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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.
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