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FOREWORD

The CGrammar was prepared with a dual readership in mind. The first
intended users are university students enrolled in Yiddish language courses.
Ideally, the qualified teacher will converse extensively in Yiddish from a very
early stage of the course while supplying genuine literary texts. Lessons can
be chosen as necessary from various sections to suit the requirements of the
course. In place of 'fill in the blanks’ exercises, it is recommended that
students be asked to write original sentences and compositions on the basis
of a selected section. The dictionaries recommended for use alongside
the Grammar are Bergman’s at an elementary stage; Weinreich’s at a more
advanced stage; and Harkavy’'s at a still more advanced stage at which the
student is reading from works of Yiddish literature on his or her own (see
‘Dictionaries’, p. 277). Reading may be culled from any of a number of
anthologies or readers (see 'Anthologies’, pp. 278—279), or better still, from
original works of modern Yiddish masters selected by the instructor.

The second intended user is the more advanced student or general
reader who requires a reference grammar sither to help master the language
or as a work to be consulted as necessary.

suggestions for improvements in future editions may be sent to the
author at the O=ford Centre for Postgraduate Hebrew Studies, 45 St Giles,
Ozford OX1 3LW, England.



INTRODUCTION

Tiddishmsﬂ'ﬁatndmmaumumdrmagnhya]ammmﬂty
population that had resettled from the ancient Near East to medieval Central
Europe. Although it almost never enjoyed official government status, it
mﬂvedandvmsapokeﬂandwnttenb?mﬂuunsmaﬂstﬁumpm
territory, and gave rise to a substantial literature. Ower the past century,
Tiddish was carried to many parts of the world by East Buropean Jewish
immigrants and their descendants. Discovered omly recently by large
numbers of West European and American readers, Yiddish literature has
assumed an international position, not least in consequence of its portrayals
of the specifics of East European [ewish culture and the more universal
implications of that culture.

Yiddish was never the language of all world Jewry. It is, rather, the
traditional lingua franca of the 4shkenazim, the descendants of the makers
of the medieval Jewish civilization that arose on Germanic-speaking
territories. The name derives from the medieval Jewish term for those
territories, A4shkensz With the early migrations of large numbers of
Ashkenazim as far south as Italy, as far north as Holland and as far east as
Russia, Yiddish spread over much of Europe, far beyond the Germanic-
speaking lands.

Yiddish entails an intricate fusion between its three major components —
the Semitic component deriving from the Hebrew and Aramaic of the ancient
Near East that the first settlers in Ashkenaz brought with them; the Germanic
component from the medieval Germanic lands where Yiddish was born: and,
over the last few centuries, a Slavonic component in Eastern Europe. The two



previous Jewish languages, Hebrew and Aramaic, that the first settlers had
prought with them, fused with a number of local varieties of medieval
German city dialects deriving from the Upper and Central German areas.
Statistically speaking, the greatest part of both the vocabulary and the
morphological and syntactic machinery of the language is Germamic.
Nevertheless, even the Germanic component of Yiddish is not congruous with
any one German dialect, while each Tiddish dialect remains systematically
relatable to any other Yiddish dialect. To the historical linguist, this is
evidence of a Yiddish speech community that interacted with other far-away
Yiddish-speaking communities vastly more than with the neighbouring
speakers of the local or national non-Jewish languages. Tiddish linguistics
focuses on the unique and creative ways in which the disparate parts of
Tiddish combine to form a powerfully expressive language. Its major
registers feature human sensitivities, logical precision and a sense of humour
emphasizing irony and satire.

The origins of YTiddish literature are still somewnat obscure. Traces of
written Yiddish go back to the eleventh century. The earliest extensive
manuscript bearing an explicit date is from 1382. Appropriately enough,
many of the early Yiddish literary manuscripts represent interaction of the
ancient but always evolving Jewish culture of the day with selected trends
from contemporary Western civilization. One of the favourite early genres is
the extensive epic poem. In a number of surviving Yiddish manuscripts,
medieval romances such as Ling Arinyr are adopted (rom German models.
In many others, however, the European epic is the form applied to such
traditional Jewish motifs as the Biblical books of Samuel and Eings. In others
still, both European form and content are reworked into a highly original
Yiddish masterpiece. The best known example is Sove dAntona (Bovo of



Antona), written by the great Yiddish poet (and Hebrew and Aramaic
grammarian and Yiddish etymologist) Elijah Levita (1469 — c¢. 1549), better
known in Yiddish as Elye Bokher. In this first application of the masterly
Italian ottava rima (abababcc) in any Germanic language, Elye Bokher 100k as
his immediate source Suove d Aantona, an [talian romance, which is itself
closely related to the English Bewe of Hampion

All these works were written in various forms of Weslern Fiddish, the
collective name for the Yiddish dialects of Central Europe. With the advent of
printing, Yiddish literature was launched for a pan-European market of
readers. Largely to this end, writers and publishers consciously evolved a
standard written form of Yiddish, based upon the western dialects, that
would be intelligible to all readers. This standard, clearly discernible in the
15408, when Yiddish printing reaily got off the ground (although a handful of
prints are extant from the 1520s and 1530s), survived right up until the
beginning of the nineteenth century.

By the late eighteenth century, Western Yiddish, centred in Germany,
had begun to decline, largely in consequence of the demise of Western
Ashkenazic culture and the linguistic assimilation to German of the Western
Ashkenazim who were baecoming simply ‘German Jews®. In the Slavonic and
Baltic lands, by contrast, Fastern Fiddish flourished as it never had before,
and Eastern Europe remained the heartland of Yiddish until the Holocaust.
Following its conscious elevation to a status of sanctity by the mystical
Chassidic movement of the eighteenth century, the literary and social
functions of the language expanded to suit the nmeeds and wishes of the
diversified literary, cultural and political movements of nineteenth-century
Jewish Eastern Europe. The Haskole (Haskalah), or enlightenment movement,
and the Zionist {and Hebraist), Socialist and Yiddishist movements in all their
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colourful variety, made extensive literary use of Yiddish as a means of
communicating their philosophies.

By the early nineteenth century, there were clear examples of the
emerging new standard language, based upon the eastern dialects. Reformist
writers of varying cultural persuasions did away with Western Yiddish
archaisms that had long been in disuse, and evolved the modern literary
standard that is based on the thriving Yiddish of Eastern Europe.
Traditionally, the credit for forging a unified literary language from the
dialects of East European Yiddish is assigned to the ‘grandfather of Modern
Tiddish literature’ — Mendele Movkher Sforim {pen name of Sholem-Yankev
Abramovitsh, ¢. 1836 — 1917). His two fellow classicists in the triumvirate of
nascent modern Yiddish literature are humorist Sholem Aleichem (Sholem
Rabinovitsh, 1859 — 1916) and romanticist Y. L. Peretz (1852 — 1915)

Within the European Jewish community, Yiddish was, up until the
modern era, one of three Jewish languages — Hebrew, Aramaic and Yiddish —
which complemented each other in a stable interrelating system of
intracommunal languages. In addition, of course, all members of the
community had knowledge of one or more non-Jewish coterritorial languages.
The Yiddishist movement, a child of nineteenth- and twentieth-century
Jewish Eastern Europe, has sought consciously to enhance the role of the
everyday spoken language of Ashkenazic Jewry. For many years, pro-Tiddish
sentiment was severely opposed by both assimilationists who sought to
supplant Yiddish with the national languages of the countries in which Jews
lived, and the Hebraists, who sought (and in Israel, succeeded) in reviving
ancient Hebrew as an everyday spoken language. There are almost infinite
combinations of love, hate, jealousy and ambiguous love-hate toward Yiddish.
For many centuries, the three Jewish languages of Ashkenaz had lived in
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harmony; suddenly, two of them were proclaimed sworn enemies by their
adherents. The ‘language controversy’, as it is usually called, burned most
passionately in the waning nineteenth and the early twentieth century. The
third Jewish language of Ashkenaz, Aramaic, was spared from conflict
because of {ts lack of widespread active usage. It is the most elite of the three
Jewish languages of Ashkenaz, written and studied only by the most
educated, the scholars of two great branches of Jewish learning and literature
created in it, the Talmud (Jewish law) and Eabbalah (Jewish mysticism).

The modern literary language, known as Standard Yiddish, has drawn
upon the resources of all three major East European dialects of Yiddish:
Mideastern Yiddish (popularly ‘Polish’), Southeastern Yiddish (‘Ukrainian’)
and Northeastern Yiddish ('Lithuanian’). Standard languages generally come
into being as a result of sociological and geocultural factors, mot via
mathematical equations giving everybody an equal share. Standard Yiddish
pronunciation is far closer to Northeastern Yiddish, especially as cultivated in
its centuries-old cultural capital, Vilna, than to any other dialect. In
grammar, the historical sources of the standard are spread rather differently
among the dialects, and if anything, the standard is furthest from
Northeastern usage. Hence the popular conception that Standard Yiddish is a
‘compromise” between HNortheastern pronunciation and Southern (ie.
Mideastern and Southeastern) grammar, while a vast oversimplification, is
none the less largely accurate.



ABBREVIATIONS

adv. adverb

of. compare

eg. for example

esp. especially

f. feminine

ie. namely; that is

inf. infinitive

lit. literally

m. masculine

ME. Mideastern Yiddish (*Polish’)

n. noun

NE Northeastern Yiddish ('Lithuanian‘)
pej. pejorative

pl. plural

58, singular

5. Southern Yiddish (= Mideastern Yiddish plus Southeastern Yiddish)

SE. Southeastern Yiddish (*Ukrainian’)

trans. transitive
v. verb
var. variant form



ataf
pasekh alaf
kimats alaf

vov yud
zayin
zayin shin
khes *

tes shin

tsvey yudn
pasekh tsvey yudn
kof *

khof

ALPHABET CHART

Printed Form

4R IR =

- e LN

3

LN wr ¥

Script Form

bh MUKW HHHNE MMM RR

Transcription

[a]
[0]
[b]
[¥]

[d]
(i

[ul
[v]
[oy]
[z]
[zh]
[kh]
[t]
[tsh]
[yl 7 [i]
[ey]
[ay]

[kh]



l1angar khot **
14mad

mem

shiésn mem **
nun

ldngar nun **
sdmskh

fey

lingar fey **
tsddik

ldngar tsadik **

kuf
reysh

sml
tof *
sof *
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=
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EEEEEE

[el/ [3]
[p]

[1]

[1]

[ts]

[1s]

[r]
[sh]
[s]
[t]
[s]

*  occurs in the traditional system only
** final form of preceding



{ THE ALPHABET

1.0 OVERVIEW

The Yiddish alphabet, written from right to left, is an evolved form of the
ancient Semitic alphabet. Two systems of spelling coexist within it. The
greatest part of the language is spelled according to the phonetic system,
which features one-to-one correspondence between letter and sound. The
minority Semitic component of Yiddish, deriving from Hebrew and Aramaic,
is spelled etymeologically according to the traditional system. A number of
variations may be encountered in Yiddish spelling. The most widely used
system is modern standard orthography. Other systems are used by
certain communities.

1.1 THE YIDDISH WRITING SYSTEM

The Yiddish writing system is a variant of the Hebrew and Aramaic alphabet.
Like all Semitic-derived scripts, it is written and read from right to left.
Semitic alphabets are originally conscnantal. Explicit letters to mark vowel
sounds are absent. They are not necessary for native speakers of Semitic
languages, where the threeconsonant Semitic root itself signifies
membership in a family of related words. Skeletal consonantal spellings are
therefore perfectly comprehensible. When in the histories of these languages
(not infrequently because of their demise as vernmaculars and their



perpetuation as liturgical or classical languages), it did become necessary for
literary of educational purposés to mark vowels, this was usually
accomplished by the addition of a system of diacritic marks {or ‘points)
below of above the line. The history of the Yiddish alphabet reveals creative

reworking of an Eastern cultural phenomenon — the ancient consonantd

Semitic alphabet — to maich a Western reality — a European language fu

which the representation of vowels is crucial.

111 The phonetic system

The phonetic system of Yiddish spelling generally provides a perfel
one-lo-one correspondence between letler and sound. It is used for the
non-Semitic parts of the language, hence for the vast majority of words. lt
has evolved through many intermediate stages and a few regressions. Ow
the past thousand years, Yiddish has increasingly made use of those letier
that had lost the phonetic consonantal values they once had in Hebrew ani
Aramaic, especially dlof (> §81.2.2, 1.2.3) and 4yin (> §1.2.24) and pui
them to work as full-fledged vowel letters, instead of introducing sublinear ¢
supralinear points and dots). The two vowel diacritics that are retainedf.'
kémats (= [o]) and passkh (= [a]) are both confined to specific letters (M-

[o]>81.2.3; #=[al->6122and* = [ay] > §1.2.17); hence they tooan,
in effect parts of vowel letters rather than free-floating vowel points thal,

can be affized at will to any consonant. In short, Yiddish has evolved i

Western type alphabetic structure in which both consonants and vowels ar
marked by letters, while preserving the form and direction of the inheritel
Semitic alphabet.

T
|



1.1.2 The traditional system

The traditional system governs the orthography of the Semitic component
within Tiddish, comprising several thousand words, nearly all of which are
spelled historically, that is to say, as they are spelled in Hebrew or Aramaic.
The correspondence between the traditional system and the vocabulary
derived from Semitic would be perfect were it not for a handful of words of
Semitic origin that have come to be spelied according to the phonetic system
{eg. 0NNL ‘if; in case’) — and an even smaller handful of mon-Semitic
component words that have realigned themselves to the traditional system
(og. male forename 'I“l"i’ [kAiman)). For those who know Hebrew, mastering
the traditional system poses no problem. For others, the spelling of each
Semitism must be learned along with the word, although certain master
patterns will become evident.

1.2 THE YIDDISH ALPHABET

The alphabet (or dforbeyz as it is also known, from its name in Yiddish —
ﬁ"ls’]'?ﬂ] derives from the classic twenty-two Semitic fetters. The number of
symbols in Yiddish is increased by the word-final forms of the five letters
that have them (3 - word-final %), h -1, 3 2} E>% % 5p)and
the spirant counterparts of four plosives (¢f. 2 [blvs. 5 [v] 5 [k]ve. 5 [kn]
Blplvs. B [l n [tJvs f[s]). The number of functions is increased first by
the various combinations of letters that Yiddish makes use of to effect
complete coverage of the sound system of the language, and secondly by the
use of one symbol for more than one function where the true function may
be deduced from position in the word. The printed and script forms of each



letter, and its phonetic transcription in Latin characters, are provided. The
transcriptions, enclosed in square brackets [ ], represent a modified version
of the transcriptional system of the Yivo Institute for Jewish Research, which
was designed for English speakers. Where the transcription differs radically
from accepted phometic transcription, the international phonetic equivalent
follows in parenthesis. Yiddish handwriting is frequently characterized by
flamboyant strokes above and below the line for the risers and descenders
(often extending higher and lower than risers and descenders in English).
Where possible, the samples provided {ltustrate usage in initial, medial and
final position.

1.21  d1e1
Print: N Script: =K (or =)
¥ has no phonetic realization. It has two functions.

1211 R to avert ambiguity
N systematically averts ambiguity by distinguishing consonantal M (tsvey
vovn = [v] > §1.2.10) before and after vocalic 1 (vov = [u] - 8§1.2.9) and
before diphthongal "1 (vov yud = [oy] = 81.2.11).

| SAMPLES OF & TO AVERT AMBIGUITY

N TR [vul ‘where’
e p—1- 1 [pruvn] ‘try’
pmn :\Eﬁﬂl [véynan] ‘live (= dwell)’

1.212 ¥ to mark word, syllable and stem onset
N marks the onset of words, syllables and stems that begin with the vowels



1 (vov = [u] = §1.29), " (vovyud = [oy] = 81.211),% (yud = [i] >
§1.2.15), * (tsvey yudn = [ey] - §1.2.16), and * (pdsekh tsvey yudn =
[ay] = 61.217).
SAMPLES OF ¥ TO MARE WORD ONSET
m T [un] ‘and’
i S [oy] ‘Oh! Oh dear!’
0 iy S ‘in’
pravit m [éybik] ‘forever’
TN e i [ayz] ‘jce’

SAMPLES OF ¥ TO MARK SYLLABLE ONSET

A — [mruik] ‘restless’
BTHRNDR m—r [asotsifrt] ‘associated’
pva —e [1éik] ‘skilful; capable’
DRI DIND :\?ﬁp}ﬁﬁ:g [kontintum] ‘continuum’

SAMPLES OF M TO MARK STEM ONSET
Ay R [faréynikn] ‘unite (v.)’
prbaY NN :p%.;g:‘&ﬁn [badynflusn]  ‘influence (v.)
TN :{31‘&5 [ribayzn] ‘foodgrater’

Note:  Word, syllable and stem onset are #of marked by ¥ before the
vowels it (pdsakh dlaf = [a] > 61.2.2), ¥ (kémets dief = [o] > 81.2.3)or b
(yin = [e] - §1.2.24), hence:

F.‘ll'l'lﬂ mﬁ [avék] ‘away’

R e [on] ‘without’

oy pa—— ‘eat’



1.2.2
Print: ®

TP
Y

1.2.3
Print:

L.
o
BT

1.2.4
Print: 2
o"a

Iy
aVi

1.2.5

Print: 3 (/3)
5 occurs in the traditional system only. In the phonetic systemn, [v] is

pésath &1af
seript: =X Realization: [a]

SAMPLES OF &
:38'73 [d1a] “all’
;ﬂg [zakh] ‘thing’
i [nal ‘herel’

kémots d1a1

Seript: K Realization: [0] (= 2)
SAMPLES OF ¥

s [on] ‘witnout”

i [vos) ‘what”

e [do] ‘here’

beyz

Seript: °H Realization: [b]
SAMPLES OF 2

SR D, 1) [boym] tree’

e [6par] ‘but’

s [oyb] if*

veyz

Seript: —d Realization: [¥]



rendered by M (tsvey vovn = [v] = §1.2.10).

SAMPLES OF 3
L3 p— [bév1] ‘Babylonia’
nan — ] ) [khéyral ‘group of friends; crew’

5 e | [4gav] ‘by the way”

1.26 gimil

Print: 1. Seript: X Realization: [g]
SAMPLES OF 2

1 i [gut] ‘good’

Jo*ana m@ﬂ [bagfsn] *spill {on top of ..)*
I et [oyg] ‘eye’

1.2.7 délad
Print: 1. seript: =3 Realization: [d]
SAMPLES OF 1
JOT —Eﬁﬂ [dértn] ‘there’
W T [6ger] ‘or’
THa i [bod] *(Turkish) bath’

1371 délad zdyin shin
Print: ¥v7  Script: &R Realization: [§] (=] /aZ)
P17 functions as a single consonant.
SAMPLES OF 911

er S [jin] ‘gin°*



2
PIDIVPTT = [jégoknts] ‘tar’
perngba T [biénjen] ‘lose one’s way’

123 ey

Print: Seript: 3 Realization: [h]
SAMPLES OF n

gh SRR T | [heys] ‘hot’

prwem i 41> [héysharik] ‘Jocust’

LD :‘E&gﬁgﬂ [bahdltn] *hide’

129 vov
Print: 1 Seript: 1 Realization: [u]
SAMPLES OF 1

Do —irk [inter] ‘under’

on qm’% [kiman] ‘come’
P S ¢ [ku] ‘cow’

1.2.10 tsvey vovn

Print: 1 Script: T Realization: [v]
SAMPLES OF N
jom % [ven] ‘when’

TN :\m;bng: [bayindern]  ‘admire’
"3 Dz [briv] ‘lotter’



1.2.11 vov yud

Print: ™ Seript: =1 Realization: [oy] (= 3})

SAMPLES OF ™
DI Tk [oys] ‘finished!; it's all overV’
™h R | [moyz] ‘mouse’

Wov x:rﬁu [shtroy] ‘straw’

1.212 ziyin

Print: Y Seript:  °3 Realization: []
SAMPLES OF T

poVINNY TR [zaverikhe] ‘blizzard’

Prrea —C [baziknn] ‘visit

nh: —lz  [ged ‘glass’

1.2.121 zdyin shin

Print: WY Script: X Realization: [zn] (= Z)
SAMPLES OF PT
DaRYY :Eaﬂﬂg [zhdbs] ‘frog’
DIPTHN S— {14 [vazhina] ‘impressive; classy’
PINDINY R [shantézn] ‘blackmail’
1213 khes
Print: n Script: ”H Realization: [kh] (= x)

h occurs in the traditional system only. In the phonetic system, [kh] is
rendered by 3 (khof - §1.2.19).



10

SAMPLES OF h
mbn (khétom] ‘dream’
Tha ST T [békhar] ‘fellow; bachelor’
m3 I T [kéyakn] ‘strength’
1214 tes
Print: o seript: 0 Realization: [t]
SAMPLES OF ©
bn e, [tumi] ‘noise’
Yuan l’%ﬁj{ﬂ [mén1] ‘coat’
oM TR [royt] ‘red’

1.2.141  tes shin
Print: ¥b Script: vl Realization: [tsh] (= &/tS)
VY functions as a single consonant.
SAMPLES OF ®v

pamen :h"hmg [tshdynik] ‘teakettle’

]vuuu'luﬁ [fartdytshn] ‘explain; translate’

voTa :E'r% [baytshl “whip’

1.215 yud
Print: * Seript: =T
" has two realizations.

1.2151 Consonantal *
* is consonantal [y] (= j) at the beginning of a syllable.








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































