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1 Introduction

Data on spoken language and its evolution over time and space are precious treas-
ures coveted by linguists. Systems of minute transcription have been developed
towards the end of the nineteenth century to render in writing as precisely as possi-
ble oral speech. The portable tape recorder from the 1930s onward and much later
the portable video camera allowed fieldwork linguists to capture speech in most of
its dimensions. For earlier periods, however, one has to rely exclusively on written
sources, and from among those the most valuable for insights on the spoken lan-
guage are sources that can offer a written version of speech. In the case of Yiddish,
such sources are the testimonies found in the responsa literature.

Oral testimonies in the vernacular, given in rabbinic courts and written down
verbatim, mostly by the communal scribe, constitute an important source for our
knowledge of the languages spoken by Jews throughout their places of dispersion.
They are available to us mainly from the printed responsa literature, in cases
where the court or one of its members turned to another rabbinic authority with
a question, asking advice or approval, and the question, followed by an answer,
was subsequently published in a responsum, sometimes together with excerpts of
the protocol materials attached to it. Testimonies are also found in court protocols
preserved in communal records (pinqasim), but these remain mostly unpublished.
Testimonies in the vernaculars current among Jews are attested from the fifteenth
century onward, mostly in Yiddish, but also in some other Jewish languages, such
as Judeo-Spanish and Judeo-Arabic.

1 For discussion of responsa passages in Judeo-Spanish see the article by David M. Bunis in this
volume.
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2 Previous Scholarship

The historical importance of the linguistic data contained in the testimonies was
evident to scholars since the nineteenth century, as witnessed by the debate about
the original language of Eastern European Jews. Thus Abraham Harkavy (1865
and 1867) quotes evidence from testimonies in order to corroborate his claim that
as late as the seventeenth century there were still autochthonous Jews in Eastern
Europe whose mother tongue was Slavic and who still had not adopted the lan-
guage of the Ashkenazic newcomers—Yiddish. In 1909 Simon Dubnow quotes from
the testimonies to show that already in the sixteenth century Yiddish is the predom-
inant language of the Jews in Eastern Europe, whereas Slavic is quoted only from
the mouth of non-Jews.

The first to explicitly point out the linguistic importance of the Yiddish testimo-
nies per se, as reflecting the spoken language, was the literary scholar Elazar Schul-
mann. In a long unnumbered footnote (beginning on page 128 and continuing on the
bottom of the following pages) of his essay ‘On the history of the Jargon literature’
published in Kiev, in the second volume of Sholem Aleykhem’s Yidishe Folksbibliotek
in 1889, he posits the difference between spoken and written language, emphasizing
the value of testimonies written down verbatim, and gives several examples from
the responsa. Dov-Ber Borokhov, the father of Socialist Zionism, in his seminal pro-
grammatic essay Di oyfgabn fun der yidisher filologye (The tasks of Yiddish philology),
published in the Vilnius volume Pinkas in 1913, together with a 66 page appendix of
annotated bibliography Di bibliotek funem yidishn filolog (The library of the Yiddish
philologist)—hoth reprinted in 1966 in Tel Aviv—discusses the responsa and quotes
short excerpts from a few of them (those by Rabbi Solomon Lurie, Rabbi Meir Katz,
Rabbi Yoel Sirkis, Rabbi Yosef Katz, Rabbi Meir Lublin, see Borokhov 1966:127-128).
Borokhov stressed the importance of the testimonies as an essential source for the
investigation of vernacular Yiddish and recommended that they be studied atten-
tively, but he himself did not have the time (he died in 1917) to study them.

Shneur Zalman Rubashov (later Shazar, the third president of the State of Israel)
who during World War I was assembling Yiddish materials from the responsa for a
study, under the supervision of Simon Dubnow, on the history of Jews in Poland in
the seventeenth century, had noticed, too, the linguistic importance of these sources,
and subsequently published in 1929 a paper in Yiddish (republished in Hebrew in
1971 as a chapter in Shazar’s Ore Dorot) with a large selection of Yiddish testimonies,
but without any linguistic analysis. In the 1920s Hayim Lunski published two papers
on the Yiddish language of two rabbinic responsa, one in 1924 on the responsa of
Rabbi Israel Isserlin (Regensburg, 1390-1460), and one in 1926 on the responsa of
Rabbi Jacob Weil (Germany, first half of the fifteenth century), but these papers deal
exclusively with the lexicon. Max Weinreich’s impressive body of work, starting in
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the 1920s and culminating in his monumental Geshikhte fun der yidisher shprakh
(History of the Yiddish Language) published posthumously in 1973, contains consid-
erable materials from the responsa, mainly on lexical matters and on orthographic
details relevant to the historical phonology of Yiddish which he so masterfully recon-
structed, as well as on dialectal variation in Yiddish (cf. e.g., M. Weinreich 1958),
but hardly anything on syntax. Papers by Saul Lieberman and Isaac Rivkind on the
pages of the journals YIVO Bleter and Yidishe Shprakh in the 1950s and 60s contain
much old material, including materials from the responsa, but are limited in the
scope of their linguistic discussion to lexical and phraseological topics. Joseph Bar-
El’s 1973 publication Old Yiddish in the Responsa Literature (in Hebrew) is limited to
lexical matters. Samuel Kerner’s 1994 paper on the Yiddish in the communal regis-
ters of Metz and Odratzheim contains but a few lexical and orthographic remarks.

As of today, there are no historical grammars of Yiddish available, whereas
general grammars, such as Neil G. Jacobs (2005), confine their historical chapters
to questions of orthography, sound system and lexicon, omitting syntax altogether
from the history of the language. Studies on the morphosyntax of the spoken lan-
guage (e.g., Kiefer 1994, 1995; Reershemius 1997; Reershemius and Eggers 1999)
treat only twentieth century recordings, whereas studies on Yiddish syntax with a
diachronic dimension to them do not cite evidence from the testimonies. Nokhem
Shtif (1879-1933) in his 1932 paper in Yiddish ‘On the threshold of the nineteenth
century’ and Judah A. Joffe (1873-1966) in his 1939 Yiddish lecture published in
1940, “150 years of Yiddish’, are the first to illustrate by evidence from testimonies
in the responsa several developments in Yiddish vocabulary and grammary, includ-
ing syntax, among them the gradual loss of the simple preterite and its replacement
by the compound past form, the merger of accusative and dative in the personal
pronoun, the replacement of relative pronouns by a relative conjunction, the leve-
ling of word-order to verb-second in subordinate and main clauses.

After a long period during which Yiddish, and Jewish topics in general, were
banned from scholarly investigation, in 1961 and 1968 M. Fridberg was able to
publish in the Soviet Union two papers on the history of subordinating conjunc-
tions in Yiddish, excerpted from his dissertation, written at the Institute of Lin-
guistics of the Leningrad branch of the Academy of Sciences of the USSR. He states
(e.g., 1968:158) that already in the fifteenth century the conjunctions az and das
are confused in vernacular texts, e.g., in testimonies found in the responsa, but in
the paper he gives neither examples nor specific references to support this state-
ment (they can however be found in the unpublished dissertation itself, 52-55). A
paper by Dovid Katz (1986, 1991), based on a lecture he gave in 1979, shows that
the Semitic component of Yiddish is not the result of input from books by learned
Jews, but an integral part of Yiddish from its very beginning, inherited from former
stages of the languages spoken by the first Jews who settled in German-speaking
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areas in Europe. He demonstrates this with the help of data from various sources,
among them testimonies in responsa, private letters in Yiddish, Ashkenazic Hebrew
vocalized manuscripts, and observations on Yiddish pronunciation by seventeenth-
and eighteenth-century Christian authors. Beatrice Santorini (1989), in her Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania dissertation (whose findings are taken up in her subsequent
publications 1992-1995), traces the spread of the verb-second pattern from main
into subordinate clauses throughout the history of Yiddish, basing her study on
an impressive corpus of literary and vernacular texts, including court testimonies.
This sums up, as far as I know, all that has ever been written on the language of
Yiddish testimonies in rabbinic courts.

3 The Corpus of Evidence

The digitized, searchable database of the Judaic Responsa Project of Bar-Ilan Uni-
versity, begun in 1963 and developing to this day, is a precious, indeed indispensa-
ble tool for our research. The printed editions of responsa on which this database
has been established are of course available and occasionally have to be scruti-
nized in order to verify the exactitude of the digitized texts. As for manuscripts
of responsa, as well as of court-protocols in communal registers (pingasim) that
were never printed, these are listed in the database of the Institute of Microfilmed
Hebrew Manuscripts in The National Library of Israel in Jerusalem. The database
lists 4311 manuscript items containing responsa, with ‘only’ 887 of them being in
Ashkenazic handwriting and thus likely to contain Yiddish material. Of communal
records, the library catalogue announces over eighty items of Ashkenazic prove-
nance, butitis as yet unclear how many of them contain court protocols. The poten-
tial corpus is thus very large.

4 A Short Review of Yiddish Testimonies
in the Responsa Literature

The penetration of Yiddish into Ashkenazic rabbinic legal literature, written, like
rabbinic literature everywhere, in what is known in Yiddish as Loshn-koydesh
(‘sacred tongue’)—the learned mixture of Hebrew and Aramaic—is slow and
gradual. Isolated Yiddish words appear early on, and are preserved at least from
the thirteenth century onward in the works of Ashkenazic rabbis, in the form of
glosses (cf. Kosover 1967; Bar-El 1973) which elucidate in the vernacular a Bibli-
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cal or Talmudic word. Their aim is to explain in a language familiar to the reader
the meaning of legally important lexemes, such as the names of animals that are
proper or improper for eating by Jews who maintain kashruth.

As for the specific sphere of court protocols, these, too, only gradually come to
reflect the penetration of Yiddish material. The earliest testimonies with Yiddish
portions are preserved in responsa dating from the fifteenth century, where we
find lone phrases in Yiddish as glosses of phrases from the testimony reported in
Loshn-koydesh by the author of the responsum, namely in instances where the
exact words pronounced by the witness are critical for the legal decision. It is only
from the sixteenth century onward that the testimonies begin to be reported in full
in the responsa, thus allowing insight into the syntax of sentences and strategies of
narrative structuring.

However, also in that period, and even later; there are instances where the testi-
monies are only partially and imprecisely reproduced. Sometimes a reason is given
for this failure to present the evidence in full. Here is an example from the new
responsa of Rabbi Yoel Sirkis (Poland, 1561-1640), response 68.

1)

YNPORA NAMHHRA MW 75PN MY NAWY NNR AWK HRW JAD 10 mwInn [wIn mma) na mw

[T ma] 7"a }nbn amrna .oy on BRI RS IR OIMA AWRA OR 7A00W MY 1233 R1Ena 03

KW YT KR DRA] P"PORI [MTY DNa] 'HNa T3 40P A2 13 KR 00 RINTPH RARY RIMA RTAD
AWNN TION (20 800 2 NpnYa K MY nasn o oy

Question: A certain woman is sitting ‘anchored’ (aguna) by religious marriage to her husband
who was killed in the Muscovy war, as clarified in the testimonies collected; is the woman
allowed to remarry or not? And these are the testimonies: We were, the three of us, in session
as one court and there came before us Mr. Aharon son of Mr. Yosef, and said in testimony
under oath, etc.: The testimonies collected I have not copied since in any case it is understood
from the answer.

It seems then that Rabbi Yoel started writing down the protocol in full and then
changed his mind since, as he writes, the important portions of the testimonies are
reproduced in extenso in his answer.

5 Yiddish in the Response as an Exception
Requiring an Explanation
The rabbinical discussion itself, as said, is conducted in Loshn koydesh—the Holy

Tongue. There are some rare exceptions to this rule, and the two instances below
exemplify such exceptions from the fifteenth century.
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6 A Response in Yiddish Written from a Woman
to a Woman

The first is a response to a question sent through a gentile messenger by an anon-
ymous Jewish woman to Schoendlin, wife of the famous scholar Rabbi Israel
Isserlin (1390-1460), and since the question (not preserved) was in the ‘language
of Ashkenaz,’ and the woman assumedly was not familiar with Loshn koydesh,
the rabbi’s wife replied in Yiddish. The response is preserved in the collection of
responsa by Isserlin edited by his pupil with the title Leqet Yoser.

(2)

a o oy (T Aw) 2 phn wr vpb
D3 IT N RN TTIVN T WA T O 00 5 s (K Dpn wRn 1 1anb nxe pR a0 2 oS ano)
IR YT YT LD T2 WITR N2 N3 W 50K 0 10 D PR 1AW [wRD DWRA TR IT IR owa
W "TW 0 0 TR LOWRA PINWA TN 1T WT WHR 0T DR PIRA TR O3 TR IR WRT OWRA T
DWRA 12w 0 1T IR TR LOW DRI T 0N WT 19D 0T IR VWK 123 171 13 1T IR0 ,00
TR WIN 0™ 2 127 1205087p 7103 T 05 T ,02maw 10 n w0 uORA wama 7T T R
0152 7AHPT T IR VHRA 1T DWIHIR TR LW T OW ;7N DPT IR 09I pT 00 .0Wa 1R 01 TIR
IR IOPR IR WT M 07 WHR T 0w W ,070 T K7D (9 093 DR IR 0T 0 T TR
SIRI W3 TR IR DRI PR TP TN DPT WIR 0193 1P AR 0 0WR DR TR P WM O vw
R™IIRA YT IR TH IR WA T IR VD WT DWTIDIR 1T TR OV T R T WT {0 T P IR
IR KT TTIR 12U 0% TT VWATTA T WAR LOW WT,07H T K7 T W N IR DRIR Y93 T
IR TR P WITIR LOPD T RO {0 PYT 0N DWTIAIR LW RIT PN OPR YR PR (P oA
IR AR IR LW WT 07 T R 00 0192 72501 DR IR A PYT 0P TR JARA TN PR T T
VWA PR IT P L0M T2 YT WIR 0193 P WT ORI R L0 T 0w wT T YT IR [ ow T T
L2512 DWHTTA M T ORI TAR ]2 90 R MR 0 TN DPT DWETTI T TR IR 20 TR IR
7R DWR POTIW TR 073 WT L2793 T T wih 013 .27 R R0 00 WON TR R 2w W

[writing (to?) unknown, since the gentile refuses to tell us where he is from] Very many good
years may come true to you, whatever you are named, for your having written to me that I
may ask my husband R. Isserlin about a hernia which you have. This I have done and told him
everything you had written to me. And my husband says that whatever spots you may have
found on your bed-sheet in the past, this is no harm (sc. has no detrimental legal significance)
to you. And as for what you have written to me regarding the question of how you should
behave in the future, know that my husband says, that you should intensely rub your rupture
to a good measure, and also not to harm. If there is blood coming out of the rupture, then there
is no harm for you, and if you find blood on yourself, or your husbhand finds blood on himself
when he lies with you, this too is of no harm to you, as it does to every woman each month
when her period comes. But if there is no blood coming out of the rupture when you rub it
as I have written to you, and when your hushand lies with you, you find blood on yourself
soon after your husband has lied with you or when he is still lying with you, this harms. But
you have to check yourself well as women do when their period arrives. If you find nothing
when your husband is lying with you, different from what other women do who do not have
a rupture, and if your husband finds blood on himself when he is lying with you, this too is
harmful. But as for your finding spots on the bed-sheet, this is of no harm to you, although
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there is no blood coming out of the rupture, if you rub it as  have written to you. And you need
not rub the rupture more than once. And whatever more you may need, write to me. I don’t
know what else to write, may God keep you healthy, this I ask, Schoendlin, wife of MAHARI
[Moreynu Horav Rabbi Isserlin] may God protect and preserve him.

7 Explanation for Using Yiddish Supplied
by the Author of the Response

The second example of such an exception stems from the responsa of MAHARAM
Mintz (Rabbi MoSe Bar Yishaq Segal Ha-Levy Mintz, 1408-1480), response 90, which
begins with a discussion in Loshn koydesh, but after quoting several testimonies,
including citations from letters in Yiddish, the scholar sums up his discussion in
Yiddish. He precedes this with an explanation justifying his decision:

(3)
¥ 1Yo P 0"
SANKR A9 NN W A0 1230 N W apy? 7"nn IOKRA SPIm SanRn oarTn 05 o'n 0wy orn
RTIPA 1A PIIW T HOWR PWHA DT D3 MRpa RN "IN wITpa pwda ainab

Life and Peace and all the best to their honors the judges, the beloved and liked R. Ya‘aqov,
may he live, and his in-law Yosef, may he live. In the beginning I will start writing in Loshn
koydesh (Hebrew), and then will also explain briefly the matters in Loshn Ashkenaz (Yiddish),
so that the reader may course fluently through it.’

This is an interesting justification, since it implies that the reader will more easily
course through a Yiddish text than a Loshn koydesh one.

8 Yiddish in the Testimonies

Thus far regarding exceptions in the language of the answers. As for the testimo-
nies in the questions themselves, here too Yiddish appears only gradually. In the
earliest among the questions attested, we find isolated phrases in Yiddish as equiv-
alents of phrases in Hebrew at points in the testimony where the precise wording is
essential for the rabbinic ruling. In the remainder of the testimony, there is no strict
preservation of the witness’ actual wording, in terms of direct/indirect speech, and
it is rendered in Loshn koydesh (marked in bold in Hebrew texts and in italics in
English translations) like the bulk of the discussion.
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Thus in the new responsa of MAHARIL (Rabbi Ya‘aqov B. MoSe Ha-Levy Moelin,
Mainz c. 1365-1427), we find in section 182:

4
anp 1o mwnn S™nn oM
oInR o AR IMN 85 TR M Nno P Naa T IR0 TN e [mTy nna] pUna epn i '
PRI OPT PR 1TV DT A YT 1T OPT 00 W Awa DIRN Tamn poin 0MRa S0 w7 naws pwha
'[W’51 'R W"? IR PR TN PR RN W NR IDTINNI PR VN WONI WYT IR YT IRY N2 WIN0 wT

R. Yozlin declared as testimony that he was walking from here to Biburg, and then a certain
gentile started speaking of his own accord and said to other gentiles in the language of Ashkenaz
(German): “The Devil must have played a dirty trick on Hanschen® Mombach with the Jew. He
caught the Jew in his yarn this morning before dawn, the one that had been thrown in last
night, and he threw him back in and let him float.”

This is a case where the tribunal has to decide whether a missing person can be
declared deceased, so that his wife may remarry. We see that the account of the
Jewish witness Rabbi Yozlin is not given literally, but is translated into Loshn
koydesh and turned into the third person in indirect speech. Only the anonymous
gentile’s words in this account—hearsay testimony—are rendered verbatim, due to
their importance for the ruling. In cases of an aguna—a woman likely to be forcibly
chained to her marriage and unable to remarry since the corpse of her missing
husband cannot be found—hearsay testimony about the circumstances of his death
or about his corpse is acceptable, including from gentiles, provided it was produced
spontaneously, without elicitation, in order for the court to declare that the missing
husband is indeed dead. That is why the protocol states specifically that the gentile
spoke “of his own account”.
Another witness in this case is quoted on the same matter:

(5)

T"23m "IN 2T RKRY PR Smpa 3" a0k '3 or phaab Raw [nTy nmna) pha Ten o

Sma% rRoSwm naTm Anawna '3 DY S0 Twna 82 ond a8 navn oM YA oang oud

I AMRD T 12T LI AR NN IRRAW DR 5"aR TYn N uHRwt .Awan H8 1 nx o 0"
LRIR W 070 T 9"aR ROWR w12 Ann mpnwni IR Do ox a3 b mHRw XY 0N

Zalman Kohen declared as testimony that he had arrived in Biburg on the Tuesday after Lag
Ba-‘Omer (the holiday on the 18 of Iyar = 33rd day from the second day after Passover), and
he heard the fisherman Hdinschen Manbach speak to other gentiles who were talking about
Sabbétay (the missing Jew), and he (sc. Hinschen) said to them: he came into my net yesterday

2 Incidentally, a detail corroborated by this example is that the Jews living on the Rhine, tradition-
ally called bney heth (cf. Max Weinreich 1958), indeed failed to distinguish in their speech between
the pronunciation of Hebrew het and he, spelling the first letter of Hanschen j21n with a het.
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Tuesday at dawn, and I threw him back into the river Rhine, since I was afraid to carry him to
land. And we asked the named witness: did he say he had found him dead? and he said yes. And
we discussed further this matter and he said: I did not explicitly ask the gentile if he was dead,
but the understanding was that he was, and in the language of Ashkenaz aber die meinung was
aso (‘but the meaning was so’).

We see that the main bulk of the testimony is given in Hebrew translation, includ-
ing even the words quoted by the witness from the mouth of the gentile fisherman,
some of it in indirect speech in the third person, without proper differentiation
between the words of the witness and the comments of the tribunal, while only key
phrases are given verbatim in the language of Ashkenaz.’

It is also noteworthy that the appellation language of Ashkenaz’ refers here to
the language of the Christians as well as to that of the Jews, which may suggest that
German Jews at the end of the fifteenth century did not conceive of themselves as
speaking a different language from their non-Jewish neighbors. This of course does
not imply the validity of the converse assumption, namely that the Christians con-
sidered their Jewish neighbors to be speaking the same language as theirs.

Similar examples of the usage of the ‘language of Ashkenaz’ being reserved
for choice phrases in the testimony and of switching from first to third person can
also be found in other protocols of fifteenth-century responsa, e.g., those of Rabbi
Yisra’el Isserlin (Regensburg, 1390-1460), Rabbi Yisra’el Ben Hayyim of Bruna
(Brno/Briinn, 1400-1480) and Rabbi Ya‘akov Ben Yéhuda Weil (Augsburg/Erfurt, c.
1390-1456).

In the sixteenth century, with the emergence of new Jewish population centers
in Poland, the period in which the rabbinic intellectual centers of Ashkenaz are no
longer confined to the cities of Germany, Bohemia and Moravia, we witness the
gradual expansion of the practice of rendering the testimonies in full, or almost in
full, in the witnesses’ actual wording, as written down in the court protocol.

9 The Reliability of the Testimonies Quoted
“Verbatim”

Given that the testimonies recorded in writing are claimed to present authentic,
spontaneous evidence, and assuming that they are (almost) completely unedited,
we expect the examples to rather faithfully reflect the spoken language of their
time and place. Our expectations seem to be mostly fulfilled, but not quite com-
pletely.
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The reliability of the written recordings of these instances of speech is corrobo-
rated, inter alia, by the fact that when one and the same testimony is cited in differ-
ent responsa, the differences are minimal. Thus, in a famous libel case concerning
a sixteenth century Jew from Prague and his estranged wife whom he suspected
of adultery, three of the eminent rabbinical authorities of the time who had been
asked to pronounce their views and treat the case in their respective responsa,
Rabbi Mose Isserles (response 12), Rabbi Sélomo Luria (response 33) copied also in
Isserles’ response 13, and Rabbi Yosef Katz (response 78; in Ziv’s edition of Seerit
Yosef response 71), cite the testimonies in practically the same words. They barely
differ in the spelling of a single word here and there, and two of them replace, for
the sake of privacy, the real names of the personae involved by generic ones (Mr.
so-and-so, Ms. so-and-so), but on the whole the three offer an identical text.

The Yiddish testimonies in court protocols, whenever copied in extenso in the
responsa, are preceded by an explicit formulaic indication, in Loshn-koydesh natu-
rally, of their verbatim nature: ‘on date X Mr/Mrs Y appeared before us and under
oath testified in the language of Ashkenaz as follows’. At the end of the testimony
a similar indication frequently appears, announcing: ‘thus far the words of the
witness’.

Nevertheless, a word of caution is needed here regarding the claimed literal-
ity and the distinction between Yiddish and Loshn-koydesh in the protocols. Thus
Max Weinreich, in speaking of the distinct functions of the two languages remarks
([1973, vol. 1:259] 2008, vol. 1:255):

The essential difference in function between the two languages will become clear upon
recalling that these same rabbis who, as a matter of course, conducted their oral discussions
in Yiddish, conducted their correspondence on the same subjects, as a matter of course, in
Loshn-koydesh. The oral question and answer were in Yiddish, but the written question and
answer were in Loshn-koydesh, unless a witness was cited with the introductory phrase “and
thus he spoke.” This phrase was a means of protecting the rights of an individual from the
authorities, whose task was the recording of testimony.

On the formula “and thus he spoke” he remarks in a note ([1973, vol. 3:265] 2008,
A243):

Veze leshoynoy ‘and thus he spoke’: Even today, the opinion is still advanced that the Yiddish
testimonies in the Responsa are an exact reproduction of the then-current spoken language.
However, it would be more correct to say that these Yiddish texts contain strong colloquial ele-
ments. Our concept of stenographic exactness did not exist in the former days. The transcriber
endeavored to give a representation of that which the witnesses said, but the transcript went
through the prism of his conception of how the transcribing should be done. Thus, in a given
context, we must look for a compromise between the witness’s actual words and more or less
established patterns of chancery language. A priori, we must not accept the veze leshoynoy at
face value; linguists must first interpret such a text and deduce from it its distinctive elements.
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10 Chancery-Style Conventions

The portions of the testimony where the court scribes depart from verbatim render-
ing are not always marked. This happens when the scribe inadvertently switches
from Yiddish into Hebrew during the notation of the testimony, which is clearly an
unintentional result of interference of the default language of the written register.
Such switching is typical of the so-called “scribal style” (o™ now, sc. the ‘chan-
cery language’ mentioned earlier in M. Weinreich’s example) which is attested also
outside court protocols, e.g., in communal regulations, minutes, proclamations,
etc. The modalities of this style have been brilliantly analyzed by Uriel Weinreich
(1958). In the responsa literature we encounter numerous examples of such inad-
vertent switching.

Thus, in a 1605 example from the responsa of Rabbi Binyamin Solnik (or Slonik,
Poland, c. 1550-1620), we read (the Loshn-koydesh portions are marked in bold the
text and in italics in the translation):

(6)
70 °D PN NNWR MY
A1 2 WITIRG Y3TI0 00 RIATPD KON A"OW SR TR DY PR RMA RTRD KT 22 805D amna
KR"™2 [wh an] 5™ [any xwn p7 &Y oxra] pUwdRa [Ny nwnal YUna Tum anbw (20 ann]
PR TR R PIDITI PR IR PIHDRN PT PR DR IR POPTR T I TWON PR IR TR [10WR pwba]
PR P25 0 PN IR ORI Y LPAN ARAN 003 ORI W W R 0w 15 no me
L IVIIP DRI R TR WU IR PEMR IR PRk S PR R PIRE DN TR L0 RN

We were, the three of us, in session as one court, today, Sunday 7 of Elul [5]365 [=21.08.1605],
and there came before us Mr. Mordékay Mordush, son of the Honorable Solomon and said, as
testimony under oath, and these are his words in the language of Ashkenaz: I and a Wallachian
Jew were sitting in Jasi, Wallachia, and there was with us a Jew from Lelov whose name was
Ayzik Glezer. He produced butter and cheese. He started: there is no point in staying here any
longer. I will go to Galich, buy up licorice, perhaps I will gain something [. . .]

In order to disentangle the intricacies of the mixture named ‘chancery style’, we
need to distinguish within the testimony the Hebrew elements that are part and
parcel of Yiddish, “Merged Hebrew” in Weinreich’s 1954 terminology, from Loshn
koydesh mamesh ‘actual/real holy tongue’, or “Whole Hebrew” as defined by Wein-
reich (1954), but with the broadening revision offered in Bunis (2013:45), denoting
“the Hebrew language proper, in all of its historical, regional and stylistic varieties,
and at all structural levels (including phonology, morphology, grammar, syntax,
lexicon and semantics), as used by a particular Jewish subculture.”

Following the formulaic introductory sentence which is of course in Loshn
koydesh, the short excerpt from the testimony quoted above presents instances of
the second kind only (marked in bold), i.e., “Whole Hebrew” elements with which
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the scribe, probably inadvertently, replaced the actual Yiddish forms uttered by
the witness. Such are the forms 7 instead of 7 for Jew’, " w1 instead of pR
P PR Rl ot for ‘and his name was’, nran nrnn instead of wyp pr yvia for
‘butter and cheese’, and most interestingly, *»1x instead of “wax for ‘perhaps’. The
interest in the last form lies in the fact that “wag, the form replaced, is also of Loshn
koydesh provenance, but unlike "7 it is the regular form in Yiddish for denoting
‘perhaps’, hence, it is “Merged Hebrew”.

A further example illustrating the two kinds of Hebrew present in the ‘chan-
cery style’ comes from the responsa of Rabbi Yoel Sirkis (Poland, 1561-1640). Here
too we have marked the “Whole Hebrew” portions in bold and in italics, whereas
the “Merged Hebrew” portions are underlined for clarity’s sake. In his Old Responsa
105 we read:

(7
ap o (Mswr) [wn ea] na nw
ARILOY TIO 3TN TN SR A"NAN KT 02 RIDTPH RAKY RN KT RT3 ’0OD amna
LIRMI ARA TR [OWKR pwba] 8™a [wh an] 5" [any Rwn e 8RS oxa1] PO MY nMna T
R1"IPRD 23T P PIRD PYN R OINI TR ARA 01 9220 1R TR AR 23T PP IR ARIVD TONR
2R RT IR 203 BT D0 PIpT 10IRT 0AnDA 1073 R DRI OPS P PR Naps opT qorn
AR IRD TR PR RN VIRIDB OPH TR PARA NN PIRD PYNK JOWRT 11D PID AR IR M7 PR A
010 DR RT PITRIT DR TO PO PR TR IRD KT IRV IR 023 TH DI TR 1T INRA VIRDI TR
"R 700 PUPT WAVY N IS DANMT 47T PR IR 03 3T RT U7 079 050n papes quom R
9"00™ OPT PR PR P15 PpR MRDID 11 R 510 108 PR P anms T PR whw R TR
1T PR annbn nywa AR Iph IR 101 PR A3 PP THaW 92 DANaR 17 (2w 1T 0w
TR IR T TR T PR WRT 1R HTMIPI3 DWTR 2 POTIRT VINPI DRA DANAR 1T 1270 TTROWS
PYNIR PR 9P 17 AR OPH THI PR 1Y IR 50 RN 007 PR [TIOW PR WY RN [T 00 01 1P
PR IR DIW PAW IR WW 2N 7T 1D PR TP KM JTI0OWI PR WY VAT TN AR A0 1M T 8 o
V0™ PR TTIRVWA 17T PR 1Y RPDM PP 1R 010 1R ORI 5" ornar 17 5"In 0o YT PR TTIvWs
PIRD 98 0 PR 00 YT AR R 90 WRN IPIPTI 0D 01 IRP TR (ORI DYT 0 dwrn X1 YR
Kb p'p N [jop vab] pUab X"yw vaw '3 ora TR Y Yoy s

We were, the three of us, in session as one court and there came before us Mr. Yéhuda son of R.
Yisra’el from the town of Griding near Satanov, and said in testimony under oath, and these are
his words in the language of Ashkenaz: 1 was living beyond Satanov in the holy community of
Griding, and I had some problems (with the law), so I had to leave Griding and go to Ukraine
beyond the Dnepr. There was a great war going on there at that time, in which many Jews
were killed, and I had therefore become impoverished and had to leave, and people asked me
where I was going, so I said: since I may not enter my land, I am going to the land of Brisk and
Hrodno. So they gave me a list of people that were killed, signed by the cantor (hazzan) and the
beadle (Sammas) of the holy community of Priten and a third party has signed it, also from the
aforementioned holy community of Priten, which is five miles from the holy community of Luck,
and in the list it was written that Avraham son of Sabbétay from the holy community of Hrodno
had been killed at that time during the war, it was written in it (the list) that Avraham said that
his wife was named Gnendl and that this was his second wife, but I cannot remember clearly
how it was written in the list, how many years had passed at that time from when he had been
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away from his wife, but it seems to me it was written that he had been away from his wife six
or seven years. It was also written in the aforementioned list that the aforementioned Avraham
has a mother in the holy community of Visoko. It was also written in the aforementioned list
that she is called by the name I cannot remember clearly what name, the list I lost. Thus far
his words on this, said on Monday tenth of Sévat 391 of the small count [=5391] from creation
[=03.01.1631 CE]) here at the holy community of Vilna.

The recurring abbreviated Hebrew forms p"% ‘holy community’ (acronym of n>np
nwTp), sometimes preceded by a Hebrew (or Aramaic) preposition, p"p7 ‘of the
holy community’, p"pn ‘from the holy community’, are certainly an addition by the
scribe, not uttered by the witness, but deemed necessary in writing. Similarly, also
the recurring forms 5"177 ‘the aforementioned’, required in protocols for explicitly
marking the co-referentiality of a name with its previous occurrences. All these
are of course “Whole Hebrew”. So are also the expressions nxrm nyb assumedly
replacing v»y 9prT ¢ ‘at that time’, oW Yaw 1R YW ‘six or seven years’ replacing
AR 127 YR opyr, or mroa ‘0 ‘five miles’ replacing 5n ara surely uttered by
the witness. The same is valid for the mixed conjunction 7 9nxn ‘since’ (literally
‘following that’), the first component of which is the “Whole Hebrew” preposition
anxn ‘following’ (literally ‘from-after’), whereas the second is the form r7 ‘that’ of
German stock. We have to assume that the witness said r7 752m.

On the other hand, compound verbal forms like ;&1 3103 ‘was killed’, nnannes
T ‘was signed’, ;s m5Ta ‘became impoverished’ contain a “Merged Hebrew”
element combined with a German-stock auxiliary. The preposition nywa ‘during’,
as well as the nouns nnnn ‘war’, i ‘cantor’, wnw ‘beadle’ are “Merged Hebrew”
elements employed in everyday Yiddish speech.

The follow-up questioning of the witness, however, during his second appear-
ance before the court, is reported in the protocol with much less precision. Instead
of transmitting his words in direct speech in the first person, the protocol provides
indirect speech in the third person, eventually switching back to the first person
(the exponent of indirect speech and the switching are marked in the translation by
italics). Here is the portion from the same protocol:

®)
PR Y35 DATAR YT IRT LIRS DR 0 JARA WY IO 9T 17 5" o H"an KT TR0 TYh 2w
PR PORT RT IRT JOPI3 DANAR T KT DR KT INAY THD I DR M3 PIT R YT 2IR0WS
ATMAP YT RMI PR IT OIRTL PO 0 1ART WA 0 PT B8 5110 13T 82 127w R 00 opT
By 530 oA Sw s

Once again the aforementioned Mr. Yéhuda testified on the aforementioned day that the cantor
and the beadle said in his presence that the aforementioned Avraham had died, since they
were with him shortly before his death, and then the Avraham pleaded with them that they
write down in the list according to his aforementioned words, and the cantor and beadle said
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in my presence that they had assisted at the burial of the aforementioned Avraham. Thus far
his words.

Here we also witness instances of “Whole Hebrew” elements added by the scribe,
e.g., 5"in ‘the aforementioned’, as well as phrases in Loshn koydesh replacing
Yiddish expressions, such as 1nmnb 7o ‘shortly before his death’, 5"33 137 *22
‘according to his aforementioned words’, and finally 5"31 onnar 5w ‘of the afore-
mentioned Avraham’.

The language resulting from this kind of mostly inadvertent switching, a
hybrid mixture of Loshn koydesh mamesh and Yiddish (including its merged Loshn
koydesh component) is, as said, typical of the written ‘chancery style’, and has to be
distinguished from special cases of intentional code-switching in the spoken lan-
guage.

11 Intentional Switching to Loshn koydesh

Such switching normally occurs between two spoken languages, but in our case we
have an unusual example where the matrix langue is Yiddish, but the meaningful
lexical elements are taken from Loshn koydesh, a written language. This switching
is something of which both speaker and listener are well aware of, and which is
employed intentionally in order to dissimulate the meaning of the utterance by
choosing the higher, written register. This can happen when Jews speak to one
another in the presence of gentiles and do not wish them to understand. Here is an
example of such switching from the responsa of Rabbi Menakhem Mendl Krochmal
(Poland, Bohemia 1600-1661), response 42 from the year 1648.

9
an o (PaTPn) PR NN MY
N T2 RIT A3 20PYT 0NaR A" 13 25 R 9n Tyn p"ab n™n'sn vaw 'a 'R ora aw
TR TR AWK pwha [1Iwh an] O [any xwn e &Y o] PYOR wipa mTy nna 8nbn amna
0 0 VAP PRW YT VART .DAMP T8 TIO PRW R 1ARA §IRT PIRY 9803 Prra 11 rpwa 0w ano
TAR PR Y3 0PT PR T 50 DOW 00 VART PAR P A 130T V9P PO TR ARA VIRT PPya oy w
T WRN PP T WHAR VIRID KT AP IR A 7 [07370 wmanya] aTpa ovTasin in e v T
013 TR WY TP DART KT TI0 18 PHRYI WIR DN PRW R VIR N 1ARA Ppaa

Again on Sunday 2th of Shevat, [year] 408 of the small count [i.e., 5408 from creation =26.01.1648
CE] Mr. Yéhuda Leyb son of the Honorable Avraham Deknug testified [before us as] we were, the
three of us, in session as one court, as testimony under oath, and these are his words in the
language of Ashkenaz: I and Mr. Sholem Peshkes were in the village Lodendorf, we had sold
cloth to a certain young gentile. Says the young gentile: come with me to the baker, there I
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have my money. So we went there. Says the aforementioned Mr. Sholem: Look, in this house
there is someone who knows about those who had vanished, for our many sins. So we went in.
Then the baker asks us what we desire, so we said: a young gentile wants to pay us for cloth.
So he says: that’s fine.

The sentence in which this dissimulation occurs is: ‘Look, in this house there is
someone who knows about those who had vanished, for our many sins.’ In it, all the
meaningful lexical items, na ‘house’, TNk ‘someone’, p71* ‘knows’, "2 o*7arIn N
‘about those who had vanished, for our many sins’ are in “Whole Hebrew”, yet the
sentence is in Yiddish, since the function words, such as the preposition (&), the
article (opT), the relative pronoun (hp7), and the auxiliary (&) are Yiddish.

In sum, taking into account these kinds of departure from literality in well-de-
fined circumstances, we now have at our disposition a large corpus of reliable
and significant evidence on the spoken language of the Jews of Ashkenaz and
its evolution over time and space. Preliminary results, which will be expounded
elsewhere, suggest that most of the grammatical developments leading towards
Modern Yiddish, presented in the literature (cf. Kerler 1999) as marking the eight-
eenth century, have their antecedents in the spoken language of earlier periods, as
evidenced by the court testimonies.
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