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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



























































































































