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REVIEWS

derived from underlying relative clauses, and if so, to identify the types of
subordinate clauses in terms of their specific syntactic-semantic conditions,”
or again (p. 101), on modality, “Will a Persian hostess ever say to a guest
fomd bdyad az in §irini boxorid “you must eat this cake’, as might her American
counterpart?” Is this really the “state of the art”, or what the future of
Persian linguistic studies will be all about?

UNIVERSITY OF GOTTINGEN D.N. MACKENZIE

SoLomon A. BirnBAUM, Yiddish. A survey and a grammar, Manchester
University Press, 1979. Pp. xii4-400. Price: / 30.

Solomon A. Birnbaum is one of the century’s pioneering giants of Yiddish
linguistics and philology. His achievements include the first sophisticated
synchronic grammar of spoken Modern Yiddish (1918), the first descriptive
study of the Hebrew and Aramaic component in Yiddish (1922), the first
near-comprehensive comparative classification of Yiddish vocalism (1923)
and the first key breakthrough in the reconstruction of Old Yiddish
phonology by means of brilliant graphemic deduction (1932). Yiddish. A
survey and a grammar (henceforth YSG) contains revised and "up-dated
versions of most of Birnbaum’s major works on Yiddish of the past sixty
years and a number of new ones as well, all appearing in English in a single
handy volume. Although beautifully produced, there unfortunately are a
great number of typographical errors, many of which are corrected in the
author’s typescript Errata which should be obtained by all who use the book.
The publishers owe it to Professor Birnbaum to publish and distribute an
exhaustive listing of corrections.

Measured against Borokhov’s (1913a) ambitious outline for a proposed
history of the Yiddish language, Birnbaum’s YSG gracefully complements
Max Weinreich’s (1973) History of the Yiddish langnage. Overlap is averted by
the sharp diversity of the works of these two masters of Yiddish in research
orientation, point of view and methodology. YSG begins with a sociological
and linguistic survey of the various Jewish languages (pp- 3-15), the cultural
structure of traditional Ashkenazi (Yiddish speaking) Jewry (pp. 16-30), and
the sociocultural history of Yiddish (pp. 33-43). These sections provide the
nonspecialist with a brief but profound sutvey of Yiddish within the context
of Jewish languages and of Jewish languages within the context of world
languages. Popular misconceptions and prejudices are cited and authori-
tatively refuted. Chapters are devoted to determining the age of Yiddish at
about a thousand vears (pp. 44-57), the linguistic elements of Yiddish
(pp. 58-81), their synthesis (pp. 82-5) and further evolution internal to
Yiddish (pp. 86-93). Transcending the usual tabulations of morphological
fusion (c.g. pojr ‘peasant’ < German + feminising morpheme -» <
Aramaic giving Yiddish pojarsa ‘female peasant’; pomam “face’ < Hebrew +
pluralising umlaut/suffixal -»r < German giving Yiddish penomor ‘faces’),!
Birnbaum cites instances of cultural synthesis, e.g. Yiddish xamar fool” <
Hebrew bamér ‘donkey’. “In the Arab orient, the donkey is an important
animal and its name is not synonymous with stupidity. In the Bible the

! Yiddish examples are here cited in phonemic transcription of their Standard
Yiddish forms.
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