm | olom.

Ayin too has left recoverable traces in Yiddish, which may bear on its presence
in early Ashkenazic. Closed Syllable Shortening has processed the Biblical 72 y3
n3§ winsd “a fugitive and a wanderer” (Gen. 4:12, 14), giving Yiddish na vanad
(zajn) “‘wander without a home,” where the a in na ({ ¥3 n5¢) betrays an erstwhile
closed syllable (cf. vowel-final monosyllables, e.g., X2 b3 “comes” ) NEA bo, MEA
bu, WA bo etc; syllable-final ( ®) and ( 1) are not consonantal in Tiberian).

There are a number of issues on which the fates of ? and ¢ are best treated
together. Loss of both resulted in sequences of two successive vowels. In Yiddish,
the ensuing hiatus fused with various Germanic component vowels (see above,
where this instance is cited to illustrate secondary fusion): with vowel 34 in Eastern
Yiddish (hence 7387 da?5y5 ) Northeastern Yiddish ddjgo “worry,” Mideastern
ddg9). In some forms of Western Yiddish, merger occurred with Western Yiddish
@y, the local realization of 24/44 or 13/24/44 (see Guggenheim-Griinberg 1973:
40-43).

In Northeastern Yiddish, hiatus was resolved by yotization, e.g., svijas “(the
holiday) Shavuoth™ { niy1v §5v1i§66. These and other Yiddish reactions to hiatus
are often absent in Ashkenazic where the two ensuing vowels in succession are sim-
ply read in sequence, e.g., Northeastern Ashkenazic doogs [ dadgo, Sovuéjs |
Soviiejs.

Yekusiel of Prague warns against such pronunciations as %) wamdr “and bit-
ter” for MK wa?5mdr “and he said,” quipping that such errors are *’y2 "1 ¥9 raf
wdmdr bofejndj “evil and bitter in my eyes” (Yekusiel 1395: [186b]). He also
bemoans failure to distinguish 7y for “hide (n.)” from 2R Por “light” (ibid.
[189b]).
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Itisevident from Yekusiel’s samples that by the thirteenth century the old aleph
(?) vs. ayin (f) distinction, and the aleph vs. zero and ayin vs. zero distinctions, were
all in trouble.

(b) Merger with European-Compatible Consonants

3 [v] merged with 3 [g], e.g., 23y f'{;yes'“calf” » NEA &jgel, MEA ajgel, WA &jgel.

1 [8], merged with 7 [d], e.g., T §60 “yet” “more” ) NEA ejd, MEA ajd, WA sud.

In names of letters of the Jewish alphabet there is evidence of s reflexes in West-
ern Yiddish. Bibliophilus (1742: 3) offers the variant spellings (Jud) and (Jus) for
>, {Lamed) and (Lames) for 2. Cf. classical 77, T2%. These forms are also attested
in a twentieth-century variety of German in the village of Schopfloch which bor-
rows heavily from Western Yiddish (see Philipp 1983: 43; Shy 1990: 346).

1[w] merged with 2 [v], e.g., X9p7 wajjiqrs “and he called” ) NEA vajikr3 / vajikra,
MEA vajikrit | vajikru, WA vajikré | vajikro.

Yekusiel mourns the collapse of historical »ax ?5viw “his father” with 2%
Paviv “Spring” (Yekusiel 1395: 189a).

n [h] merged with 2 [x], e.g., D;rj_hﬁx.t';m “wise man” ) NEA xoxdm / xaxom, MEA
xuxdm | xiixom, WA xaxsm | xoxom.

In the medieval Rhineland dialects of the “Children of hes,” /& merged with 11
[h] rather than with 2 [x] (see M. Weinreich 1958; Katz 1987a: 57; 1988a: 39-42;
1990b; 1991; and below).

v [t] merged with [t], e.g., 70 tal “dew” ) Pan-Ashkenazic tal.
Yekusiel decries merger of in2¥ Sivto “his sojourn™ and 2@ §ivzo “his staff,”
“his tribe” (Yekusiel 1395: 189b).

P [q] merged with 3 [k], e.g., U1 q3005 “sacred” ) NEA kodéj§ | kidejs, MEA
kud3js | kiidajs, WA kodsus | kodous.

Yekusiel cites merger of n9p gall5 “easy (fem.)” with 172 kall5 “bride” (1395:
189Db) as one of the evils resulting from failure to distinguish the two consonants.

n [0] merged with 0 [s] ( @ [§] was itself almost certainly merged with [s] long before
the rise of Ashkenaz), e.g., "X ?ef “[particle preceding accusative definite noun]” )
Pan-Ashkenazic &s.

In the name of the fourth letter of the Jewish alphabet, n?7, final n appears as
plosive 1 (itself usually the reflex of n [t] or © [t]), or as [d], hence ddlat or ddlad in
modern Ashkenazic. There is however evidence of older Western Yiddish s. Biblio-
philus (1742: 3) has (Dalet) alongside {Dales).

(¢) Phonemic Preservation Via Phonetic Shift

3 [s] was affricated to [c] ([t*]), leaving a distinct phoneme. Probably during the pri-
mary fusion characterizing the birth of Yiddish and Ashkenazic, the Semitic s fused
with medieval German (tz), producing the unitary Yiddish /¢/ phoneme which
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occurs in both components, producing such homonyms as kac = “cat” (cf. Middle
High German katze) and “Katz” (cf. Hebrew y").

Vowel System

The vowel system of Ashkenazic derives straightforwardly from a system closely
resembling a version of Tiberian vocalism. There are, however, differences: (1) in
Proto-Ashkenazic, the three hatef or ultrashort vowels ( _[&], _[4], . [3]) were not
distinguished from their normal-length counterparts ( _ [a], 3 [a] unstressed closed-
syllabic _[5]). Secondly, the variant imported to Ashkenaz apparently had short o
(correspondmg with Yiddish vowel 41) for games in a// closed syllables (not only
in unstressed closed syllables, as per classical Hebrew grammar). The descriptive
environment of that shortening rule includes as consonants [j] and 71 with mappig
(7), which traditional Hebrew grammarians consider to mark the exceptional con-
sonantahty of word-final 71. It is morphologized in third-person possessives ending
in 1. The Proto-Ashkenazic qgames shortening apparently inherited from the Near
East was therefore of the type qames — [— long] /__C| (where | = syllable bound-
ary). The phonology of the language obviously treated /j/ and /H/ (where H = )
as consonantal,

The effects of this pre-Ashkenazic shortening are evident in modern dialects of
Ashkenazic which distinguish vowel 12 (Proto-Ashkenazic *3, corresponding with
games) from 41 (Proto-Ashkenazic *5, corresponding with stressed open-syllabic
games and hatef games). Thus, for example, in modern Mideastern Ashkenazic,
where open-syllabic games is realized as u (often [@] but there is no phonemic
length opposition for this vowel, hence the unitary transcription ), closed-syllabic
gqames and gqames before j and mappiq are realized as o, e.g., pursn “(Wilderness
of) Paran” { TINB; bu:y:yn dlsgmce” ( 1912 bizz3jén; is5 “her husband” ( AR
7ISoH (cf. i5 “woman™ ( R i$53). Mapplq forms often retain ultimate stress even
in Popular Ashkenazic, accentuatmg such contrasts as I§u “woman” vs. i§5 “her
husband.”

The Proto-Ashkenazic Vowel System

The proposed system of Proto-Ashkenazic vocalism is illustrated in Table 4.11.
Yiddish vowel numbers are added to denote the fusion with vernacular vowels ]
which took place at the theoretical linguistic starting point of Ashkenaz. |

Table 4.11. Proto-Ashkenazic Vocalism

*i s *l_l
long hireqg / 32 {long) shureq [ 52
e * ;
Lshort hireg / 31 (short) qibbus / 51
- *— I
*esrrr,f 22 Oholzm [ 42 I
#* *3 il
esl:gnl. hatef segol [/ 21 oo]x:n syllabic games / 12 I

*
Delosed syllabic games, hatef games / 41 1

*
Apathak, hatef pathah / L1 It
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Summary of Sound Changes
(1) Assorted Consonantal Shifis (See Above)

Loss of ?and f; Merger of vy with g; d with &; w with v; & with x; ¢ with #; g with k;
6 with s; shift of 5 to ¢ (£).

(2) Lengthening

Lengthening, inspired by the analogous German development, processed short
vowels in stressed open syllables at an early point in the history of Ashkenaz. Only
two Tiberian vowels met the structural description of the rule: pathah and segol in
stressed open syllables, hence *xésed ) *xésed “‘kindness, mercy,” pdxad ) *paxad
“fear.” In terms of Pan-Yiddish vocalism, proto 21 (*e, e.g., *xésed, *emés “truth™)
split into unlengthened 21 (*emés) vs. lengthened 25 (*xésed). Proto 11 (*a, e.g.,
xajj5 “animal,” pdxad) split into unlengthened 11 (*xajj3) vs. lengthened 13
(*pdxad) with dialectological consequences parallel to those in the Semitic com-
ponent of Yiddish (see above). Wherever a Tiberian form did not meet the struc-
tural description (the conditions, so to speak) of the sound shift, it escaped Length-
ening. In the samples cited, the first £ in emes escaped because it was not stressed
(there is no evidence that hatef vowels differed in Proto-Ashkenazic from their non-
hatef variants). The a of xajj5 was originally in a closed syllable (opened only later
by Degemination, no. 3). Cf. the Tiberian cognates 700 hésed, nBR EMEL, 0 haijs,
N2 pdhad.

(3) Degemination

By C' C' — C!, consonantal length was lost, e.g., *bammskim “in the place” )
*bamskam, *gibbor “mighty (man)” ) *gibor, *jirtén “(he) will give” ) *jitén,
*monassé “Manasseh™ ) *monasé, *suttof “partner” ) *sutdf, *uzzi “my strength”
) *uzi. Cf. Tiberian cognates DpBI bammsgém, "33 gibbér, 1 jittén, mem
manassé, "Ry suttdf, "1y fuzzi. ‘

(4) Stress Shift

Formal Ashkenazic was never processed by Stress Shift, but many forms of Popular
Ashkenazic were, in varying degrees, under the impact of the Semitic component
in Yiddish (cf. Katz 1980; and above). Stress Shift entailed the collapse of ultimate
and penultimate stress to a unitary pattern of penultimate accentuation, e.g.,
*axasveros “[King] Ahasuerus” Y *axasvérés, *ro§ haissns “New Year” Y *ros
hasisana, *§5ldx “(he) sent” ) *§3lax (cf. Tiberian cognates UiNNR 2dhasweros,
NI UK 105 hasssns, now Soldh). as

There are a number of categories of exceptions. In morphology, articles and par-
ticles do not generally accept stress, hence monosyllables preceded by these retain
stress, e.g., *hais “the man” (( TR h5?i%) never became - his (the black dot - dis-
tinguishes spurious forms from asterisked reconstructions, which are at any rate not
meant to be spurious). In semantics, particularly sacred terms, notably names of
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God, retained ultimate stress, e.g., *glghim “God” did not usually undergo Stress
Shift to - eléhim (cf. %8 ?&lohim). In phonology, if the penultimate and ante-
penultimate syllable vowels are both long, stress may move back to the antepenult,
e.g., Northeastern géjrosin, Mideastern gdjrasin “laws of divorces™ (cf. TPT™M3
geriisin), cf. Leibel 1965.

(5) Great Yiddish Vowel Shift

Ashkenazic was fully processed by the Great Yiddish Vowel Shift, which paved the
way for it to follow the major events in the ensuing phonological history of the var-
ious Yiddish dialects. The Great Shift included raising of *&,5 ) &5 and *3; ) d,3;
lowering and diphthongization of old *é,, to &/, and old *o,, to su,; (for a more
detailed survey, see Katz 1982: 77-81).

By the Great Vowel Shift, then, *x&sed ) xésed, *david ) dovid, *xélek ) xéjlek,
*al5m ) oul5m. These processed forms are amply attested in Western Yiddish. In
Eastern Ashkenazic dialects, further phonological development gave the character-
istic modern forms (Northeastern xésed, dovid, xéjlek, ejlsm; Mideastern xéjsed,
divid, xdjlek, ajlsm).

Questions of Relative and Absolute Chronology

Consonantal shifts and the Great Vowel Shift can, from a structural point of view,
be ordered anywhere. Consonantal shifts are tentatively assigned to (1) because of
the speed with which Semitic sounds would have a priori disappeared among a pop-
ulation shifting to a central European base of articulation (cf. above). The Great
Vowel Shift results in vowels largely preserved in Western Yiddish, and the simi-
larity of its results to a documented near-modern variety might augur for a late rel-
ative dating.

The internal ordering of Lengthening and Degemination cannot be determined
because their environments are mutually exclusive: stressed open-syllabic short
vowels are in Tiberian phonology never followed by a geminate consonant. Indeed,
geminate consonants invariably close the preceding syllable.

What is certain is that Lengthening preceded Stress Shift. This is evident from
forms such as Popular Mideastern Ashkenazic £/u/ “(month of) Elul,” £mes “true.”
One of the conditions for Lengthening is stress. At the time of Lengthening, these
items were still ultimately stressed (*emés, *eliil), hence their escape, whereas items
such as *xésed “kindness” and *réga “moment,” both historically penultimate,
were duly processed by Lengthening, hence modern (Popular) Mideastern Ashke-
nazic élul, émes vs xéjsed, réjga (cf. Tiberian 2198 ?elil, DO} PEmE6, 0N hésed,
ya1 réyaf). By virtue of Stress Shift, the effects of Lengthening, originally allo-
phonic, became phonemicized (£ and éj both occur in stressed open-syllabic posi-
tion).

It is extremely probable that Degemination also preceded Stress Shift. Circum-
stantial evidence comes from forms such as Popular Mideastern Ashkenazic hékajs
“(type of) analogy,” $dbos “‘Sabbath.” At the time of Lengthening, these items were
still in closed syllables (*hek | kés, *sab| b36), hence their escape, whereas items such
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as *hével “vanity” and *jahad “together,” historically in open syllables, were duly
processed by Lengthening, hence modern (Popular) Mideastern Ashkenazic Aékajs
vs. héjvel, $abos vs. jaxad (cf. Tiberian zh] heqgqés, 221 hével; $abb36 “Sabbath,”
T _ jaxad). Note that 4 forms such as jaxad occur only in the more conservative
Southwestern portions of Mideastern Ashkenazic (e.g., Stencl 1978). In many vari-
eties of Mideastern Ashkenazic, these forms have been shortened to a. The evidence
here 1s “circumstantial” because stresslessness can also explain nonlengthening of
historical £ and a in such forms as Aékajs and sdbos. In other words, lack of stress
can itself explain all the unlengthened forms, whereas erstwhile presence of gemi-
nate consonants (closing the preceding syllable, thereby blocking lengthening) can
explain only some of them.

The absolute chronology of Degemination is assisted by Yekusiel of Prague. He
notes that dagesh forte (= dagesh hazag, the diacritic marking gemination) was
pronounced for w, z, t, [, m, n, 5, 5, ¢, § “by most people of our land,” but moans
that “the younger readers were in the habit of not pronouncing dagesh forte in these
letters when shewa occurs under the letter with the dagesh [i.e., when the relevant
consonant 1s followed by shewa].” A bit later in the same discussion, Yekusiel’s
characterization of those who fail to geminate sours a bit, proceeding from youth
to boorishness. He notes that “for the letters w, z, £, . m, n, s, 5, g, §, the boors miss
out on their dagesh, as we said, when shewa occurs under the letter with the dagesh™
(Yekusiel 1395: [187b]).

Mobile Shewa

The fate of mobile shewa in Ashkenazic, like so many of the issues touched upon,
needs to be the object of a monograph. In the most formal style of reading by trained
readers, mobile shewa will appear as a shewa vowel (locally [2], [1], [], [3]. etc.). In
Popular Ashkenazic, however, historical mobile shewa underwent various fates. It
was reduced to zero in phonetic environments where Yiddish tolerates consonant
clusters, e.g., Northeastern Ashkenazic krejvs “close” ( gorgvs, gvul “border”
( goviil, holx3 “she went” ( hslox3. Contextual loss of mobile shewa may result in
wholesale remake of the classical Tiberian CV(C) syllabic structure, e.g.. the last
cited example, where CV |CV |CV — CVC|CV. There is, however, conflicting evi-
dence from Closed Syllable Shortening that some graphic shewas which classical
Hebrew grammar regards as mobile were in fact silent long before Ashkenaz Cf.,
e.g., Mideastern ssfrom “scribes,” s3nam “enemies™ where the short vowel betrays
a pre-Ashkenazic closed syllable. The Yiddish forms cannot derive from §6 | no |
Pim, 50 | fa | rim.

Possibly as a hypercorrection introduced to combat shewa loss, and possibly as
a normal sound shift buttressed by penultimate stress in popular renditions of Ash-
kenazic (and maybe even both), shewas that do survive have been known in many
forms of Ashkenazic to be “‘exaggerated™ to vowel 22, i.e., to merge with the local
realization of sere (see, e.g., Emden 1745: 4a; Wessely 1827: 204). In many variants
of Yiddish, in fact, the name of the shewa vowel has itself shifted to 22, e.g., (some)
Mideastern Yiddish $djvo, (some) Southeastern, Northeastern séjva, both alongside
expected Svu, $vo respectively (cf. X1 Sow3).




The Phonology of Ashkenazic 75

Old East and Old West Ashkenaz
Two Kinds of Ashkenazim

Ashkenaz, in its early history, comprised two culturally distinct groups. The most
famous, in the Rhineland, was centered in the cities of Speyer, Worms, and Mainz
(collectively known as Shum, from the Hebrew acronym 0"). The second group-
ing lay further eastward on the banks of the Danube and the surrounding areas,
centered in Regensburg, Rothenburg, Nuremberg, and also Prague. That is the area
that was the Eastern Ashkenaz of those days. In later centuries, of course, it along
with the Rhineland became the new Western Ashkenaz, in contradistinction to the
later and modern Eastern Ashkenaz of the Slavonic and Baltic lands (see Katz
1987a; 54-55: 1990; 1991; 1992).

Two Distinct Languages

The western communities, in the Rhineland, spoke a Germanic-based Jewish lan-
guage that was not Yiddish, and used a liturgical form of Hebrew and Aramaic that
was not at all like any known variety of Ashkenazic. Both the Semitic component
of the Rhineland Jewish language and its speakers’ pronunciations of Hebrew and
Aramaic had a five-vowel system very much like the vocalism of Sephardic
Hebrew, in which qames and pathah were merged as unitary 4, sere and segol as
unitary £, holem and gqames qatan as unitary o, long and short hireq as unitary i,
long and short shureq as u. This is betrayed in medieval manuscripts by massive
promiscuous confounding of games with pathah and sere with segol (see Katz
1987a: 56).

Moreover classical [h], represented by the Hebrew letter n (classical n°n zé0),
had merged with [h] among the old Rhinelanders, rather than with [x] (cf. M. Wein-
reich 1958; Katz 1987a: 57; 1988a: 39-42; 1990b; 1991; 1992). In fact, this isogloss
provided the names of the two groups. In Old Ashkenazic folklore, the westerners
were known as M1 12 bnej hes “Children of Aes,” i.e., “those who pronounce ‘Aes’
for i, the easterners as bnej xes “those who pronounce ‘xes’ for n. The fictitious
letter N1 (hes) was coined to poke fun at the westerners. Westerners occasionally
used the spelling n"2 to refer to the [x] pronunciation of the easterners. These names
invoke a humorous reference to the biblical Children of Heth of Genesis 23 (see
Katz 1991, 1992).

This shibboleth refers to the two groups in all sorts of legal, cultural, and folk-
loristic contexts. For example, in his responsa, the Maharil (acronym of Moyreynu
Horav Yankev Haleyvi, also known as Mahari Segal; Yankev Segal; Mahari Molin;
Yankev ben Moyshe Haleyvi Moellin/Mollin, ca. 1360-1427) notes a difference in
custom concerning the ¢fi/n (phylacteries) donned during weekday morning prayer.
The question concerns the positioning of the box of the #filn shel yad (“hand phy-
lactery”), whether it should be placed with the maabarto (aperture at one end of the
box through which the strap passes) at top or at bottom. The easterners positioned
the box so that the end with the maabarto and strap are at bottom, closer to the
hand. By contrast, the western tradition placed the side with the maabarto at the
top, closer to the head (both descriptions assume the arm is at rest at one’s side).
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The Mabharil put it this way:

Tfiln shel yad: bnej estrajkh [“the Children of Austria”] and all the regions of the bnej
hes position the maabarto toward the hand: and we, the Children of the Rhine and
all the bnej hes, position the maabarto toward the body, as with the head phylactery.

(Maharil 1556: 6a)

Added to their five-vowel system and their 4 realization of 1i, the Rhinelanders had
a third major linguistic feature. Yekusiel of Prague noted that:

We also know that there are some Ashkenazim who pronounce 71 [#é? = 4] and n
[hé6 = h] as one and likewise @ [$in = §] and © [§in = s].
(Yekusiel 1395:[189b])

In pointed Hebrew and Aramaic texts, () marked by the diacritic to the left
denotes an [s] rather than an [§] pronunciation (the letter is known as sin, §in
smol, or der smol in Yiddish). Transcribed [§] by Semitists to distinguish it from
samekh ( D), it was nevertheless merged with samekh long before the European
period in Jewish history, and attempts to prove otherwise have not succeeded (see
Faber 1982: 86). On the fate of Hebrew sibilants in medieval Europe, see Gumpertz
(1942; 1953: 33-50), M. Weinreich (1973: 2:36-38, 4:51-55) and Faber (1982:
1987: 18).

By the early thirteenth century, then, it was known to Yekusiel of Prague that
the subgroup of Ashkenazim who had merged [h] with [h], i.e., the bnej hes, had
also merged [§] and [s]. Unlike [h], which is limited to the Semitic component, [§]
and [s] are well represented in the Germanic component, and so in a stroke Yek-
usiel solves for us the old question of why a single grapheme, (@), is used almost
exclusively for both historical [§] and [s] in old Yiddish texts (see, e.g., Shtif 1928:
143-46; Timm 1987: 272-73; Kerler 1988: 227-28).

Destinies of the Two Branches of Old Ashkenaz

Both the vernacular of the early Rhineland Jews, and their Hebrew and Aramaic
phonology, became extinct many centuries ago, although not without leaving traces
in both Yiddish and Ashkenazic. The language of Danube Jewry— Yiddish—and
its Hebrew and Aramaic phonology—Ashkenazic—spread to the four corners of
Ashkenaz, and, via migration in recent centuries, to many parts of the world.

Social and Contextual Dialects
Formal vs. Popular Ashkenazic

Ashkenazic shares with natural languages social and contextual variation. Nearly
all that variation can be measured on a scale extending from the pole of “Formal
Ashkenazic” to a variety incorporating features of the coterritorial Semitic com-
ponent in Yiddish, principally: Closed Syllable Shortening, Penultimate Stress
Assignment, and Posttonic Reduction (see above). Varieties incorporating one or
more of these Yiddish features may collectively be called “Popular Ashkenazic.”
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The Ashkenazic Continuum

One might a prion postulate that social prestige necessarily slips downward from
Formal Ashkenazic to the forms processed by Closed Syllable Shortening, Penul-
timate Stress Assignment and Posttonic Reduction. One would be misguided. It all
depends on what is being uttered, by whom, and in what context. As it happens,
Popular Ashkenazic is used in the highest academic endeavours of Ashkenazic soci-
ety, Talmud and Kabbalah, which are studied from unpointed texts. The same
scholar who will read dom “blood” in the Bible, or in reciting the ten plagues at
Passover seyder, will use dam, with Closed Syllable Shortening, in Talmud study
(cf. Tiberian dam). On the other hand, in synagogue reading from the Pentateuch
and weekly portions from the Prophets, Formal Ashkenazic would be the variety
aspired to (with the advent of possible interference from varieties of Popular Ash-
kenazic, or, in other words, interference from the phonology of the vernacular). Use
of Popular Ashkenazic in Torah reading might well be taken as a sign of ignorance
and lack of education. Khayim ben Moyshe Lifshitz summed up the differential
this way in his Seyfer derekh khayim (“Book of the Way of Life”):

A man should be careful to read with the Accents [i.e. the Tiberian stress marks]
everything that is from the Torah, the Prophets and the Hagiographa [i.e. anything
from the Hebrew Bible]; analogously, [a man should be careful to read] Mishna and
Gemara [ = the Talmud] with the [traditional] melody.

(Lifshitz 1703: 20b, no. 28.9)

Jacob Emden allowed rather more leeway:

One should be careful with miley! [‘penultimate stress’] and milra [final stress’], for
whom it is possible and knows these things. But for the man who did not acquire this
habit in his youth, it is impossible to bother him with placing of the accents for this
would trouble him so and make his speech weary, and his loss is greater than his
reward.

(Emden 1745: 4a—4b)

Between the poles of Formal Ashkenazic for biblical readings in synagogue and
Popular Ashkenazic for Talmud, Kabbalah, and an array of informal and semifor-
mal uses of phrases and formulas, there is a huge middle ground with considerable
variation. Much of that middle ground is occupied by the daily and festival liturgy,
and by Torah study (as opposed to formal synagogue reading). The first two words
of most blessings, classical AR M2 bariix ?att5 “Blessed art Thou,” and the first
two words of the Bible, X173 N"WR12 harési@ br3 “In the beginning created,” occur
inter alia in vanants illustrated in Table 4.12. Note the appearance of pretonic
reduction (no. 2).

The complex phonological and sociological interplay of stress pattern and
vowel reduction merits a monograph. The same Northeasterner, say, who might
have barejsis bors for Torah reading in synagogue, might utter brejsis bars when
reading the text more rapidly at home, bréjsis b3ro in a more comfortable setting of
study, and bréjsas baora when citing the Hebrew passage in a Yiddish conversation.
Like many generalizations, these can serve for orientation but cannot do justice to
the complexity of real life. In one and the same genre, considerable sociolinguistic
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Table 4.12. The Ashkenazic Continuum: Realizations of
PR M2 bariix Patts and K72 MUK barésio bora

Northeastern Mideastern
1. Formal Ashkenazic: bariix ats burix ati
barejiis barajsis buri
bora
2. With Pretonic Reduction:  briix at3 brix atii
brejiis bars brajsis barii
3. With Stress Shifi: b3rux dio bitrix dru

4. With Stress Shift and
Posttonic Reduction:

bréjsis bara
barax di=
bréjsas bara

brajsis bitru
biirax ats
brdjsas biira

variation can be observed. Appendix | provides two renditions of the first chapter
of the Book of Esther (traditionally read twice in synagogue during the festival of
Purim). The first approaches Formal Ashkenazic (with some incursions by Penul-
timate Stress Assignment). The second is in a variety of Popular Ashkenazic (with
mixed stress patterns and several hypercorrections).

In some cases, a semantic distinction is supported by pronunciations taken
from different rungs on the Ashkenazic continuum. The same Northeasterner, say,
who might have baol(a)m3 or basl(a)mo “in the world” in the hallowed kaddish
prayer, will say badlms “generally,” “with no specific intention,” in equally hal-
lowed Talmud study (cf. Tiberian xn%y2 bof5lam3). The sociophonological differ-
entiation within Ashkenazic represents a treasure of research possibilities in the
study of exotic forms of multilingualism.

Modern Standard Ashkenazic

In the nineteenth and twentieth century, various versions of Standard Ashkenazic
arose. The classic variety of standard literary Ashkenazic follows Standard Yiddish
in its vowel system, characterized as “Northeastern Yiddish except that vowel 42/
44 is realized oj as in the other Eastern Yiddish dialects, not ¢j as in Northeastern.”
As it happens, Standard Ashkenazic adopts penultimate stress, but not, on the
whole, posttonic reduction. It is in this variety that some of the greatest modern
Hebrew poetry was written. Israeli literary scholars, while Sephardicizing the vow-
els (merging games and pathah in &, sere and segol in &, holem and games gatan in
2), retain penultimate stress to preserve the rhythm of the poetry.

Standard Ashkenazic renditions of H. N. Bialik’s Loy bayoym veloy balaylo
(“Not by day and not by night,” Israeli Hebrew Lo bayom velo balayla) and of the
original first verses of N. H. Imber’s Hatikvah appear in Appendix 2. With the final
two lines rewritten after the author’s death, these verses became the Israeli national
anthem. Note from these transcriptions that standard literary Ashkenazic does not
spirantize across word boundaries (hence l5j bajajm, not loj vajajm); it does not gen-
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erally preserve pausal forms (baldjlo, not balsjlo); it often omits mobile shewa
(p3jsro, not pajsara).

A variant of standard Ashkenazic developed in the United States has du (or
other local American reflexes of “long 0™ as in home) for holem. In the 1960s, it
was used as the spoken language in the classroom for Jewish studies classes in New
York City in a number of Hebrew day schools, including Etz Chaim, Rambam and
RJJ (Rabbi Jacob Joseph Yeshiva). The du for holem came to signify a Hebrew-
speaking, Orthodox, pro-Zionist, Ashkenazic social setting. It was to the cultural
“left” of those (Hasidim and “yeshiva circles”) using the East European 9j. Ash-
kenazic in the British Isles similarly uses local reflexes of ou (as in home), or in cir-
cles consisting now mainly of older people au (“ou” as in round), for holem, vari-
ants possibly derived from older German Jewish practice. London Yiddish » for
historical a (§3bas for $abas) seems not to have made many inroads into local Ash-
kenazic (which usually has expected Sab3s or §idbas). Here again, as throughout the
field of Ashkenazic studies, rewarding fieldwork awaits the researcher.

Epilogue

Sadly, the prejudices and misconceptions concerning Ashkenazic have, as is so
often the case, affected scholars as much as others. Of necessity, much of twenty-
first century Hebrew historical linguistics will concentrate on the Ashkenazic
Hebrew and the Ashkenazic Aramaic that the twentieth century failed to study in
depth. There are still many Ashkenazim born before World War II who use exotic
and uncharted forms of Ashkenazic, and a rapidly dwindling few born before the
First World War. There is still time to capture this invaluable linguistic data and
still time to conserve this great Hebrew and Aramaic heritage, one of the most
splendid and creative in the history of those languages.

Appendix 1. Two Versions of Esther, Chapter 1 in Varieties of
Mideastern Ashkenazic

NOTE: These transcriptions aim at phonemic accuracy. In view of both infor-
mants’ chanting the text according to traditional Ashkenazic muscial realizations
of the Tiberian stress marks (which double as musical notes), there are instances
where it 1s difficult to distinguish lexical from musical stress. Some ambiguities also
arise concerning vowel length amongst the high vowels, i/ and #/1. In the tran-
scription that follows, i and 7are distinguished because they are distinguished in the
native Yiddish of the readers. Longer and shorter renditions of /u/, on the other
hand, are strictly contextual variants in both Mideastern Yiddish and Ashkenazic,
and are not distinguished in the transcription. Realization of /u/ is longest in
stressed open syllables.

Informants’ texts are retained intact, even where they diverge from the accepted
standard versions.
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A: As chanted in synagogue, in London, on Purim of 1984 by Mr. Shimen Mandel,
born 1951 in Antwerp. Mr. Mandel is a member of the Belz Hasidic community
whose parents were born between 1925 and 1930 in central Galicia between Lancut
and Belz.

1: vajohi bimaj axasvajrjs hi axasvajrj$ hamojlajx
majh3jdi vead kis $¢jva voesrim imaju madini:

2: bajumim huhajm ko$éjves haméjlex axasvajrdjs al
kisaj malxisd] asér boasisan habira:

3:  bisnas suldjs lamolxd] usi mistéj laxal surdv
vaavudav xajl puras imudaj hapartamim vasurdj
hamadin3jjs lafundv:

4: boharojsdj es djSer kavajd malxisdj vogs jokir
tiféjres godilusdj jumim rabim $mojnim imaés jjjm:
5: ivimlojdjs hajumim hudjle usu haméjlex laxal
husm hanimceim bos$isan habirt lamiguddjl vedd kutdn
mistéj §ivas jumim baxacar ginas bisan haméjlex:

6:  xir karpas isxajles uxiz baxavlaj bic veargumon al
ricpas bahat vii$ajs vadar vasojxares:

7:  wvahaskdjs bixlaj zuhdv vaxdjlim mikajlim $5jnim
vajajin malxis riv kajad haméjlex:

8: vohassiju xad5s ajn ojnajs ki xajn jisad haméjlex
al kol rav bajsdj laasdjs kircjn i vuis:

9: gam vasti hamalki ososti mistaj nusim bajs
hamalxis asér laméjlex axadvajrajs:

10: bajsjm ha$vii katdjv lajv haméjlex baj3jin umar
limahimon bizasi xarvdjnu bigsu vaavagsa zajsar
vaxarkas $ivas hasurisim hamasorasim es panaj
haméjlex axadvajrs:

11: Iohuvi es vasti hamalkua lifnaj haméjlex baxéjser
malxis lshardjs huamim vohasurim es jofj5 ki tojvas
marej hi:

12:  vatamuajn hamalkd vasti luvéj bidvar haméjlex
asér bajad hasurisim vajikcdjf haméjlex masjd
vaxamusdj buari vaj:

13:  vajdjmer haméjlex laxaxumim jojdaj huitim ki
xajn dvar haméjlex lifnaj kol j3jdaj dos vudin:

14: vohakurjjv ajldv karSonu $ajsdr admuisu sarsis
méjres marsanu mamixon §ivas surdj puras imudaj
rojaj

pandj haméjlex hajdjdvim ridajnu bamalxis:

15:  kadbs ma laassjs bamalkt vasti al asér loj ososii es
maamar haméjlex axadvajrdjs bajad hasurisim:
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16: vajdymer mamixdn lifndj haméjlex vohasurim loj
al haméjlex lovadaj ovsh vasti hamalki ki al kol
hasurim voal kol huamim asér bax5l madinajs haméijlex
axasvajrojs:

17:  Kijajcij dvar hamalku al kol hanu$im lahavzajs
baalajhén baajnajhén boomrdm haméijlex axadvajrijs
umar lahuvi es vasti hamalka lafunsv valdj viu:

18:  vshajdjm hazéj tojmarnu surdjs puras imudaj asér
Sumi es dvar hamalki lox3jl surdj haméjlex ixadaj
bizdjojn vukucof:

19:  im al haméjlex tojv jajcaj dvar malxis milfundv
vojikusajv bodusaj puras imudaj valdj jaavajr asér 1o
suvdj vasti lifndj haméjlex axadvajrjs imalxis3 jitajn
haméjlex lirisd hatdjvu miménu:

20: veniSma pisgdm haméjlex asér jaaséj baxl
malxis3j ki rabil hi vax3l hanisim jitni jakar
lobaalajhén lomigud?jl vead kutdn:

21: wajitav haduvar baajnaj haméjlex vahasirim
vajaas haméjlex kidvar mamixon:

22:  wvajislax safurim el kol madindjs haméjlex el
moadint imadind kixsuva vaél am vudm kildajn3j lihijdjs
kol 1§ sojrajr bavajs3j imadabajr kil35jn amaj:

B: Aschanted at home, in London, by Majer Bogdanski, born 1912 in Piotrkow,
Poland (Yiddish Pyeterkov), as per his memory of Piotrkow practice in his youth.

I: vajohi bimaj axa$vajrojs hi axasvajrdj§ hamsjlajx
2:  bajumim huhajm kas¢jves haméjlex axasvajrojs al
kisdj malxisaj 48er badisan habiru;
3. bisnas Suldjs lomolxdj Gsu miste lax3l surav
vaavudov xajl puras imudaj hapartamim vastiraj
hamadindjs lafiinov:
4: boharojs) s Jj8er kavdjd malxisdj voés jokor
tifejres gadilissj jumim rabim Smajnim imaas
jojm:
' 5:  ivimldjojs hajimim huajlé) usu haméjlex lax3l
hudm hanimceim basisan habiru lamigidsjl vaad kiton
mistej Sivas jumim baxcar ginas bitan hamejlex:
6: xir karpas isxajles xiz baxavlaj vic voargiimim al
golilaj kéjsef voamidaj §4ji§ matojs zithov vaxéjsefal
ricpas bahat vi§ajs vodar vasojxires:

7: wvohaskajs bixlaj zGhov vaxajlim mikajlim $5jnim
vajajin malxis rav kajad haméjlex:
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8: vohassiju kadbs ajn ojnéjs ki xajn jisad haméjlex

al kol rav bajsaj 1dasojs kircajn i§ vuis:

0: gam vasti hamalku 3sssu mistéj nsim bobajs

mélex afer laméjlex axasvajrojs:

10: bajsjm hasvii ket3jv lajv haméjlex bajsjin umar

limahimon bizasu xarvjnu bigsu vaavagsu zajsar

vaxarkas §ivas hasurisim hamsrsim s pndj hameéjlex

axasvajros:

11: Ishuvi es vastt hamalk iifndj haméjlex baxéjser

malxis lshar3js huamim vohasiirim es jofjijo ki tijvas

margj ht:

12: vatmuéjn hamalku va$ti luv3j bidvar haméjlex

a8ér bajad hasurisim vajikcajf haméjlex madjd

vaxmusoj buaru boj:

13: vajdjmer haméjlex laxaximim jdjdaj huitim ki

xajn dovar haméjlex lifnaj kol jodaj das vudin:

14: vahakur3jv ajldv karSanu 8djsor admisu tarsis

méjres marsonu mamixon Sivas siraj paras imudaj
rdjaj

ponaj haméjlex hajdj$vim risdjinu bamalxis:

15: kads ma lasajs bamalki vasti al asér Ioj 3sosu es

maaméar haméjlex axadvajraj§ bajad hasurisim:

16: vajbjmer memixon lifnaj haméjlex vahastrim loj
al haméjlex lavadoj ovzost vasti hamalku ki al kol
hastrim vaal kol huAmim asér bax3l madinojs haméjlex
axasvajrojs:

[7: ki jhjcaj dovar hamalki al kol hanti§im lohdvzajs
baalajhen baajnajhen badmrom haméjlex axadvajrajs
timar lahavi es vasti hamalku lafiinov val3dj viu:

18: vohajbjm hazéj tojmarnii siiros piras imuda aér
$5mi es davar hamalku lox3jl stiraj haméjlex ixdaj
bizhjsin vukicev:

19:  im al haméjlex tojv jjcaj dovar malxis milfnov
vajikiisajv badiisaj puras imida veldj jaavajr aSer loj
tlvoj vasti lifnaj haméjlex axa$vajrojs umalxiss jitajn
haméjlex Iiruso hatdjvu mimeni:

20: wvenisma pisgdm haméjlex aSer jaase boxal
malxisoj ki rab( hi vax3l hanisim jifni jokor
labaalajhen lamigud3jl vead kutdn:

21: vajitav hadavor baajnaj hamajlex vohasurim
vajaas haméjlex kidvar momixon:

22:  vojidlax saftirim €l kol madinojs haméjlex el
madinu vimdinu kixsivs vaél am vudm kil§3jnoj lihij3js
kol 1§ sdjrajr babajsoj imdabajr kil$sjin amd;:
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Appendix 2. Two Modern Hebrew Poems in Standard Ashkenazic

Sung by Menke Katz (b. Svintsyan, Lithuania 1906) in Spring Glen, New York, 8
October 1990, as remembered from New York in the 1920s. The informant’s text
is retained intact. Note that in Hatikvah (text 2), adaptation of the words to its Bo-
hemiam melody results in most of the final words in each line being ultimately
stressed, contrasting with the penultimate stress of the rest. The troche-iamb pat-
tern of each line is a characteristic feature of the song.

1. Bialik’s Loy bayoym veloy balaylo
I2j bajdjm veloj balajlo
xeres éjcej li atajlo
laj boh3r valoj babika
§ito 3jmdb Som atiko
vohasito pajsro xidajs
umagid» hi asidojs
es hasito £3al 5ni
mi vomi jehéj xasini
umejajin jvoj o
hamip3jlin 5j milits
habmerk3va jaavajr §viloj
im baméklsj uvtarmiloj
uma javi li $ilimim
xaruzej pninim im algimim
uma t23raj cax im $5xojr
almon hu im 3jdaj baxur
Semo z3kejn Sito tjvo
oz loj £5ma 2z Ioj Sjve
dymar ladvi hamiséjni
uvjad zokejn al titnéjni
lordglov €poajl vasdkejn
ax loj z3kejn ax loj zokejn.

2. Imber’s Hatikvah (First Stanza and Refrain)

kal ojd baléjvov pnim3
néfes jehudi hojmis
ulfadsej mizrox kadim5
ajin laciojn cojfid

ajd 19j 3vdo tikvaséjnu
hatikvo hanoj$ona
155uv laérec avajséjnu
lair bo david xond
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be regarded as the conceptual coexistence of all dialect realizations of a single his-
torical vowel (i.e., one occurring consistently in the same positions in the same
words).

The sixteen diaphonemes are assigned numbers, facilitating discussion of any
historical vowel or group of vowels (see Herzog 1965: 228 n. 1; Katz 1983b: 1021-
24). The first digit represents the broad proto-quality posited by Max Weinreich,
accordingtothecode 1 = @¢,2 = ¢,3 = i,4 = oand 5 = u. The second is a code
for historical status, by which series 1 = short, series 2 = long, series 3 = short
subject to early lengthening, and series 4 = diphthong. Series 1 and 2 have five vow-
els each, series 3 has two vowels, and series 4 has four vowels, making for a total of
sixteen historical vowels. In any given variety of Yiddish, splits and new acquisi-
tions from neighbouring languages increase the number, while mergers decrease it.
The “magic number sixteen” is a unit of comparative Yiddish linguistics, and irrel-
evant to the synchronic analysis of any single dialect.

For example, Yiddish dialectologists may discuss notions such as “Northeast-
ern Yiddish €jrpauaa, @ formulation encompassing a mass of 1deas and informa-
tion, including “the Northeastern Yiddish synchronic vowel phenome /ej/ which
represents a merger of protovowels *é, *aj, *0, and *ou™; or, perhaps, “the North-
eastern ej cognate with Northwestern &/, a, or ou™; or “the Northeastern vowel usu-
ally corresponding to classical Hebrew sere or holem and to Middle High German
é, ei, 6, or ou’"; or any number of other potential statements of correspondence.
Circularity is averted by the firm anchorage of each vowel number to an empirically
real set of consistently corresponding realizations, in the same lexical items, amply
documented in the dialects of the modern language.

It is not necessary to accept Max Weinreich’s or anybody else’s proposed pho-
netic protovalues to use the system. Vowel 12, for example, exists, in thousands of
lexical items, and one can still refer to it as “vowel 127 even if one disagrees, as I
do, with Max Weinreich’s reconstruction of the a quality which provides the first
digit of *“12” (1 opt for open o, and thanks to the numbering system, historical inter-
relationships can be constructively discussed independently of any one phonetic
reconstruction).

Two vowels in the system are not protovowels. They are the two Series 3 vowels
(anomalously comprising 13 and 25, see Katz 1983b: 1024). They derive from 11
and 21, subjected to a lengthening that occurred very early in the history of the
language, and one that has had repercussions throughout the phonological history
of the language. For these reasons, they are included among the diaphonemes. A
stricter protolanguage construction would eliminate them and regard 13 and 25 as
the results of the splits effected by Open Syllable Lengthening on 11 and 21, respec-
tively (see below for examples).

Table 4.1 provides an illustrative corpus of three items each from the Germanic
component (GC) and Semitic component (SC) of Yiddish, except for those vowels
which are usually exclusively Germanic (e.g., 24/44) or where fusions with Semitic
component words are restricted to only portions of the Yiddish territory (see
below). Major dialect reflexes of each vowel are provided, but for brevity illustrative
words appear in their Standard Yiddish (StY) form.



