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Yiddish is, since Max Weinreich’s fundamental work (Weinreich 1973, 1980), referred to as a
fusion language in which components of different languages form a comprehensive synthesis.
As Yiddish arose in early Ashkenazic communities in German speaking territories from the
10th century onwards, German contributes the most to its component multiplicity. From the
start, some Hebrew-Aramaic and Romance elements inherited from the pre-German period
were incorporated in the Yiddish language and remained along with the Hebrew script—though
Yiddish to this day clearly bears the marks of its genetic origin as a West-Germanic language.
The migration of a large number of Jews to Eastern Europe after the pogroms of the 13th and
14th centuries gave way to an enormous influence of the Slavic speaking environment on the
rising Eastern Yiddish (as opposed to Western Yiddish, being the variety of the language that
was retained on German speaking territory) and hence added a fourth component. In response
to the emancipation, Yiddish lost ground in the Western sphere and substantially disappeared
in Germany at the end of the 18th century, whereas in Eastern Europe, the number of Yiddish
speakers increased rapidly, and gradually the language became regionally differentiated. The
pre-war Eastern Yiddish speaking territory may be divided as follows: Northeastern Yiddish
(Lithuania, Latvia and Belorussia), Southeastern Yiddish (Ukraine, Rumania and Eastern
Galicia) and Central Yiddish (Poland and Western Galicia). The great migratory movements
at the turn of the century spread the Yiddish language to the far corners of the earth, with
several vernaculars being the source of a fifth component. The persecutions and the genocide
through the Nazi-regime led to the annihilation of a vast number of Yiddish speakers, all but
completely destroying the language in its historical territory and giving proportionally more
importance to the rapidly evolving varieties of the new emigration countries.

In the course of the 20th century a standardized language developed as a supraregional
formation. One may distinguish two large overlapping regional variants of the ‘Standard
Yiddish’ pronunciation: the °‘literary pronunciation’ (LITERARISHER AROYSREYD) and the
‘orthographic pronunciation” (ORTOGRAFISHER AROYSREYD). The differences are limited to
particular words, in which the former differs from the usual realization of the written form,
whereas the ‘orthographic pronunciation’ adheres to the letters.

The description given here is based on instrumentally aided acoustic analyses of the
speech of an Argentinean male Yiddish teacher in his early fifties, who is a native speaker of
the Central Yiddish dialect, but who speaks ‘Standard Yiddish’ on the recordings.
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Consonants
Bilabial ' Labiodental  Alveolar; Post- Palatalized Velar :Uvular: Glottal
alveolar
Plosive p b t d ti dik g ?
Nasal m n ni n
Trill-Flap- ror R
Tap
Fricative f Vi g 7z I 3 g 7l X ¥ h
IApproximant j
Lateral 1 A
approximant

A striking feature of the consonantal system is the series of palatalized segments - common in
Slavic languages rather than in Germanic ones, which is doubtlessly due to the Slavic impact
on Yiddish and, accordingly, often to be found in loanwords of Slavic origin.

Plosives and fricatives

Voiceless plosives are unaspirated or might occur with slight aspiration, mainly in final
position, whereas voiced plosives are fully voiced in all positions. The status of phonation may
be affected by chain assimilation, voiceless segments becoming voiced in the neighborhood
of voiced consonants and vice versa. The glottal stop [?] functions as an intervocalic separator
only.

Affricates

There is a series of affricates in Yiddish. They may occur voiceless as combinations of [t] and
[s] or [t] and [[], forming [ts] and [t]], along with the corresponding palatalized variants [ts/]
and [t[i], as well as voiced in the combinations [d] plus [z] and [d] plus [3], forming [dz] and

—~

[d3], along with the corresponding palatalized variants [dz/] and [d3i].

Laterals and nasals

‘Standard Yiddish’ does not make a phonologic distinction between the pre-palatal nasal [n]
and the velar nasal [n], the appearance of which is restricted to its collocation after the velar
plosives [k] and [g] in syllabic realization. Hence, we find [n] and [g] as occasional allophone
variants according to context. The phonologic discrimination between the alveolar [1] and the
palatalized lateral [£] seems to be have become less common.

Trill-Flap-Tap

In ‘Standard Yiddish’ [r/r] and [r] are admissible variants of one phoneme according to
speakers’ preferences, habitually occurring only with a single contact of the articulator at the
place of articulation.
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Examples
p ftup ahlel's push (1sg.) 5 say o much, plenty
b [wb oy house z zay T thing
| ‘talas s tallith (shawlj J IIabSS naw Sabbath
d 'dalas M7 poverty 3 'zabas  DYINUT  frogs
f '33fn 1 way, manner | g s L] Sin (letter)
v '3avn T oven { fin ) Shin (letter)
k  kraez WP circle m  mes nn dead body, corpse
g  graez ™ mistake n nes 0 wonder
kn 'zakn 17t old man am 'Sellam D9 cross
gn 'zogn rLe say n  Tsein 1oy count
| 'fertl Soavs quarter A 'ragla A piece of evidence
n Cfertn Tonh fourth (decl.) |4 'xagia h animal
'kara i bark % ¥ 3t HOn sin
n 'karn rt2 cormn h hat oyn so far
nk ‘zinkan PP sink &  haldz YIOND neck
ng ‘zingan P sing B halts TOINN hold it! (imp.)
I ‘kala 123 bride rir 'madrsd TTR rebel
A 'kaka :\”bNP spoiled 1 'maalad T2 new moon
Vowels
Vowels Diphthongs
I U ¥
e\ — 3 &) e\ — s | <— |33
as

a

‘Standard Yiddish’ does not distinguish long from short vowels. There are five vowels, [a, €,
1, 9, u], of roughly equal length in stressed syllables, three falling diphthongs, [ae, €1, 93], and
a variety of non-distinctive neutral vowels around [3] in unstressed position. However, the
diphthongs may reach a higher articulatory target position (towards [1]) due to coarticulatory
phenomena or emphasis. According to the acoustic analysis, [1] exists in two slightly variant
states (more open vs. more closed). They are not distinctive and may alternate in the same
word (possibly a relic of an older opposition).
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Examples
a zay, ™ thing a an N an (undef. art.)
U Uy ™ scarch (1sg.) I mn R in
1 Fand ™ oncself ) on W without
bl Zox e (Vo) jaundice U un DR and
U gut fo)b) good £ &In PN onc
1 grt N gives as  aen PN (0OV) (b part.) falls asleep
3 got Ora God 1 'plits YOII9 cooking stove
€1 gert vM gocs (3sg.) g1 'pletta Lokl refugee (fem.)
a kafa VP question v nun m nun (letter)
2 kofs nYp difficult a8 nasn ™ nine
a kals noo bride & nem ™) no
g1 kels 7D dish 53 'faggl oMo bird
5 krom  BXOP shop g1 'feigl 2md birds
U krum DY wry, curved € 'efn Y open! (imp.)
o vl MO blackboard 5 ofn 1 open
ag  'tasv| oMo devil 33 '9afn 1MW way, manner
Stress

In ‘Standard Yiddish’ there is [] primary stress and [ ] secondary stress but the latter seems
to be less prominent than in German presumably due to Slavic influence, e.g. [a'r1b3rg3gosn]
TORAYIIWIIIN

‘overflow (perf.)’.

Transcription of recorded passage

a mol a mol 'hobmzry der ‘tsofn vint un dr zun g3'keikt ver sizfun ze1 '[tarkse
hQCIZIY’TT)a'VIZH afn veg a dury'g§j3r 'a%ngs,hn(t m a 'varsmsn ‘futsr 'hob"m
ze1 der ‘tsofn vint un di zun heist es ‘tsvifn zry 'obgsmayt az der '[tark3rar
vedzaen der vos vet ‘neidn dem 'durygever 'o3stsuton dem 'futer hoder ‘tsofn
vint g3'numsn 'blozn mit ‘al3 'ka3y3s nor vos mer er hot g3'blozn alts 'tifar
hongIY der [patsirsr 'aengshikt m dem ‘futsr tsum sof hoder 'fsofn vint zry
'wnt3rg3gsb"m un mer nift gskemft 'demoAt hodr zon mit 'ir3 'fraendlsy3
'[traln d3r'varsmt di £uft un sot mfﬁg3'd5§brt mer via por mrnut hoder
‘durygerer'93zg3ton dem ‘futsr hoder tsofn vint zrygs'muzt 'mo3ds zaen az dr

zon 1z '[tacksr fonim
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Orthographic version

VND YN L0PIPY N T PR VPIPAY - WT PR JAND SN0 N O N
PR OOVDIPIIN WPIDNT N YN JDIN JOMA T OND IYPINOY »m ND
UMY, OY VOPN L, YT PN OPNNAN YT M JAND YOI Iy N
DYT JOM VYN ONN T P VYN WIYPINOY T W VINOWIAN TR

AV DYT INOINONR WMONT

YYD oA WY MM YOR VN RAO YNNY - VPIAN YT vand
DYT PR ODNOVIIDN. AWPENAY YT PO WO XON a0y o
VU YN NN AMPIPONNR Pt OPIPIAY WT DN PO DI Y0
0aNYPW

VN T VRYIMIYT  ONIOY YIYITINIA YPR VN It ST ON OINDYT

WMONT WT VN, 0PN W NON WD VWITYY VY ONI'D IR
TN P DTN VDY PR VIIPAY WT OND YOI OYT INOOIN

DN DA WPINOY VN
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