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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
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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
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-
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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).
























































































