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Paul Wexler

How a new kind of etymological dictionary can reveal
that Yiddish has a mixed Old Sorbian/Kiev-Polessian
grammar with a German lexicon

In 1991a and 1991b I proposed that Yiddish was not a Germanic but rather a West Sla-
vic language whose vocabulary had been largely replaced by (i.e. “relexified to”) High
German. I speculated that Jews speaking Old Sorbian (i.e. the languages of the MilCeni
and Lusaci) between the 9th—12th centuries had resisted the pressure to switch to Ger-
man language and Christianity as Germans migrated into the Slavic lands. While most
of the local Slavs eventually shifted to Christianity and German, the Jews — mainly a
local new Slavic proselyte population with a minority older, possibly partly Palestinian
(or more broadly, Eurasian) Jewish population (see Wexler 1993b) — made only a partial
language shift to German, one that entailed keeping Sorbian grammar, phonology and
phonotactics, while replacing most of the Sorbian lexicon with German phonetic strings
in a process known as relexification (see Wexler 1990, 1991a, 1991b, 1993a, 1993b; on
relexification in general, see Lefebvre 1986 and Horvath and Wexler 1994, 1997).

In 2002b, it became necessary to propose a second process of relexification, this
time from an Eastern Slavic substratum to Middle High German and the Yiddish created
in the first process of relexification. The second phase apparently took place in the
Kiev-Polessian dialect areas (contemporary South Belarus’ and North Ukraine; see
details in Serech 1953) by the 15th century at the latest when Jewish speakers of Kiev-
Polessian, primarily descended from Khazars, relexified their language to Yiddish and
High German; conceivably, the speakers of Kiev-Polessian could have relexified even
earlier when Khazar Jews first settled in Central Europe, possibly by the 8-9th century
(see Wexler 2001a, 2001b, 2002a, 2002b). The basis of the expanded hypothesis is that
Belarusian/Ukrainian often motivate Yiddish facts more smoothly than Sorbian, Yid-
dish has unique East Slavic and Turkic(-Iranian) lexicon, and, more importantly, East
Slavic grammatical features whose presence in Yiddish cannot be motivated by bilingu-
al interference. For example, Yiddish pluralizes German nouns with -(e)n in violation of
German norms, but often in imitation of the Belarusian and Ukrainian “pseudo-dual”.
This suggests that Yiddish once had a dual category (see also point 7 below).

Many Slavic(ized) descendants of the Khazar Jews settled in the Kiev-Polessian
principality both before and after the collapse of their Khaganate in the late 10th centu-
ry. At the time that the Sorbian Jews brought Yiddish into the East Slavic domain — by
the 1400s — the indigenous Jews were still speaking Kiev-Polessian. The second relexi-
fication phase meant that Kiev-Polessian speakers continued to use their grammar, whi-
le adopting Yiddish (and new High German) vocabulary. Thanks to the grammatical
similarities between Old Sorbian and Kiev-Polessian, few radical changes are expected
in Yiddish grammar. Contemporary Eastern Yiddish can thus be described as the pro-
duct of two relexification processes from West and East Slavic. The Sorbs, Avars, Kha-
zars and Eastern Slavs who converted to Judaism in the first twelve centuries or so of
this millennium (the evidence for this is both direct and indirect) must have been the
major if not sole players on the stage of the “Ashkenazic” ethnogenesis and the prime
initiators of the relexification processes.
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It is important to emphasize the differences between largescale bilingual interferen-
ce and relexification. Unlike massive bilingual interference, where the target language
usually uses loans according to the semantic parameters of the source language, relexi-
fication means that the language providing the lexicon (the “lexifier”) only provides
phonetic strings, while the (“relexified”) substratum language determines the selection
and use of the superstratal lexifier strings. In Yiddish, the German lexicon acquired in
relexification is calibrated according to Upper Sorbian and Kiev-Polessian (Belarusian
and Ukrainian) rules. Thus Yiddish Germanisms often differ semantically and deriva-
tionally from their German surface congeners. There are several “diagnostic tests”
which suggest that Yiddish is a relexification-based language, but let us consider just
the two major tests here — both of which apply positively to Yiddish:

1. Crucially, the grammar and phonology of a language are derived from one source,
while the bulk of the lexicon has a different source. In the case of Yiddish, the
grammar and phonology are predominantly of Slavic origin, while approximately
75% of the vocabulary is High German; the remaining lexicon is split roughly bet-
ween Hebraisms (and innovative Hebroidisms) and Slavisms — only a small part of
which can be derived now with certainty from Sorbian.

2. By comparing the lexicons of the putative unrelexified substratal and superstratal
lexifier languages, it is possible to predict with extremely high accuracy which
Germanisms will be acceptable to Yiddish, and therefore, where Yiddish will acqui-
re Hebraisms, Hebroidisms and/or retain unrelexified Slavisms. No other model of
Yiddish genesis can make predictions about the component structure of the langua-
ge. Failure to accept a Germanism will be due to a combination of internal Slavic
derivational patterns and their overlap with the corresponding German derivational
patterns.

Consider one example:'
G (a) Bad n ‘bath; spa’, baden ‘bathe’, Badezimmer n ‘bathroom’, (der) Badende m
‘bather’, (archaic) Bader ‘owner of a bathhouse; barber-surgeon’ (< MHG badcere m,
also ‘person who draws blood by the application of a cupping glass’) are related to (b)
backen ‘to bake’, Backfett n ‘shortening’/ (¢) Bdcker m ‘baker’, YBdckerei f ‘bakery;
baking’. Of the German terms, Yiddish is receptive to (a') bod f ‘bath(house)’ ~n ‘spa’,
bodn (zix) ‘bathe’/ (a?) beder m ‘bather’/ (b) bakfec m ‘shortening’, bakn ‘to bake’,
bakre(je)r m ‘baking oven’/ (¢) Jbeker m ‘baker’, bekeraj f ‘bakery’ ~n ‘baking’.

The ability of Yiddish to acquire the two allomorphs of German (b-c) ‘bake’ was
motivated by the consonantal alternation in similar-sounding but unrelated (a) USo pjec

' Symbols used with examples are A = a Hebraism; A = a unique Yiddish Hebraism; @ = a

Slavism; @ = a unique Yiddish Slavism; § = a post-Middle High German term or post-
relexification element in Yiddish (i.e. after c. 1500); ¥ = a German element unique to Yiddish
(apparently not motivated by Slavic); # = a unique Yiddish Germanism, patterned on Slavic
norms. Hebrew examples are transliterated and transcribed in Modern Hebrew pronunciation.
Abbreviations used with examples are Aram — Aramaic, Bav — Bavarian, Br — Belarusian, C —
Common, c(c) — century (pl), f — feminine, G — German, gen — genitive, He — Hebrew, J- —
Judeo-, Lat — Latin, m — masculine, MH — Middle High, n — neuter, O — Old, pl — plural, Pol —
Polish, R — Russian, Rtw — Rotwelsch, sg — singular, SI — Slavic, So — Sorbian, U — Upper, Uk
— Ukrainian, W — West, Y — Yiddish. Examples without a gender marker have the gender of
the next marked example.
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‘to bake; roast’, Uk pekty (pecu 1st sg)/ (b) USo pjekar, Uk pekar(ka) m (f) ‘baker (ba-
ker’s wife)’, USo pjekarnja, Uk pekarnja f ‘bakery’, USo pjekarjenje n ‘act of baking’
(note that the opposition in Sorbian between ‘bakery’ and ‘baking’ is continued by gen-
der opposition in Y bekeraj f ‘bakery’ ~ n ‘baking’), Uk pecinka ‘liver’, pi¢ f ‘stove,
oven, furnace’, prypicok m ‘hearth, niche of a clay oven (in a peasant’s cottage)’. The
formal and semantic similarity may have initially led to some blocking of Germanisms,
to judge from other Slavic terms for ‘oven’ in Yiddish, e.g. Y @plite ‘range’, @hrube
‘oven (for heating)’ < Uk plyta (also ‘plate, slab; flagstone’), Aruba f. Related to the
Upper Sorbian and Ukrainian roots for ‘bake’ are (archaic) USo pjeca ‘care’, pjecen
‘joint, roast’, (archaic) Uk pecal’ f ‘sorrow, grief, sadness, affliction’, pecalyty(sja)
‘afflict, sadden, grieve’; not surprisingly, most of these concepts find non-German ex-
pression in Yiddish since there is no German pair with similar semantic properties, e.g.
A dajge f, @klapot m ‘care’, Acar m ‘sorrow, grief’, Amecaer zajn (zix) ‘grieve, wor-
ry’, Aacves n ‘sadness’, Aacvesdik ‘sad’, Acore f ‘affliction’ (< He d’gh /deaga/, Br
klopat m ‘trouble; embarrassment’, klapotny ‘troublesome’, He ¢ r /car/, mc r /mecaer/,
‘cvwt facvut/, crh /cara/). A clue to initial blockage of German ‘bake’ is that Y has
A Jexem ‘bread’, and laxme f ‘large piece of bread’ (< He lim /lexem/, JAram lhim’
/laxma/ ‘bread’) while Rotwelsch has compounds of He /im (attested since 1450),
though not very old, see e.g. Rtw lechemschieber (1754), lemer ‘baker’ (1820: Wolf
1956, #3170); Y bakfec has its un-German gender < Uk zZyr m. See also Y WY A ofene
‘to bake’, Rtw ofe m ‘baker’ (< He 'wfh /ofe/ ‘he bakes, baker’: Klepsch 2004, 1: 1130;
Western Yiddish was spoken mainly in German-speaking, Dutch, Hungarian and Czech
territories and still survives to some extent in Szitzerland, Alsace and Holland).

The difference in the distribution of (a) in Yiddish and German finds a simple
explanation in Uk vanna, kupal’nja f ‘bath’, kupaty(sja) ‘bathe’ vs. vanna kimnata
‘bathroom’. The commonality of ‘bath’ and ‘bathe’ in Ukrainian reflects itself in Yid-
dish, while ‘bathroom’ requires a different root in both languages (Y vascimer,
@vanecimer m ‘bathroom’). The failure of Yiddish to express (a) ‘bather’ by a parti-
ciple, as in German, also finds motivation in Uk kupal s¢yk m. These facts thus suggest
that the relexification to G Bad, etc. may have taken place in the second relexification
phase, or else the results of the first relexification phase were partly altered in the Kiev-
Polessian lands. The presence of Y Amerxec n for ‘bathhouse’ (< He mriic /merxac/)
could support acquisition in the first relexification phase, except that the neuter gender
of the Hebrew masculine noun points to a borrowing in the second relexification phase;
though perhaps only the neuter gender is post-relexificational (see Wexler 2002b, chap-
ter 4.5.1). In the specific meaning of ‘ritual bath(house)’, Yiddish requires A mikve f
(< He mgvh /mikve/ m, also ‘pool of water’); the change of gender of the Hebraism
from masculine > feminine has both internal Yiddish as well as substratal Slavic moti-
vation — since Yiddish nouns in -e are usually feminine, but so is Uk kupal’'nja < CS1
*kupaty (s¢) ‘bathe ritually’. Another possible reason for the acquisition of Hebraisms
may have been another Ukrainian term for ‘bathhouse’, laznja f, related to Uk laznyk m,
laznycja f ‘bather’, which may be related to Uk /az m ‘crawl(ing); pathway through a
forest’, Uk lazyty ‘to climb’ — a semantic set without a German match (G Badeanstalt £
‘bathhouse’ is a late 18th-century innovation).

The possible genetic relationship between CS1 *kupaty (s¢) ‘bathe’ and *konopja f
‘hemp’ (Trubacev 1983, 10: 188—193), unknown to German, can also motivate the Yid-
dish acquisition of Amerxec n ‘bathhouse’ and A mikve f ‘ritual bath’. Common Slavic
originally distinguished between *myti (s¢) ‘bathe’ and *kupati (se¢) ‘bathe ritually’,
where the latter involved the use of intoxicating herbs (Trubacev 1985, 12: 65-66).
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According to Machek (1971: 285), North WBr kupac’ ‘bathe’ also denoted ‘ritual
bathing’; see also Uk kupalo n ‘St.John the Baptist’s day on 24 June’, Br kupalle n ‘pre-
Christian Eastern Slavic holiday celebrated on the night between 23 and 24 June, old
style’ and Br dialectal kupala f ‘(camp)fire; spirit of fire’ (Histarycny slownik bela-
ruskaj movy 1989, 5: 161; see also Gimbutas 1967: 754-755). The large number of
insect names derived from this root (imbued with the spirits of the dead) also attests to
the ritual connotations of the term (see Filin 1980, 16: 96-98 as well as the use of the
Slavic root for ‘grandmother’ to denote ‘insect’, discussed in Vazny 1955). If Slavic
relexifiers had needed to preserve the opposition of ‘bathe’ and ‘bathe ritually’, G baden
would have been only partially useful, hence, the attractiveness of Hebraisms — especi-
ally if it was deemed necessary to Judaize the Slavic practice of using hemp in the ritual
bath. Y mikve f indeed is attested in Talmudic Hebrew, but I suspect that the term may
not have been in use uninterruptedly in early non-Palestinian Jewish communities, since
only Yiddish has the term (on the different Hebrew terminology of Judeo-Spanish, see
Wexler 1996: 172, 207). While Yiddish may have replaced the Slavic term for ‘ritual
bath’ with Amikve, it retains @kanop(l)je f (usually only pl) (~ hanef m < MHG hanef f
> G Hanf' m) < Uk konoplja f (usually only pl). On the appearance of the latter Slavism
in 13th-century Judeo-Western Slavic texts, see Wexler 2002b, chapter 4.5.

The rules of blockage of Germanisms involve four parameters: (i) German
morphophonemic alternations and derivational morphology are blocked in Yiddish
unless they enjoy Upper Sorbian and/or Kiev-Polessian parallels. German derivational
sets rarely surface in Yiddish in foto. The few examples of German Ablaut relationships
that are accepted by Yiddish are invariably matched by an Upper Sorbian pair, see e.g.
G Schweifp ‘sweat’/schwitzen ‘to sweat’ > Y Svejs/svicn, since a single root (also with
alternations) is used in Upper Sorbian to express the noun/verb pair, see e.g. USo pot/so
poci¢. (i1) German roots are blocked in Yiddish if Slavic translation equivalents do not
broadly overlap semantically. (iii) Yiddish tends to select German synonyms in accor-
dance with the lexical inventory of Slavic. If Yiddish were in fact a variant of German
that had undergone widespread attrition as a result of many centuries of interference
with Slavic, then the Yiddish acquisition of Slavic (and Hebrew) lexical enrichment
should be haphazard and entirely unpredictable. This is not the case.

(iv) German roots which match roots with similar form and meaning in Slavic (the
words in question may or may not be cognates) were usually blocked in Yiddish, since
they were apparently perceived as Slavic elements. There are four types of common
lexicon: (a) German words > Slavic; (b) Slavic > German; (c) cognates; (d) non-
cognates with chance similarity in form and meaning. Examples that fall under headings
(a) and (c-d) are blocked for relexification; only examples in (b) are potential Yiddish
words (usually in their German form, e.g. Y baj¢ ‘whip’, blince ‘pancake’ < G Peitsche
f, Plins/e] m [f]). Would this mean that relexifiers no longer could recognize Slavisms?
German words under headings (a), (c) and (d) that are rejected by Yiddish in the relexi-
fication process can be replaced in four ways: by Hebrew words; where Hebrew terms
are lacking, Yiddish creates Hebrew words or ascribes new meanings to existing
Hebrew words (i.e. forms “Hebroidisms™); by retaining substratal Slavisms and by u-
sing acceptable Germanisms. For example, G Witwe(r) ‘widow(er)’ would be expected
to be blocked in Yiddish because of the existence of a close cognate USo wudowa f,
wudowce m. Thus Yiddish uses A almone f, Aalmen m (< He ’Imn[h] /alman[a]/). Dros-
dowski 1989 believes G Witwe(r) may be related to Waise ‘orphan’; Yiddish offers
support for this hypothesis since both Germanisms are absent in Yiddish, which sug-
gests relexifiers may have regarded the two allomorphs as related. Slavic lacks a paral-
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lel, though USo syrota f, Uk sirata m, f ‘orphan’ are ultimately related to Li Seirps ‘wi-
dower’ m (Schuster-Sewc 1978-1996: 1402). Hence, Yiddish acquired Ajosem m,
A jesojme f ‘orphan’ (< He jtwm/[h] /jatom, jetoma/, and invented A al/men m ‘widower’
< OHe ’Imn /alman/ which meant ‘alone, forsaken’). Another example of cognate blo-
ckage is G Schwein ‘pig’ and derivatives, due to Slavic cognates, see e.g. USo swinjo,
Uk svynnja; Yiddish has instead Axazer m < He 7izjr /xazir/ and @/joxe < Uk ['oxa
(see the second dictionary entry below).

A major clue to the Upper Sorbian Jewish relexifiers’ sensitivity to German deriva-
tional processes comes from the use of Hebrew terms. For example, G widerspenstig
‘obstinate’ and Gespenst ‘ghost’ are related to Gespinst ‘spun yarn, web’ and spinnen
‘to spin’. Of these Yiddish has only gespin(s), spinen. The fact that ‘obstinate’ and
‘ghost’ are frequently expressed in Yiddish by Hebraisms suggests that the relexifiers
were aware of the historical links, and rejected Germanisms whenever Upper Sorbian
used unrelated roots to denote the meanings of the four German terms (see also point 13
below).

In addition to the two major diagnostic tests, there is a variety of additional support
in Yiddish morphology and lexicon for the two-tiered relexification hypothesis in the
genesis of Yiddish:

3. A great many terms in the realm of Jewish culture and religion are of Slavic origin,
e.g. Y @praven ‘conduct (religious ceremony)’, @trejbern ‘remove the forbidden parts
of the meat to render it kosher’ ~ Uk pravyty ‘celebrate a religious ceremony’, terebyty
‘to peel, shell; eat avidly; clear a field’; see also Uk #reba ‘Orthodox church ceremony’
(see also point 10 below).

4. Yiddish has a strikingly reduced German component (and is especially poor in syn-
onyms and homonyms of German origin, given the absence of Slavic parallels) compa-
red to the native component of any single German dialect. A much reduced superstra-
tum lexicon is also typical of many relexified creole languages, see e.g. Haitian.
German homonyms and near-homonyms are rarely fully acceptable in Yiddish, e.g.
G Aal m ‘eel’ (< MHG al) is blocked in Yiddish (which prefers @venger < Pol wegorz
m) but Ahle f ‘awl’ (< MHG dle) is used in Yiddish as no/ f (the /n/ comes presumably
from an accreted indefinite article). On the other hand, (MH)G arm ‘poor’ and (MH)G
Arm ‘arm’ both > Y orem; the use of Hebraisms for both concepts raises the suspicion
of initial blockage of one or both Germanisms, especially since G Arm is cognate with
USo ramjo ‘shoulder’, and, on cognate grounds alone, should have been blocked. While
Y orm ‘arm’ also means ‘hand’ (see Wexler 2002b: 202-2006), hant f ‘hand’ is possible
in Yiddish but final /t/ points to a recent borrowing from G Hand, since Eastern Yiddish
dialects lack a final consonant devoicing rule.

Conversely, Slavic homonyms and near-homomyms also trigger blockage of Ger-
manisms in Yiddish, e.g. USo (i) wosa f ‘wasp’/ (ii) wosa f ‘poplar’ > Y (ii) @topolje f.
Note that Yiddish uses a different Slavic root, in keeping with the fact that it has a rela-
tively reduced lexicon compared to both its Slavic and Hebrew substrata and German
superstratum, which is true of relexified languages in general; Y @ropolje f might have
replaced the original USo fopof m from the first relexification phase.

5. The high number of Yiddish loan translations of Slavic patterns of discourse presup-
poses a fluent knowledge of Slavic languages. While loan translations of Slavic could,
in principle, be ascribed to bilingual interference, there are too many other suspicious
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signs of relexification from Slavic in Yiddish. Furthermore, there is much that is origi-
nal in the German component in Yiddish. This stands in sharp contrast to the relatively
few innovative forms and meanings in the Slavic component of Yiddish (most unique
Yiddish Slavisms are probably unrelexified substratal elements or come from Judeo-
Slavic). Hebroidisms outnumber original Slavisms (or Slavoidisms) since they are the
optimal replacements for blocked Germanisms. These facts suggest that Slavic was a
substratum of Yiddish, and that perhaps many Hebraisms/Hebroidisms themselves were
already known in the (Judeo-)Slavic substrata.

6. There is evidence of formally “modernizing” Germanisms. This fact points to wi-
despread bilingualism which often accompanies (cyclical) relexification.

7. The German plural marker -(e)n is used in Yiddish far more frequently than in Ger-
man. Curiously, the unique distribution of the suffix in Yiddish can almost always be
correlated with the use of the “pseudo-dual” in Belarusian and Ukrainian, where the
singular stress pattern is combined with the Slavic plural marker, e.g. Y tejl f, m ‘part’
< G Teil m, n (the feminine option is undoubtedly a reflection of the gender of the Sla-
vic counterpart, e.g. USo cas¢, castka f, now ‘piece of meat’, Uk cast’ f ‘part’) but
Y tejin pl with -n = Uk Ccast’ f, casty pl, dve casty dual (with obligatory expression of
the numeral ‘two’) vs. G Teil m, n, Teile pl. Presumably, Yiddish originally retained the
dual as part of its Sorbian substratum, but its use was reshaped by subsequent (and
lengthier) contact with Eastern Slavic (nowadays, Y -/e/n is unambiguously a plural
marker: see Wexler 2002b, chapter 4.5.4).

8. There are quite a lot of minimal pairs in Ukrainian that differ in stress position, and it
is highly significant that Yiddish fails to relexify one or both members of each pair to a
Germanism; the unrelexified form is expressed alternatively by Slavisms or Hebraisms
(or other acceptable German roots). This sensitivity to Slavic lexico-phonological rela-
tionships is strong evidence that Yiddish was relexified from Kiev-Polessian (see also
points 10—15 below). For example, Uk (i) vdrennja ‘boiling, cooking; food’/ (ii) varénn-
ja n ‘jam’ >'Y (i) koxn ‘cooking’, zidn n ‘boiling’/ (ii) @varenje, @povidle f (‘prune
jam’) (< Uk povydlo ‘plum jam’), ajngemaxc n. Y @varenje f is related to Uk varenyk
‘boiled dough stuffed with cheese, potatoes, fruit or sauerkraut” which Yiddish retains
as @varenik m ‘cheese or jam filled dumpling’. The retention of the latter in Yiddish
may be due to the use of the food as a ritual dish, as it was among Christian Slavs (e.g.
on the day of the Forty Martyrs) or its use in fortune telling (Agapkina 2001: 340). A-
nother Ukrainian baked object with ritual implications that is retained in Yiddish is Uk
mlyn, diminutive mlynec’, (Polessian) blynec’ m ‘pancake made from rye, buckwheat or
wheat flour’; the latter is made on the eve of the New Year and is a part of the ritual
feeding of cattle (ibid. 346). The latter is preserved in Yiddish as @blince f ‘blintz’. This
Slavic food term was also borrowed by German (Bellmann 1971: 123, 150-151, citing
Sorbian as the source language). The Yiddish feminine gender suggests (i) interference
with G Plinse f or (ii) an internal back formation when the morpheme boundary shifted
from @blinc|les > @blince||s pl (in all Slavic languages other than Yiddish the word is
masculine). The original cult functions of the pastry (see also Wirth 1933: 98 for Sor-
bian and Petrova 1987: 101 for Gor’kij Russian) may have protected substratal USo
blinc ~ plinc m in Yiddish from relexification. The Slavism is found in Polish Yiddish
but is not normally used in Polish (see Wexler 1987: 167). Zdancewicz notes that Polish
dialects in contact with Belarusian have b/’inek < Br blin(ec) m (1964: 242), but the
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latter could not be the source of PolY ®blince f. The Slavic root is also found in Modern
Hebrew in the form blinces (sg, pl), either reflecting diminutive Br blincyk m or the
sibilant confusion typical of North Belarusian, Lithuanian and Northeast Polish.

Another example is Uk (i) muka ‘pain’/ (ii) muka f ‘flour’ > 'Y (i) Ajesurim plt
‘pain’ (< He jswrjm /jesurim/), tirxe f A ‘pains’ (< He grhh /tirxa/ ‘burden, toil’),
@mucen ‘to torment’ (< Uk mucyty). An example of a near-minimal pair involving a
vocalic alternation is Br (i) roznica f ‘difference’/ (ii) raznica f ‘abattoir’ >Y (i) Axilek
m (< He #jlwg /xiluk/)/ Y (ii) ASexthojz n, @bojne f (< He s$ht /Saxat/ ‘he slaughtered’,
Br bojnja f ‘abattoir; bloodbath, massacre’). See also Br, Uk muzyka f ‘music’, muzyka
m, f ‘musician’ in the third dictionary entry below.

9. There are a considerable number of pairs of words in Ukrainian and Belarusian that
are distinguished by a single vocalic alternation (usually i ~ 0). In almost all cases Yid-
dish requires a non-Germanism for one or both of the terms in question (below I ignore
Yiddish Germanisms); very often the retained Slavicisms are original to Yiddish. These
facts also suggest that relexifiers were sensitive to Slavic lexical relationships and
sought to retain these relationships during relexification. Such data are important evi-
dence for the existence of relexification in the genesis of Yiddish.

Examples of minimal pairs involving /i/ vs. /o/ in often related words usually show
blockage of Germanisms, e.g. Uk (i) holivka f diminutive ‘head’/ (ii) holovka f ‘head (of
a vegetable, pin)’ > Y (i) Amojex m ‘head; brains’ (< He mwh /moax/ ‘brain’)/ (ii)
Y ®kacn ‘head (of a vegetable)’ (< Uk kacan m). Uk (i) xvorost m ‘dry branches, small
sticks, brushwood’/ (ii) xvorist’ f ‘illness, infirmity’ > Y (i) @xvorost m ‘branches’/ (ii)
@x(v)arobe, @xorobe f ‘illness’, Bxaroben ‘be ill’, xvoren ‘be sickly’, Axojle ‘sick
man’, Axojle-mesukn, Ashxivmera m ‘dangerously sick man’, Anojte-lomes m ‘criti-
cally ill person’, Axalajen, Axol(a)jen ‘be in bid, ill’, A/@xojlevate ‘sickly’, @xerljak,
@xirljak m ‘sickly person’ (< Br xvaroba, Uk xoroba ‘illness’, Br xarobic’, Uk xvoryty
‘be ill’, He awlh /xole/, mswkn /mesukan/ ‘dangerous’, JAram S$xjv-mrh /$xiv-mara/
‘bed-ridden’ + ‘bitter’, He nwth Imwt /note lamut/ ‘inclined to die’, #lh /xala/ ‘was ill’,
Uk -vatyj ‘-ish, -ly’, Uk xyrljak).

10. There are many pairs of words in Ukrainian and Belarusian that are distinguished by
the addition of a suffix, e.g. in minimal pairs with and without the suffix Uk -ka (which
are often semantically distinct), Yiddish attempts to retain the Slavic lexical relationship
by instituting partial or full blockage of Germanisms: Uk (i) dohad m ‘supposition,
surmise, conjecture’/ (ii) dohadka f ‘conjecture’ > Y (i-ii) A hasore ‘supposition, con-
jecture’, Asvore f ‘conjecture’ (< He hs‘rh /ha§’ara/, svrh /svara/); Uk (i) dokaz m
‘proof, argument, evidence’/ (ii) dokazka f ‘false accusation, defamation’ > Y (i)
Avehoiraje ‘and here is the proof’, Atajne-umajne f ‘argument, reproach’, Akal-
vexojmer m ‘a fortiori argument’, A ojstajnen zix ‘present one’s argument’ (< [JAram]|
wh’-r’jh /vehoraja/, He {‘nh-m‘nh /ta’ana-ma’ana/, gl-whwmr /kal-vexomer/)/ (ii)
A bilbul ‘false accusation’, Azilz/ m ‘defamation’ (< He blbwl /bilbul/, zlzwl /zilzul/).
Yiddish lacks Germanisms when Ukrainian has a minimal pair involving the suffix
Uk -a, e.g. Uk (i) dotyk m ‘(sense of touch), touching’/ (ii) dotyka f ‘reproach, reproof’
>Y (i) Axus-hamises m ‘sense of touch’ (< He Aws-hmjsws /xus-hamisus/)/ (ii) A tajne
f ‘reproach, complaint, claim, contention’, A tajne-umajne f ‘argument, reproach’,
A obn tajnes (cu) ‘to reproach’, Anezife f, Amuser m ‘reproof’ (< He nzjfh /nezifa/,
mwsr /musar/); Uk (i) neljud m ‘cruel person’/ (ii) neljuda f “unsociable person’ > Y (i)
A axzer ‘cruel man’, Arecejex m ‘cruel man; murderer, assassin’ (< He ‘xzrj /axzar/
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‘cruel’, rwch /roceax/ ‘murderer’)/ (ii) Axavrusedik ‘sociable’ (< JAram Aviwt’
/xavruta/).

11. Examples of ambiguous masculine and neuter Ukrainian and Belarusian nouns
which can be disambiguated by the choice of genitive singular or plural case markers
also permit non-German expression in Yiddish (but with no case distinctions): Uk (i)
akt m, akta gen sg ‘document’/ (ii) akt m, aktu gen sg ‘act’ > Y (i) Ydokument @ m
(< Uk dokument m vs. G YDokument n 16th ¢ < Lat documentum)/ Y (ii) A majsim pl
only ‘acts’ (< He m ‘sjm /ma’asim/ pl); Uk (i) bal m, bala gen sg ‘dance, ball’/ (ii) bal
m, gen sg balu ‘mark, number’ > Y (i) Asude f ‘repast, feast, banquet’ (< He s ‘wdh
/seuda/)/ (i1) Y Asimen ‘mark’, @cil m ‘mark (aim)’ (< He sjmn /siman/, Uk cil’ f
‘mark, target, aim’ < G Ziel n); Br, Uk (i) bunt m, gen sg bunta ‘bale, pack, bundle’
(<G Bund n)/ (ii) bunt m, gen sg buntu ‘revolution, sedition, rebellion’ (< Pol bunt
<MHG bunt m ‘union, bond, agreement’) > Y (i) ®kopice ‘stack’, @skirde f ‘haystack,
pile’, ®kojp ‘pile, heap’, @bunt ‘bundle’, @stojg m ‘pile of hay’, @tlumik ‘bundle’, @bint!
n ‘bundle, batch, bunch’ (< Uk kopycja ‘stack of hay, heap’, skyrda, skyrta ‘stack of
grain, haystack, cornstalk’, kupa f ‘heap, pile, hoard; great number; crowd, throng,
mob’, stih ‘stack, cornstalk’, tlumok m ‘bundle, parcel’)/ (ii) @revoljucje ‘revolution’,
Wkramole ‘sedition’, Aojfhecung (in bgide) ‘inciting to riot’, Ameride ‘revolt, re-
bellion, insurgency’, Amojred ‘rebel’, Amojred zajn ‘to revolt, rebel’, @bunt m ‘muti-
ny, rebellion’ (< Uk revoljucija, kramola ‘political intrigue, subversive movement’
< 0Old Church Slavonic < Medieval Lat carmula < OBav karmala ~ Uk koromola ‘re-
bellion, mutiny, rebellion, sedition; faction’, He bgjdh /begida/ ‘treason’, mrjdh
/merida/, mwrd /mored/).

12. A unique reflection of the Upper Sorbian substratum is the parallel lexical gaps in
Yiddish, Polabian and Upper Sorbian: where Yiddish used Hebraisms in place of Ger-
manisms, Upper Sorbian and Polabian tended to borrow Germanisms. The parallelism
between the distribution of Hebraisms in Yiddish and Germanisms in Upper Sorbian
and Polabian finds no match even in Czech and Polish, which were also very widely
receptive to German enrichment, see e.g. Y Arecejex ‘murderer’ and A hargenen ‘to
kill’ < He rwch /roceax/, hrg /harag/ ‘he killed’ ~ USo mordar ‘murderer’, mordowacd
‘to murder’ (since 1597) < G Morder, morden, respectively. Originally I believed that
Hebraisms were intended to “block” Germanisms (see Wexler 1991a, 1991b); it is now
apparent that a great many Yiddish Hebraisms were required to “replace” Germanisms
blocked by relexification.

13. Awareness of links among allomorphs in a paradigm strongly suggests prior relexi-
fication. Such paradigmatic awareness can be established when Yiddish speakers (a)
chose to transfer a meaning from one blocked German allomorph to another member of
the allomorph set that was accepted in Yiddish, and (b) have Hebraisms and retained
Slavisms in the allomorph set. Compare G (a') dicht ‘thick, firm, dense, compact’,
YIDichte ‘density’ (16th c), dichten ‘make tight, seal’ (15th c) + (a?) dick ‘thick, swollen,
corpulent, stout’, Dicke ‘thickness, corpulence’, dicken ‘thicken’, YDickicht ‘thicket’
(17th c)/ (b?) gedeihen ‘prosper, thrive’ and Y (a') dixt (@)‘plywood’ (this unique mean-
ing seems to have been stimulated by the use of G dicht ‘thick’ in Slavic languages, see
e.g. Uk dykuvaty “fill up the cracks of a cottage with reeds and clay’ < [archaic] Pol
dychtowa¢), diklex ‘chubby’, gedixt ‘thick, dense, close, heavy’, Ygedixtkejt ‘consis-
tency; density’, gedixtenis ‘thicket’ (< G [a?]) + (a?) dik ‘thick, fat, stout’/ (b?) gedajen
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‘prosper, thrive’. Cognate (a>-b?) are not historically related to (a'), despite similarity in
sound and meaning, but the two paradigms appear to be partly joined in Yiddish due to
Slavic considerations. Thus the two allomorphs exist in Yiddish, but not in the same
distribution as in German. For (a?) G Dicke ‘thickness’ Yiddish uses greb < grob ‘thick,
fat, coarse, rough, crude, rude, gruff, obscene’ ~ G grob ‘coarse, rough; rude; thick’.
The late chronology of G dichten and Dickicht suggests that the corresponding Yiddish
terms may also be recent (for ‘tighten’, Yiddish uses other Germanisms). Whereas
German uses (a?) to form ‘thicket’, Yiddish selects (a'). The changed distribution could
be due to the underlying Upper Sorbian substratum, e.g. husty covers both: (a') G dicht
‘thick” = USo husty (also means, unlike German dick, ‘often’), G Dichte ‘density’
= USo hustota, hustos¢ f and (a?) G dick ‘thick’, etc. = USo husty, G dicken ‘thicken’
=USo zhuscié, hustny¢, G Dickicht ‘thicket’ = So huscéina, hus¢. On the other hand,
German also reveals paradigmatic merger, e.g. (a%?) MHG dicken ‘become thick’ is now
expressed by ModG (a') verdichten.

14. If Upper Sorbian has a meaning missing in the Ukrainian cognate, Yiddish tends to
use a non-German term for that meaning; the converse is also true, though there are far
fewer examples. This fact suggests that Sorbian was known to the Jews who migrated
into the Ukraine at least for a period of time. Bilingualism in Sorbian and Eastern Slavic
would guarantee sensitivity to the semantics of cognate pairs in the two languages vis-a-
vis German. For example, USo /lék ‘cure’ has a parallel in cognate Uk /ik, but USo
polékowaé ‘to favor, encourage’ lacks a Ukrainian parallel; for the Sorbian meanings
lacking in Yiddish, Yiddish uses Hebraisms, e.g. Amezake zajn mit ‘favor with’,
A gefinen xejn, Anojse-xejn zajn, Amojce-xejn zajn ‘favor’, Auntergebn xejshek ‘en-
courage’ (< He mzkh /mezake/ ‘compensates’, iin /xen/ ‘charm’, nws’ /nose/ ‘bears’,
mwc’ /moce/ ‘finds’, hsq /xeSek/ ‘desire’ + Germanisms < sein ‘be’, mit ‘with’, finden
‘find’ — the latter kept bimorphemic in Yiddish perhaps because of parallel Uk najty ‘to
find’ < na- + ity ‘to go’ — and the unique Y #untergebn ‘render’, based on the compo-
nentially identical Uk piddaty ‘suggest’ < pid- ‘under’ + daty ‘give’).

15. The gender assignment of many German and Hebrew nouns in Yiddish follows that
of the Upper Sorbian/Kiev-Polessian translation equivalents rather than that of German
and Hebrew; also, as the second component of compounds, these nouns often change
gender according to the gender of the Belarusian and Ukrainian translation equivalents.

Why would Slavic-speaking Jews have wanted to relexify? The most compelling expla-
nation is that the confrontation of Germans and Slavs was resulting in the widespread
erosion or extinction of Upper Sorbian language, religion and culture, leaving the Jews
increasingly isolated from the Christianizing Slavs. Relexification rather then shift to
German might have struck the Jews as a good way to avoid Christianization — a conco-
mitant factor in the Germanization process. Furthermore, Judaism might have been
attractive to pagan Sorbs because no political commitments were involved (unlike
Christianity which required espousal of German language, culture and political hege-
mony), and because Judaism offered Sorbs an opportunity to escape the status of slaves
which was being imposed by German settlers. I suspect that the desire of the Turkic
Khazar ruling class to preserve neutrality vis-a-vis the Byzantine Christians and the
Baghdad Arab Caliphate, and the desire to participate in international trade, at the time
monopolized by Jews who alone could travel freely between Christian and Muslim
lands, made Judaism popular. It is widely assumed that the Ashkenazic Jewish im-
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migrants from the Germano-Slavic lands vastly outnumbered the indigenous Eastern
Slavic-speaking Jews, but the facts of Yiddish suggest a Slavic-speaking majority. Re-
lexification is always motivated by a desire to create a new ethnic identity, i.e. by identi-
ficatory rather than communicative needs. Hopefully, future genetic studies could de-
termine whether the origins of the bulk of its speakers parallels the origins of Yiddish
itself.

The term relexification has, to the best of my knowledge, never been mentioned in
the Slavic linguistic literature; the concept hardly ever (see Jen¢ 1959: 288, Dahms-
Meskank and Oschlies 1993: 25, Thomas 1996). Other Slavic and non-Slavic languages
which owe their genesis to relexification are forms of contemporary Upper Sorbian and
Old Church Slavonic, which utilize a German and Greek grammar, respectively, with
native lexicon. Non-Slavic examples include Angloromani (English grammar + Romani
lexicon), Media Lengua (Quechua grammar + Spanish lexicon in Ecuador). Relexifica-
tion is the only model that can explain how scribes, utilizing their native grammars with
a Hebrew, Latin lexicon, respectively, invented unspoken Medieval Latin and Hebrew,
given the absence of native speakers. The Ashkenazic Jews have committed altogether
six acts of relexification over the last eleven centuries: five acts of relexification of a
Slavic language (a, b, d, e, f) and one act of relexification of Old (Semitic) Hebrew (c);
- means “became relexified to”’; = means “resulted in”:

(a) Old/Upper Sorbian = High German + Hebrew + Hebroid vocabulary = Slavic Yid-
dish I (9th—12th cc). (b) Yiddish = Old Hebrew + Yiddish Hebroidisms = written Ash-
kenazic Hebrew (12th—19th cc, if not earlier), a bizarre dialect of Slavic. (c¢) Biblical
Hebrew - High German vocabulary = literal Yiddish Bible “translations” (14th—18th
cc), bizarre dialects of Old Semitic Hebrew whose syntax and derivational strategies are
followed faithfully. (d) Kiev-Polessian (South Belarusian, North Ukrainian) = Yiddish
+ High German + Hebrew + Hebroidisms = Slavic Yiddish II (by the 15th ¢ at the la-
test). (e) Yiddish > Old Hebrew vocabulary + new Hebroidisms (minus most Yiddish
and Ashkenazic Hebrew Hebroidisms) = Modern Hebrew (late 19th c), a bizarre dialect
of Slavic. (f) Yiddish = Latinoid vocabulary = Esperanto (late 19th c), a bizarre dialect
of Slavic (invented by Ludwik Zamenhof, a native speaker of Yiddish).

Before we look at three entries in the forthcoming Yiddish etymological dictionary,
we must add a word of caution about the methodology and the interplay of the two
Slavic substrata in the genesis of Yiddish. We suppose that chronologically the relexifi-
cation from Old Sorbian to Middle High German preceeded the relexification of Kiev-
Polessian (Old Northern Ukrainian and Old Southern Belarusian); this is borne out by
the fact that Yiddish grammar and lexicon reveal a number of facts which point specifi-
cally to an Eastern Slavic substratum. With both events, we are at a disadvantage due to
the state of historical lexicology. There are no etymological or historical dictionaries of
Yiddish and the existing synchronic dictionaries are usually unsatisfactory since they
fail to distinguish between authentic Yiddish lexicon and relatively recent German bor-
rowings (the best is Weinreich 1968 which marks unrecommended Germanisms as
such, but his coverage is incomplete). While there is an excellent etymological dictiona-
ry for Upper and Lower Sorbian (Schuster-Sewc 1978-1996), we lack native Sorbian
texts before the 16th century; the situation in Eastern Slavic is not much better from the
point of view of colloquial texts and worse from the point of view of etymological dic-
tionaries (which are still in progress). The lack of old attestations of the relevant Slavic
languages means that we cannot usually know the age of specific Slavic words, though
comparative evidence permits us to reconstruct to some extent the Common Slavic
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lexicon. We can partly compensate for this state of affairs by noting that the presence of
Hebraisms and Hebroidisms (pseudo-Hebraisms invented by Yiddish speakers) strongly
suggests when Germanisms were blocked, which is circumstantial evidence for the
existence of Slavic words.

After the termination of the two relexification processes, Yiddish could borrow from
all its original component sources (as well as from new sources like Polish and Russ-
ian), without substratal Slavic considerations; post-relexificational acquisitions can
often be identified by formal/semantic clues. Positing relative chronologies for the ac-
quisition of Hebrew elements in Yiddish is very often possible, since most Hebroidisms
are by definition coinages motivated by relexification. For instance, Y mojre A ‘fear;
A danger’ continues OHe mwr’ /mora/ ‘fear’, but the second meaning must be attributed
to USo strach ‘fear; danger’ which was required to replace the blocked G Gefahr ‘dan-
ger’. Other Yiddish Hebraisms, such as Aejme and Apaxed ‘fear’ (< He jmh /emal/,
phd /paxad/) do not also mean ‘danger’, probably because they were acquired during the
second Kiev-Polessian or post-relexificational period, and thus could not be affected by
Sorbian (and/or Ukrainian) lexico-semantic parameters. It is also possible to posit cau-
tiously the relexificational stage during which a Germanism was likely to have been
acquired, e.g. G Anker ‘anchor’ > Y anker m probably in the Sorbian lands, since USo
kotwica f would have presented no problem to relexify; however, in the Kiev-Polessian
area G Anker might have been blocked by the surface cognate, Uk jakir m < Scandina-
vian (also available to Yiddish). We can sometimes also determine whether Germa-
nisms accepted by Yiddish in the first relexification phase were dropped in the second
relexification phase, in order to conform to the requirements of the Kiev-Polessian sub-
stratum. For example, USo chowac provides no particular reason why G bergen ‘to
save, secure’ was not acquired by Yiddish in the first relexification phase; yet, in the
Kiev-Polessian context, Belarusian does offer a similar cognate berahcy (with h < *g),
thus providing grounds for the actual blockage. Most Hebrew verbal material reaches
Yiddish in the form of an indeclinable masculine singular participle, which must be
combined with an inflected German auxiliary verb. This conjugation is used in Islamic
languages to integrate Arabic elements. A Judeo-Belarusian example from c. 1600 reads
(in transcription): ja tebja estim mekades byl ‘1 have sanctified you with this (ring)’
(literally ‘I you by this [ring] sanctifying was’) (see Wexler 1987: 98-99). Hence, this
Yiddish grammatical rule may be from the Turkic-Iranian or Eastern Slavic substratum
of Yiddish, i.e. it dates from the second relexification phase.

Yiddish can assist (a) in reconstructing aspects of German and Slavic linguistic
prehistory, and (b) in positing the relative chronology of the diffusion of German words
into Slavic. For example, USo -motwi¢ ‘speak, talk’, is now restricted to compounds
with different, but related, meanings, e.g. USo wotmotwié ‘answer’, wotmotwa ‘answer’,
so zamolwié ‘apologize’, zamotwity ‘responsible’, so (wu)zamotwié ‘excuse (oneself);
defend’. The Yiddish data suggest that these are not original in Upper Sorbian, but later
calques of German compounds formed from Wort “word’. If USo wotmotwa f ‘answer’,
wotmotwic¢ ‘to answer’ and zamotwity ‘responsible’ had existed at the time of the first
relexification phase, then there would have been no problem for Yiddish to relexify to
G Antwort f, antworten and verantwortlich, respectively — with identical component
structure. Since Yiddish uses primarily Hebraisms, A cuve (or entfer < G Antwort, signi-
ficantly, with morpheme distortion) ‘answer’, Aaxrajesdik ‘responsible’, A xajev
‘responsible’, Amemune m ‘responsible person’ (< He tswvh /Cuva/, "hrjwt /axrajut/,
hjv /xajav/, mmwnh /memuna/). Upper Sorbian probably was not yet following German
practice in using a single root for these concepts at the time of the first relexification
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phase (Yiddish also does not follow the contemporary Ukrainian practice of using povi-
daty ‘tell’ for this set, as in Uk vidpovid’ ‘answer’, vidpovidaty ‘to answer’ and vidpovi-
dal’ny ‘responsible’).

If German has a single translation equivalent of several Slavic terms with various
gender assignments, then relexification requires the selection of one of the underlying
Slavic genders; no single Yiddish noun can have the genders of all the Slavic equiva-
lents. Hence, the choice of underlying Slavic gender may cast light on the inventory and
meanings of the Slavic substratal lexicon at the time of relexification. For example,
‘belly’ in Ukrainian is now zZyvit, Slunok m or cerevo n. The feminine gender of Lithua-
nian Y bojx (~ masculine in other dialects) ‘belly, abdomen’ suggests the original sub-
stratal term prior to relexification was Kiev-Polessian (Uk) cerevo n (Slavic feminine,
neuter gender > Yiddish feminine exclusively during relexification).

Germanisms that are blocked in Yiddish need not always be expressed by Hebrew
(Hebroidisms) or by unrelexified Slavisms. A further option is to use other relexified
Germanisms. For example, in place of the blocked G abtriinnig ‘disloyal, unfaithful;
apostate’, Yiddish uses Germanisms with innovative meaning, see e.g. Yfelcer m ‘apo-
state’, Yfelcn ‘betray’ < G falsch “wrong, false’, Fdlscher ‘forger’, filschen ‘forge’ (also
>Y fals, felsn). Thus, the distribution of Germanisms in Yiddish often comes to differ
substantially from that of the German source etyma.

Relexification to Hebrew differs radically from relexification to German, since there
was no interest in accepting a whole Hebrew paradigm. For example, G Haf ‘hate’ and
related Hdfslichkeit ‘ugliness’ were both blocked in Yiddish, but the replacements are
two separate Hebrew roots. This means relexification to Hebrew was piecemeal. It is
rare to encounter Hebrew antonym sets in Yiddish.

Currently I am preparing the first etymological dictionary of Yiddish (see Wexler
ms), which will also be the first etymological dictionary to recognize the unique nature
of a relexified language. The authors of published etymological dictionaries of Carib-
bean Creole languages (relexified African languages) see as their primary task the col-
lection of unique vocabulary, especially substratal African relics and regional or archaic
elements from the European lexifier languages. The bulk of the lexicon of these langua-
ges, which is of coterritorial origin, is simply omitted from the dictionary as “non-
native”. This approach creates the erroneous impression that the distinctive feature of
creoles lies in their use of lexicon that is unknown or not current in the European lexi-
fiers.

The common assumption of creole and Yiddish lexicographers is that there is little
point in etymologizing the vocabulary shared by each language with its lexifier source
language(s). For example, what could one say about Y frage, freg, (archaic) frog
‘question’ that has not already been stated about G Frage fin a German etymological or
dialect dictionary? I agree. However, the job of an etymological dictionary of a relexi-
fied language is to explain why Yiddish borrowed MHG vrége f (see also G dialectal
frigen) and MHG vrdg(e) ‘question’ — as G Frage f, and why the latter coexist with
Asajle, Akase < He §’lh /Se’ela/, JAram ¢sj’ /kaSja/, i.e. to show how a substratal
grammar selects and calibrates a superstratal lexicon. In addition, the preoccupation
with reconstructing a “Proto-Yiddish” is misplaced, since the latter simply tends to be
the original German input. The answers to questions of selection can only come from a
look at root sets rather than individual words. In addition to dealing with the distinctive
features of creole languages enumerated above, an etymological dictionary of a relexi-
fied language would have to provide information not normally expected in the histori-
cal-etymological dictionary of a non-relexified language. For instance, alongside the
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etyma of the German/Germanoidisms and Hebrew/Hebroidisms in Yiddish should ap-
pear (i) the Slavic terms that determined the selection and calibration of German and
Hebrew phonetic strings during the two relexification phases, and (ii) all related Ger-
man roots blocked in Yiddish. The citation of “non-existing” (in our case Middle High
or Modern German) vocabulary should be a distinctive feature of an etymological dic-
tionary of any relexified language.

Post-relexification loans from Hebrew, Slavic and German should present no special
problem for the historical lexicographer of Yiddish, though no dictionary of Yiddish
distinguishes between relexifications and loans from these three sources. Unfortunately,
all Hebrew dictionaries also subsume native and non-native Hebrew elements under a
single heading, which seriously reduces their value. The on-going publication of Me-
dieval Latin dictionaries according to the native language of the scribe is a model that
Hebrew lexicographers ignore at their own peril. Unspoken Medieval Polish, Hungarian
Latin, etc. are relexifications of Polish, Hungarian, etc. to Latin lexicon and thus are
genetically distinct from native spoken and written Latin. What is needed are separate
dictionaries of “native (Semitic) Hebrew” (obsolete since the 3rd c. A.D.) and “non-
native Hebrew” (such as “Modern Hebrew” which is a Slavic language or the unspoken
Hebrew written by Arabic-speaking Jews, which is an example of “non-native Semitic
Hebrew”, see Wexler 1990).

As the three entries from the projected Yiddish etymological dicionary below show,
an etymological dictionary is an ideal way to present the evidence for the claim of doub-
le relexification in Yiddish. The major differences between an etymological dictionary
of a relexified and non-relexified language are as follows: An etymological dictionary
of a non-relexified language (a) reconstructs a proto-form; (b) lists cognates; (c) treats
only and all the extant forms of the language in question; (d) arranges root entries
alphabetically. An etymological dictionary of a relexified language has (a) no re-
constructed proto forms (the user is referred to an etymological dictionary of the su-
perstratum and substratum languages); (b) does not need to list cognates; (c) examines
the entire corpus of the German relexifier dialect(s) postulated at the time of the relexi-
fications, i.e. both blocked and accepted Germanisms and not just the superstratum
German corpus found in Yiddish, and attempts to explain why German vocabulary was
blocked and to posit the underlying pre-relexified Slavic words; (d) often arranges ent-
ries according to sets of genetically or semantically related roots (synonyms, antonyms).
(e) By identifying the three major components of the Yiddish lexicon as pre-/post-
relexificational and relexificational (and also by citing unspoken Ashkenazic Hebrew
innovations — also relexified from the same Slavic languages as Yiddish; these are omit-
ted here to save space), the Yiddish etymological dictionary will make a major contribu-
tion to historical Hebrew lexicography.

Lack of space prevents presenting more than three entries from my Yiddish etymo-
logical dictionary, currently in progress, but these should suffice to demonstrate the new
type of etymological dictionary that is being proposed here — where the lexifier source,
German, is taken as the point of departure, while Upper Sorbian, Belarusian and Ukrai-
nian pr(;vide the motivation for most of the lexical corpus of Yiddish — of all component
origins.

2 The order of each main heading is: Yiddish allomorphs of a German root set + Germanisms
not recommended for Yiddish + Hebraisms/Hebroidisms + Gemanoidisms + Slavisms/Slavi-
disms + other Germanisms/Germanoidisms. The symbol / separates cognates; the symbol +
separates non-cognates. In this way, the reader can see at a glance how small the German
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1. (German) farkiln zix, fiber(dik), fibern, hejs, hicn (zix), kalt, kater, kelt, kil(kejt),
kiln + (Hebrew/Hebroid) AKrire, Axmime + (Germanoid) #(ba)hejcn, ¥cehicn (zix),
#farkiln, &farkilung, #hic(n) + (Slavic/Slavoid) (®@)cejaxmern zix, (®@)cejaxmert,
@nervirn zix [+ (other German/Germanoid) ¥cekoxn zix, jomern, koxn zix, Yoncindn
Zix|

G: (a) heifl ‘hot’/ (b) heizen ‘heat (up)’/ (¢) Hitze f ‘heat’, sich erhitzen ‘get excited’ +
(d) Fieber n ‘fever’, fieb(e)rig ‘feverish’, fiebern ‘be feverish’ + (e) (archaic) erkélten
‘grow cold; cool down’, Ysich erkélten ‘catch cold’, Kilte f ‘cold’/ (f) kalt ‘cold’,
erkalten ‘become cold’/ (g) G kiihl ‘cool’, Kiihle f ‘coolness’, kiithlen ‘to cool, chill;
refresh’, sich verkiihlen ‘catch cold’ + (h) {Katarrh m ‘(nose) cold’ (16th c¢) >

Y: (a) hejs ‘hot’/ (b) (#)(ba)hejcn ‘to heat, make a fire in’/ (c) hic f ‘heat’; #‘fever’ ~
#hicn pl ‘hot weather’, #hicn ‘to heat’ (the latter meaning < G [b]), #hicn zix ‘get
excited continually, be excited’, ¥cehicn ‘excite’, Ycehicn zix ‘get excited’ + (d) fiber
m ‘fever’, fiberdik ‘feverish’, fibern ‘be feverish’ + (e) kelt f ‘cold’/ (f) kalt ‘cold’/ (g)
kil ‘cool’, #kilkejt f ‘coolness; aloofness, detachment’, kiln ‘to cool’, ¥farkiln ‘to jell’,
farkiln zix ‘catch cold’, ¥farkilung ‘(nose) cold’ + (h) Jkater m ‘(nose) cold’.

Y (c) ¥hicn pl ‘hot weather’ coexists with A xmime f ‘extreme heat’. The second
term was needed to match the variety of USo horcota, cople wjedro, héca ‘“warm
weather’ (< German), coplota ‘warmth’ or Uk mljava ‘heat; sultry air’, teplin’ ‘warm
period, place’, WUk horjac ‘suffocating, burning heat’. Yiddish also differs from Ger-
man in the word for ‘fever’. Besides (d) fiber m, Yiddish also has (¢) hic f in this mea-
ning. The use of the root for ‘heat’ to denote #‘fever’ in Yiddish parallels Uk harjacka
‘fever’ < harjacyj ‘hot’. USo preserves the original Slavic practice in its cognate horco-
ta (now rarely, in favor of zym/[n]ica, temperatura, héca) but, curiously, has also reca-
librated zyma ‘winter’ > ‘cold’ > ‘fever’ (on the model of G Ysich erkdlten ‘catch cold’
~non-Umlauted in erkalten ‘become cold’).

Yiddish accepts (b) with some reluctance. The simplex verb corresponding to (b)
G heizen ‘to heat’ can be either (#)(ba)hejen ‘to heat, make a fire in’ or #hicn (imper-
fective) ‘to heat’ (< [¢]), patterned on Uk harjacyj ‘hot’, rozharjacaty ‘to heat’; but
Y ¥hicn zix ‘get excited continually, be excited’, ¥cehicn ‘excite’ ~ G sich erhitzen are
probably post-relexificational acquisitions. See also Y koxn zix, @nervirn zix ‘be exci-
ted” (< Uk nervuvatysja ‘be nervous, irritable’), Ycekoxn zix, ¥cehicn zix, Yoncindn
zix ‘get excited’ and (®)cejaxmern zix ‘get excited, upset’. (@)cejaxmert ‘excited,
upset’ (possibly a cross of Uk xmurytysja ‘to frown; become angry’ + G jammern ‘to
moan, lament’, though the latter > Yiddish in the form jomern). The partial acceptance
of the German morphophonemic alternation in (b) ~ (¢) could be explained by Upper
Sorbian where there is a change in root, see e.g. G heifs = USo horcy ‘hot’, G Hitze
= horcota f ‘heat’ vs. G heizen = USo tepic¢ ‘to heat’ (see in folklore ori¢ ‘to burn’, as
well as rozhoric¢ ‘to anger’).

component of Yiddish is (i.e. what was blocked) compared to any dialect of German and how
important the role of Hebrew and Slavic is in Yiddish. Though most Yiddish Germanisms ha-
ve Middle High German cognates, for convenience, I mainly site only Modern German forms.
Where either Upper Sorbian or Kiev-Polessian could have provided the substratal input for re-
lexification, I will usually cite only Modern Belarusian and/or Ukrainian forms since the latter
often induce changes in Yiddish Sorbianisms and Upper Sorbian tends to be heavily Germa-
nized. German terms created after c. 1500 are not cited unless they entered  Yiddish as post-
relexification loans.
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The treatment of German ‘cold/cool’ in Yiddish resembles that of ‘hot/heat’, in that
Yiddish has invented AKrire f ‘bitter cold’ < He g-r(-r) ‘cold’ as an antonym of
A xmime f ‘extreme heat’; to the best of my knowledge, there is no *grjrh /krira/ in any
stage of Hebrew. The basis for Y Akrire cannot be found in German (see instead
grimmige Kdlte f ‘bitter cold’), but there is a precedent in USo tréskarica (from a root
meaning ‘crackle’), Uk Jjut’ f ‘extreme cold’ (also ‘fury, rage’); Y AKkrire f might,
therefore, date from the first relexification phase. The creation of a Hebroid antonym set
A xmime/ A Kkrire f reflects the requirements of the Slavic substratal lexicon; ordinarily,
Yiddish is not receptive to Hebrew antonym sets.

The Slavic languages can denote ‘cold’ and ‘cool’ by common roots. Matching
G kalt ~ kiihl, see (e)-(g) USo zymny, chtédny “cold, cool’, zyma, chiédnota, chiodnosé
‘cold, coolness’. In addition, Upper Sorbian also has diminutive chfodkojty ‘cool’,
chlodk ‘shade, shadow’; see also Uk xolodnyyj, proxolodnyj ‘cold’/xolodnuvatyj (diminu-
tive), proxolodnyj ‘cool’. The practice of denoting ‘cool’ by a diminutive of ‘cold’ is not
attested in Yiddish (which suggests that the diminutive form in Slavic arose after the
second relexification phase). Yiddish has (ultimately) accepted both German allo-
morphs, but not without competition from innovative Hebroidisms. Stern 2000 cites
A xmime f in Hessian and Franconian German dialects, which is important for sug-
gesting the original western-most border of Slavic Yiddish vs. Germanic West Yiddish
dialects (indeed, many German Hebraisms/Hebroidisms unknown in contemporary
Slavic Yiddish itself may be original replacements for blocked Germanisms which were
subsequently accepted by Yiddish; Klepsch 2004 provides important data for further
study). Moreover, the existence of a single term in Yiddish for ‘cold’ (noun) vs. two in
Upper Sorbian probably means that at the time of the first relexification phase USo
zyma, whose original meaning was ‘winter’ (see cognates in the other Slavic languages),
had not yet acquired the meaning of ‘cold’. Y A xmime shares the feminine gender of
USo tréskanca. In other Slavic languages, the cognates of USo tréskanca f function as
adjectives, see e.g. Uk triskucyj moroz, Pol trzaskqcy mroz ‘extreme frost’. Y (g)
#kilkejt ‘coolness; aloofness, detachment’ < kil ‘cool’ ~ Uk proxoloda f ‘coolness’
< proxolodnyj ‘cool’.

In addition to the two roots for ‘cold’ and ‘cool’ cited above, Slavic languages have
a third root, CSI *studiti ‘(be) cool’/*studv ‘cold’ > USo studzen ‘well (water)’, studzi¢
‘to cool down’ and WUk studnja ‘well (of water)’, Uk studin’ ‘cold, frost’, prostudytys-
Jja ‘catch cold’, etc. Unlike Ukrainian, Upper Sorbian has patterned the concept ‘catch
cold’ on German norms, and uses zyma ‘cold’ since G kalt is the basis of the correspon-
ding G Ysich erkdlten: see USo so nazymnic¢ and discussion of USo zym/n]ica ‘fever’ in
Schuster-Sewc 1978-1996: 1771-1772. Yiddish follows only Uk stud- (zastuda) to
form Y #farkiln zix ‘catch cold’ and #farkilung ‘(nose) cold’. Hence, the distribution
of G Vkalt and \kiihl differs from that of Y Vkalt and kil

2. (Hebrew/Hebroid) Avald-xazer, Axazeraj, Axazer(-flejs), A xazer-Stal,
A xazer(t)e + (Germanoid) #zix + (Slavic/Slavoid) @brone, @brozde, ®gare, @kaban,
@wkatux, @ljoxe, @lotke, @rin(v)e [+ (other German/Germanoid) bar§t(n), #runclen
zix, tojbnslak, vald]

G: (a) Sau f ‘sow’/ (b) sduisch ‘piggish; obscene’/ (¢) Schwein n ‘pig’, Schweine-
fleisch n ‘pork’, Schweinestall f ‘pigsty’ + (d) Eber m ‘boar’ + (e) Ferkel n ‘piglet’/
(f) Furche f ‘furrow’, furchen ‘to furrow’, furchig, zerfurcht ‘wrinkled, furrowed’ +
(g) Frischling m ‘young wild boar’ + (h) MHG lése f ‘breeding sow’ + (i) tocke f
‘sow’ + (j) G Egge f ‘harrow’, eggen ‘to harrow’ + (k) Borch, Borg m ‘castrated boar’
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+ (1) (Bav) alden f ‘furrow; depression in the field’// MHG arn, G Borste, (die Stirn)
runzeln, MHG ern, G Taubenschlag

For German (a-e, g-i), Yiddish uses A xazer m with innovative A xazerte (with a
Judeo-Aramaic feminine suffix -¢’ /-ta/) and A xazere f (with a Hebrew feminine suffix
< He fhzjr[h] /xazir[a]/), or @l’0oxe ‘sow’ < Uk /’oxa f (< MHG [h] with characteristic
expressive change of /s > x/), Axazeraj n, f ‘filth, mess, dirty trick’ (the basis for Mo-
dern He Axazirut), Avald-xazer (with vald ‘forest’), @kaban ‘wild boar’ (< Uk [dy-
kyj] kaban m ‘castrated pig’). Y Axazer(-flej§) n ‘pork’ has optional use of German
‘meat’, following compound G Schweinefleisch rather than simplex Uk svynyna f
‘pork’. Y Axazer-§tal f, ®@m replaces the blocked German (c), with the optional m
gender < Uk xliv, svynarnyk, svynynec’, svynjusnyk m; however, a compound noun in
Yiddish matches German rather than Slavic usage. For ‘coop’ (for other animals), see
Y @katux ‘chicken coop’ (< Br katux), Y tejbnslak ‘pigeon coop’ (< G Taubenschlag
m). A Hebraism would be appropriate for G (a-c) because the German and Slavic terms
are cognates, see (a) Uk svynomatka f ‘sow’/ (b) USo swinjacy, Uk svynjacyj/ (¢) USo
swinjo n, Uk svynja f. Significantly, Yiddish retains the Slavic practice of using a com-
mon root without the morphophonemic alternation and lexical variety of German. Ger-
man (d) is blocked because of cognate Uk vepr m; German (e-f, j) are lacking because
the Slavic lexicon requires multiple roots, see (e) USo proso, Uk porosja n, porosjuk m
‘young pig’ (cognates of German [e]) and denotes ‘furrow’ and ‘harrow’ by related and
formally similar roots: (f) USo brozda, Uk borozda ‘furrow’; the latter has a variant
with -n- in Uk borozna f/ (j) USo brona, Uk borona ‘harrow’. If relexifiers were aware
of the fact that G Ferkel and USo proso were cognates, this knowledge would also have
strengthened the blockage of the Germanism. For German (f) ‘(to) furrow’, see
Y @brozde ‘furrow’, gare @‘furrow; groove’, @rin(v)e ‘groove; eaves’, < Uk borozda ~
borozna ‘furrow’ (with deletion of the initial unstressed syllable, unless < Upper Sorbi-
an), Uk gara ‘groove; socket’, rynva f ‘gutter-pipe, eaves’; for German (j), see
Y @brone f (with deletion of the initial unstressed syllable in Yiddish [f, j], unless <
Upper Sorbian). If Y @brozde ‘furrow’ is a cognate of G Borste f ‘bristle’, the semantic
distance would have been too great to cause blockage of the Germanism. German (f)
‘wrinkled’ is unacceptable to Yiddish, since no Slavic root denotes both ‘furrow’ and
‘wrinkled’, but see Y #runclen zix < G runzeln ‘to wrinkle, pucker’, die Stirn runzeln
‘frown, knit one’s brow’ (Y reflexive #zix ~ Uk reflexive -sja in morscyty/sja]). Ger-
man (k) could have been blocked by cognate Pol browek m ‘boar’. Bav (1) alden f ‘fur-
row; depression in the field” was blocked by cognate Uk /lodka ‘boat, canoe’
(> Y @lotke f ‘boat’); the Germanism is related to MHG arn, ern ‘to plow’.

3. (German) muzik(ali§), muzikant, muziker + (Hebrew/Hebroid) A bale-zemer,
AKklebajes, AKklezajen, AKklezmer, A/@leceven, Alec(ones), Anegine, A nigele,
Anign, Anigundl, Azemer + (Slavic/Slavoid) @-eve-, ®@melodje, ®@muzikantke
[+ (other German/Germanoid) -er]

G: (a) Musik ‘music’ (< MHG miiseke, miisic f), G Jmusikalisch ‘musical’ (early
16¢), YMusikant ‘musician (player)’ (c. 1600), fMusiker m ‘musician (artist)’ (c.
1800) + (b) MHG sancmeister ‘cantor, musician’, sengermeister ‘head of a choir’,
spil(man) m ‘roving singer, musician’ + (c) JPlinse f ~ qPlins m ‘pancake’ (16c)//
MHG arche, arke, G Bord, Bort, Bund, Rtw gaue, kaff, kaf[f]er, OBav karmala, G Reli-
quienschrein, Schrein, Speichel, speien, MHG spil, G Spott, spucken, MHG warm,
werme >
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Y: (a) muzik f ‘music’, fmuzikalis, ()muzikant ‘musician (player)’, (f)muziker m
‘musician (artist)’.

Of the German set, only (a) is accepted, but not without competition from non-
Germanisms. There are three reasons for the partial relexification:

(1) Y Aklezmer m (< He klj-zmr /kle zemer/, literally ‘instruments of song’, attested in
Old Western Yiddish texts, see e.g. Basle 1557: Dreessen 1977), could, theoretically,
have been coined in the first relexification phase to replace the originally blocked (i)
G Musik t, Muzikant m, since MHG miiseke, miisic f ‘music’ never formed an agentive
noun, or (ii) (¢) MHG spilman ‘musician (player)’ and sancmeister, sengermeister ‘mu-
sician (artist)’ (literally ‘song master’), for which Upper Sorbian lacked parallel
constructions (MHG spil n ‘music’ was not blocked in Yiddish). Alternatively,
Y Aklezmer m could date from the second relexification phase as a substitute for the
lack of stress mobility in G Musik that characterizes Eastern Slavic. This means that
Yiddish might have coined ({)muzikant m earlier than German (see also Wexler 2002b,
chapter 4.1, paragraph 12). Another Yiddish innovation for ‘music(ian)’ might have
originally been He Ic /lec/ ‘buffoon, clown, prankster; scoffer; evil person’, which >
Y Alec m, along with Alecones n ‘mockery, buffoonery, clowning’ (< He lcnwt
/lecanut/), A /@leceven ‘to clown, scoff at’ (with @-eve- < Uk -ova-, etc., an infix for
deriving verbs from nouns and adjectives), since the Hebraism has the meaning ‘mu-
sic(ian)’ in Rotwelsch, see e.g. letzer ‘musician’ (1862), leethsama ‘music’ (1791),
lehtsamen ‘play music’ (1822: Wolf 1956: #3221; see also Klepsch 2004, 2: 931-933).

(i1) The Slavic languages have alternative terms for ‘musician’ < roots meaning ‘emit a
dull tone, drone; fiddle’ (see Br Ausci ‘emit a dull tone’, Uk Austy ‘to sound, clamor’ ~
Uk husli pl only ‘zither, psalter’, hudity ‘to buzz, sound, hum’, R gudet’) or ‘play; mu-
sical art’ (see USo herc m ‘musician, violinist; chorals’ 1721 ~ hraé¢ ‘to play; act’:
Schuster-Sewc 1978-1996: 276, 356-357). There is no German counterpart for SI ‘mu-
sician’ < ‘emit a dull tone’, but note G spielen ‘to play (game, musical instrument)’.

(iii) In Ukrainian, the difference between ‘music’ and ‘musician’ can be expressed by
stress shift alone, see e.g. Br, Uk muzyka f ‘music’ vs. muzyka m, f ‘musician’; this is
not possible in USo muzika f ‘music’, since the stress has been fixed in native and Ger-
man words since the 14th ¢ (Schaarschmidt 1998: 87-88); hence, the need for USo
muzikant m ‘musician (player)’. Y muzik has final stress, like ModG Musik f (the latter
since the 17th ¢, before which it had initial stress).

Innovative Y A klezmer m ‘musician (player)’ is the only instance in Yiddish where an
inanimate compound with He k/j /kle/ ‘implements’ has assumed an animate meaning
(see Y AKlebajes n, pl ‘household furniture’ < He k/j-bjt /kle-bajit/ literally ‘home
instruments’), Aklezajen n ‘weapon, arms’ (< He klj-zjjn /kle-zain/ literally ‘instru-
ments of weapons’) and examples in Pereferkovi¢ 1931: 119; an innovative Western
Yiddish Hebraism is Abale-zemer m pl ‘musicians’ < He b ‘lj-zmr /ba’ale-zemer/,
literally ‘possessors of song’: Worms 17th c¢: J. Mark 1958: 129). Birnbaum is probably
right to suggest that the animate meaning was facilitated by interpreting the final syl-
lable -er as the productive agentive (1922: 39; see also Rtw gaue [1597], kaf[f]er
[1714], kaff [1907] ‘peasant; fool” < He kfi /kfar/ m ‘village’ with reinterpretation of /-
ar/ as the German agentive — unless the source is Romani gaw ‘village”). The Slavic and
German practice of deriving an agentive noun from the name of an instrument could
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also have played a role, see e.g. Uk truba f ‘trumpet’ ~ trubac¢ m ‘trumpeter’. Hebraisms
in Yiddish are spelled etymologically, but Y Aklezmer m is (now at least) spelled
phonetically, as is the case with all non-Hebraisms—thus suggesting that speakers are
not aware of its Hebrew origin(?).

Curiously, the second root of Y A klezmer is attested rarely in Old Russian as zam-
ra f ‘musical instrument’ and zamarwvnyj ‘related to a wind instrument’, which Hendler
1993 ascribes (with no substantiation), along with OR kagan®» m ‘Rus’ ruler’, to Khazar
influence < Arabic zamr ‘wind instrument’ (see also Wexler 2002b, chapter 4.7; kagan,
kahan, in a variety of variants, is also a common Jewish family name limited to Eastern
Slavic areas, and hence is probably not derived from Y koen ‘priest’ < He khn /kojen/:
see details in Beider 1993). On the possibility of Jewish influence on Old Russian mu-
sic, see Yasser 1949. See also Y Anegine f ‘(Jewish, especially vocal) music’,
A zemer m ‘tune’, @melodje f, Anign m ‘melody’ (diminutive A nigundl n), A nigele
n ‘light tune’ (< He ngjnh /negina/ ‘tune’, zmr /zemer/, Uk melodija, He njgwn /nigun/).
The pair Anign/Anigele diminutive ~ Uk pisnja ‘song’/pisen’ka f “ditty, ballad, little
song’. See also Y @muzikantke f ‘musician (player)’ (< Uk -ka f agentive).

Hopefully, this discussion of Yiddish will stimulate interest among Slavists in relexifi-
cation and in Yiddish (along with its two Slavic offsprings, Modern Hebrew and Espe-
ranto). If that happens, then the inventory of Slavic languages (already expanded by
Slavic “micro-languages”: see Dulicenko 1981, 2003), with its rich array of relexifica-
tion phenomena, can be expected to make a major contribution to the theory of contact-
induced change.
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Zusammenfassung

Jiddisch ist eine slavische Sprache, die einen vorwiegend deutschen Wortschatz erwor-
ben hat. Zunichst werden knapp die beiden wichtigsten diagnostischen Tests fiir eine
solche Hypothese (in der linguistischen Literatur bekannt als Relexifizierung) skizziert —
unsere Féhigkeit: (a) vorauszusagen, welche deutschen Elemente im Jiddischen auftre-
ten konnen (und damit auch vorauszusagen, wann im jiddischen Wortschatz Hebriis-
men und Slavismen zu erwarten sind), und (b) zu zeigen, dass die Grammatik und die
Phonologie des Jiddischen slavisch sind, wéhrend sich der Einfluss des Deutschen auf
den Wortschatz beschriankt. Im Folgenden wird begriindet, dass fiir eine relexifizierte
Sprache wie das Jiddische ein etymologisches Worterbuch eines neuen Typs notwendig
ist, mit dem der oben genannte Test zur Voraussagbarkeit des Lexikons iiberpriifbar
wird. Der Fall des Jiddischen ist von direkter Bedeutung fiir sorabistische Untersuchun-
gen, da das Sorbische sowie die siidbelorussischen und nordukrainischen Mundarten
(die zusammen den fritheren Dialekt des Kiev-Polessischen vor etwa 1400 konstituie-
ren) die Grundlage der Grammatik und Phonologie sowie fiir etwa 10 % des Wortschat-
zes des Jiddischen bilden.



