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ORIGINS OF YIDDISH DIALECTOLOGY
DOVID KATZ

I. Introduction

The Rumanian linguist Lazar Saineanu (1889) and the Austrian philologist Alfred Landau
(1896) are justly credited with bringing to Yiddish dialectology the methods and goals of
nineteenth century comparative Germanic studies (cf. M. Weinreich, 1940b, p. 103; Katz,
1986b, p. 31). In our own century, Uriel Weinreich (1954) brought the discipline into the
forefront of modern theoretical linguistics (cf. Malkiel, 1967; King, 1988). The earliest
efforts at Yiddish dialectology, however, are to be found in the legalistic writings of medieval
European rabbis. The first conscious Yiddish dialectologist was an eighteenth century
convert to Christianity, who earned his living teaching French.

II. Rabbinic scholars

Medieval European rabbis made incidental comments in their Hebrew and Aramaic legal
treatises on regional differentiation in Yiddish. Hebrew, Aramaic and Yiddish interacted
in a unique situation of internal Jewish trilingualism in the European Jewish civilization
known as Ashkenaz (cf. Katz, 1985, p. 98). Yiddish, everybody’s native language, was
used for men’s and women’s popular literature. Hebrew, nobody’s native language, was
used for sociologically ‘high’ genres (including men’s formal correspondence, communal
documents, Bible commentaries). Aramaic, likewise nobody’s native language, was used
for sociologically ‘higher’ genres still (including Talmudic and Kabbalistic literature).

The rabbis concerned themselves with internal linguistic differentiation in Yiddish where
it happened to be relevant to the point of law in question. As it happens, the most frequently
commented-upon difference is that between the Yiddish speakers of the Rhineland
(= Western Ashkenaz) and those of the more easterly Danube basin settlements (= Eastern
Ashkenaz in medieval times; in more recent centuries, both the Rhineland and Danube
regions were realigned as Western Ashkenaz vs the new Eastern Ashkenaz in the Slavonic
and Baltic lands of Eastern Burope; cf. Katz, 1987b, p. 55). The Rhineland westerners,
centred in Speyer, Worms and Mainz, merged classical Semitic [h] in the Semitic Component
of their Yiddish with plain [h], and were therefore known in older Yiddish folklore as bney
hes [bnej hes| ‘the children of hes’, i.e. those who realize the Yiddish letter khes [xes] ({
classical Hebrew héf= [h]) as hes [hes], a fictitious letter coined to denote the [h]
pronunciation of historical [h]. The historical grapheme for [h] is ey [hej] ({ classical
hé = [h]). The Danube easterners, centred in Regensburg, Rothenburg and Niirnberg, had
[x] for khes, apparently via the merger of [h] with historical [x], itself the phonetic value
of khof [xof] ({ classical x3f, a reflex of k3f=[k] via Northwest Semitic postvocalic
spirantization). The easterners were therefore known as bney khes [bnej xes| ‘the children
of khes’. The term apparently derives from a humorous reference to the bney Khes ({(bonéj
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40 DOVID KATZ

hé®) ‘children of Heth’ of Genesis (23:3) who assisted Abraham in his bid to purchase
a family burial place following upon Sarah’s death. All varieties of modern Yiddish follow
the bney khes, although a handful of bney hes relics, mostly proper names, has survived.
The issue of brey khes and bney hes in earliest Ashkenaz has recently become a focus of
discussion on the origins of Yiddish (cf. Katz, 1985, pp. 99-100; 1987b, p. 57). Many of
the rabbinic references were first collected and summarized by Giidemann (1888, pp. 75-77;
cf. Shtif, 1922, pp. 58-59, 208). Max Weinreich (1958b), in a major study, mapped out
the medieval isogloss, confronted the facts with Yiddish evidence and documented a number
of intriguing hes relics.

The Maharil (=Mahari Segal = Yankev Segal = Mahari Molin=Yankev ben Moyshe
Haleyvi Moellin/Molin, c. 1360-1427), in his responsa, deals with a query on the laws
of donning the traditional phylacteries (¢filn). He remarks on a difference in placing the
phylactery strap between bney Estraykh ‘the children of Austria’ and his own people, the
bney hes. Phonetics are not at issue, but the isogloss had by then come to symbolize two
distinct culture areas (Mabharil, 1556, p. 6a, section 30 where typography is faulty; see
Giidemann, 1888, p. 76 and Satz, 1979, p. 22 for correct reading). Indeed, it seems possible
that in the popular dialectology of the day, bney khes was used almost interchangeably
with brey Estraykh, either of which could be used in opposition to bney hes, itself sometimes
synonymous with bney Rinus ‘the children of the Rhine’. It is clear from some references,
however, that the terms brney khes and bney hes covered a larger area than their geographic
based variants. Zalmen of St Goar, the Maharil’s faithful pupil who published a classic
work containing his master’s explanations and comments on customs, uses the notion ‘brney
Rinus and several [additional| lands where k#es is pronounced like #ey’ (Zalmen of St Goar,
1556, p. 111a; cf. also p. 110b).

The Maharil also dipped into medieval Yiddish social dialectology. The question before
him was whether the name of the River Danube, in a writ of divorce, should be spelled
with the letter vov word-finally (giving Dorou or Donau) or with double yud (yielding
Donay). Zalmen of St Goar recalls the Maharil showing him a writ of divorce written in
Austria, in which the name of the river had vov. Another, sent from Regensburg to Prague
with double yud was sent back to Regensburg with the following query: ‘I have seen that
the great men of Austria would write Donou. What shall be written on the writ of divorce
you have sent me?’ The rabbis of Regensburg returned it, confirming that the local spelling
tradition (based on pronunciation?) had double yud ‘as we have written it’. The Maharil
ruled in their favour, on the grounds that ‘the Children of Regensburg have a more pure
language than the Children of Austria’ (Zalmen of St Goar, 1556, p. 89b). The prestige
of old of the Yiddish of Regensburg may be related to the role ascribed to that city, by
some, in the emergence of Yiddish (cf. Katz, 1985, p. 87; King, 1986, p. 13; Katz 1987b,
p. 53).

Isserlin (= Yisroel ben Pesakhye, ¢.1390-1460) turned to phonetics per se in his classic
Terumas hadeshen. Because Jewish law prescribes that a person’s name in a writ of divorce
must be written in accordance with the way the person is actually called in everyday life,
spelling became an issue in the validity of a document. The question Isserlin cites is: In
the lands where khes is pronounced as khof (i.e. brney khes), should khof be used in writs
of divorce as is done in Austria (on bney khes territory) in writing the everyday (i.e. Yiddish)
forms of classical Hebrew names, e.g. Yiddish Mikh! [mixl] ( classical [mix32€l|? Isserlin
replied with a traditional rabbinic chain of argument and counterargument, each negating
the previous. In that chain, Isserlin, himself an easterner born in Regensburg, notes that
















































