MAPPING A CULTURE
By URIEL WEINREICH

It is regrettable that the recent upsurge of
foreign study in this country has so far tended
to bypass a language and a culture from which
millions of Americang are but a generation re-
moved. The United States Office of Education has
until now rejected the suggestion that the study
of European Jewish society, its language, and its
literature, is in the national interest and deserves
support under the National Defense Education

Act. Show us the country in which Yiddish is
. an official language, say the strategists in Wash-
~.ington, and we will gladly include it in the list
. of critical tongues along with Gujerati, Khalkha,
.- Twi, and the like. But merely because an exclusive
- Yiddish area does not appear on any administra-
. tive map, is the humanistic relevance of this

. culture to be denied? Fortunately, in other
- quarters more enlightened counsels have pre-

. vailed, making it possible for the facilities of a

 major graduate school to be used in the advance-

i ‘ment of Yiddish scholarship; one urgent research

. project now under way at Columbia University is

tiethe preparation of an atlaa oi' European Jewish
. cmtum- TR

CTust bebare World War 1L it 1o eatimated

there were over seven million Jews in Eastern
B and Central Europe They made up the bulk
- of the so-called Ashkenazic, Yiddish-speaking
' branch of Jewry. Today, after Germany’s war
_ against the Jews, which took six million civilian
. lives, and after a decade and a half of Soviet
.~ cultural repression virtually unvelieved by de-
. Stalinization, the surviving offshoots of this

-j'._gociety are growing increasingly apart.

. The desire to know and understand this so-

" ciety for its own sake would be reason enough for
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 the development of Yiddish studies on the uni-
s versity level. Central and East European Jewry

by and large determined the face of the vigorous

. “colonial” Jewry, notably in America and Israel,
~ and this alone commends the mother society to
+ + the attention of the scholar. But that society also
| - has facets that make its study engrossing on
- . other, more general grounds. The historian can-

~© “not fail to note that the economic and cultural
. toneof a substantial part of Europe would have
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been different during many centuries if the
Christian rural society had not lived symbioti-
cally with Jewish market towns (shtetlekh) in
the thousands. They provided the growing cities
in Poland, ' Lithuania, Rumania, and western
Russia with: entrepreneurship and labor forces.
They gave us a diversified literature of con-
siderable proportions—a literature rooted in

_tradition, yet consciously universal and modern-
~ istic—a literature rich in folklore and famous for

its humor, They developed a fiber of character

- resilient in perennial crisis, firm in intellectual-

ism, and gentle in humanitarianism. Without
them our educational horizon would be darker

The very lack of a self—contamed territory
that has so far disqualified the study of Yiddish
from NDEA support endows Ashkenazic Jewry
with exemplary value for a particularly crucial

~ problem in social history : the effect of com-

munication channels and barriers on the diffu-
sion of cultural innovations. Despite the emphasis
in modern social science on the structural cohesion
of linguistic and cultural phenomena, it is still
safe to assume that substantial portions of
language and culture develop at random. If a
society splits into several isolated groups, random

innovations will cause each group to evolve dif-

ferently. On the other hand, if contact remains,
at least some innovations in onme will be trans-
mitted to the other. The geographic fragmenta-

tion of a culture and a language thus-yields an -

opportunity to reconstruct the influences of =

neighboring localities upon one another.

Relatively few societies have so far been lin-

relation between lines of cultural divergence and
communication barriers ordinarily remains hypo-

thetical: we cannot prove that without the moun-

tain range, the ecclesiastical boundary, or' the

communication prevented the spread of innova-
territorially overlapping cult;
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are not easy to
find, and this is where the study of the Jewi
_ society is richly rewarding. For the “Old Coun-

- guistically analyzed from this geographic point. -
of view ; and even when they have been, the

- political frontier the split would not have de- =
_veloped anyway. One way of diminishing the

possibility of accidental correlation, of course,
~would be to show that the presumed obstacle to

territory. But
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, try” of Ashkenazic Jewry‘ is a rare instance of

- temporal and spatial overlapping on a sweeping

~# scale, The Ashkenazic society took shape, it is
" 'reckoned, in the middle Rhineland about the
" year 1000. There the Yiddish language first grew .
# out of a combination of local German dialects
N\ with several forms of medieval Judeo-Romance o
and the Hebrew-Aramaic of traditional Jewish
 culture. The Ashkenazic Jews spread eastward -
'+ into southern and- central Germany and then
©into the Slavic lands, eventually coming to occupy
" @ FEuropean area second in size only to the Rus-
sian one. Because of the uninterrupted multis® -

- lingualism in which the society functioned, it is

' dialectology” and a “bicultural geography”—that
bl gsids, a coordinated analysis-of two languages and
o _two cultures in the same territory.

o ¢ becomes instructive when we consider, for ex-
.~ .ample, the relation of religious codification to
©  customary practice. On the one hand, it is well
- known that the Jews in the cities and small
_towns of Europe formed a profoundly religious
society. The Talmudic way of life determined
_mnot only every aspect of religious dogma and
. ritual, but codified economic law, family rela-
. tions, education, clothing, diet, and many other
 aspects of daily behavior, often in detail.
. On the other hand, there were details of
7 life that in practice escaped religious reach. In
_ dietary law, for example, there was room for
considerable variety in cuisine. For a Jew build-
_ing a house, the religious code prescribed that
~in every room a corner of a wall remain un-
yplastered in remembrance of the destruction of
< the Temple, and that the doorposts be equipped
with special amulets; but the architecture and
the internal furnishings of Jewish houses did not
particularly matter. The solemnity of Bible read-
ing and the dignity of prayer were secured by
- careful regulation of the pronunciation of the
o "Hebrew liturgy; at the same time, the vast
. domain of the vernacular Yiddish developed with-
out much religious interference.

Now, it might be expected that the periph-

_ wedding entertainment, festive foods, music,

- possible, for every part of Europe once inhabited
4 " by Ashkenazic Jews, to pursue a “bilingual

The geographic interlocking of two cultures

eral, profane aspects of the culture would de-
- velop solely by local improvisation. Whereas the

basic outline of the wedding ritual, for example,
. is given to all Ashkenazic Jews alike, the pre-
: nt, ,  than the small Yiddish language atlas of the
© dances symbolizing = fertility and . wealth—all -
these, according to one widespread view, should
~differ from family to famiiy or from shtetl to
' shtetl. Still' another theory predicts that in its

_ uncodified aspects, the culture is ‘under influence
 from the various local cultures. The wedding

music, for example, will be Polish among the
Jews of Poland, Ukrainian in the Ukraine,
Rumanian in Rumania, and so forth.

Neither of these theories is correct. In the
domains of culture not explicitly codified by
religion, we now . find that variation is not in-
dividual or local, but conforms to definite regional

‘patterns. And what is more, where cultural

borrowing has taken place, the regional patterns
in the recipient culture are not necessarily con-
gruent with the corresponding distributions in
the Christian source cultures. Apart from the
implications  for Jewish cultural history, . this
overlapping autonomy suggests that the role of

~exclusive territory in the general definition of
- gociety may have to be reconsidered.

~ Enough is known about Yiddish to make pos-
sible the formulation of many such problems, at
least in their broadest terms. But we lack the
full and precise geographic data that are neces-. -
sary if we are to move toward solutions. ‘Ethno-
graphically authentic descriptions of how Jews '
behaved and spoke in the scattered regions of
the Old Country are relatively scarce. The litera-
ture they brought forth, which is still being
added to, remains a permanent monument to
their creative centuries, but like any created
work, it is liable to distortion. Moreover, tracing :
internal differentiation in a society depends on
the availability of negative data, and these are
unlikely to be obtained from written sources.
It is not enough to learn from a novel, an epic
poem, or a book of memories that a certain cus-
tom was current in a given place; we must also
know where else it was current, and where it
was not. This can be established only through
direct oral inquiry; and so, what was too obvious
for study only yesterday has suddenly become
precious. The opportunity for face-to-face de-
scriptive study of European Jewry, rapidly slip-
ping from us, is bound to the remaining lifetime
of surviving emigrants from those areas. What
we do not collect in the coming decade or so will
be lost forever. Hence the urgency with which
the Language and Culture Atlas of Ashkenazic
Jewry is now being compiled at Columbia.
After several years of preparation, field work
for the Atlas was begun in 1959 and is now
nearly half complete. The work is planned to be
more comprehensive in content and coverage

Soviet Union, published in Minsk in 1931. In the
search for comparable materials on non-Jewish
languages, consultations have begun with scholars

_in Eastern Europe.
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Figure 1, showing the Yiddish plurals of the
word for “nose,” may serve as a preview of the

way in which the distribution of a lowly linguis-
tic fact unearthed by the Atlas lends itself to

significant historical interpretation. We see two

types of plural formation: in the center and

_extreme southwest, as shown by vertieal bars,

the plural of noz (or, regionally, nuz) is formed

by a change in the vowel (neyz); in the rest of
the area, the plural is obtained by a vowel change
and the addition of the .suffix er. It should be

noted that athough the noun base is of Germanic

Nacht, Nachte——"nlght[s]”' :

np thus’ contrasts thh some of ths vs\r\?' un-

of Yiddish dialects ¥ Eastern Europe can be re-

~ constructed so: Until the strengthened union of -

the Polish and Lithuanian states in the middle

. of the 16th century, Poland and Lithuania (which .
‘then included the Ukraine) constituted fairly

__autonomous basins of Jewish colonization and of

- Yiddish dialect consolidation. It was then that the

“neys form probably became predominant in

Poland 'and nezer in the Grand Duchy. After
the Union of Lublin in 1569 the Ukraine passed
to the Polish sector of the joint state. The new

. Lithuanian-Ukrainian boundary that was formed
origin (ef. German Nase) and though both pat- =
terns of plural formation oceur in German (e.g,

Wort, Worter—
~ “word[s]”), the association between this par- -
ticular noun and these particular plural patterns _
_is unknown not only in standard German, where .

' “noses” is Nasen, but also in any German dialect
so far described. The Germanness of some of the -
materials of which Yiddish vocabulary is made

may have been only administrative, but its effect

on further regionalization of Jewish society was

profound. In Jewish communal autonomy, for

example, it was the boundary between the Council
. of Lithuania and the Council of Four Lands. In

the area northeast of this boundary, effective
from the middle of the 16th to the end of the

_ 18th century, the old diphthong ey was shortened, ==
- yielding (among many other local developments) - =
-a new plural tonn,j:/sssr. Figure 1 thus j]l_qstrates

German schemes according to which its elementsi

are composed.

. ... Now look at the location ot the isogloss, or -
. boundary line, between the two Yiddish forms,
- Neys and neyzer (or nezer). What nonlinguistic

'ths relative axiﬁqtﬁfﬁ of Yiddish 1sbgloSsos, their

W unpredxctability from etymologlcal to East Europ-
- ean political history.

Geographically differentiated reactions of co-
territorial societies to each other can be observed,

boundaries does this isogloss follow? It does not of course, not only in language, but in nen-

. ' agree with any political delimitation of the most =
. recent 150 years, cutting as it does across the
- part of Poland that went to Russia at the end of *
- the 18th century; nor does it relate to the parti- .

linguistic domains of culture, too. A rich body of
illustrative materials, different in detail but con-
sonant with the overall pattern, is found in the

field of cookery, a well-developed Jewish folk art.

" tion between Russia ‘and AuatriacHungary, To.. DY snclent custom, the: benediction over bread

. find support for this isogloss in political geog-
_ - raphy we must go back much farther in time—
~» to a period before the middle of the 16th centu?y:,
v/ when the kingdom of Polandu was separated from

- or the Sabbath and on holidays requires hallah,

a special loaf of fine white flour, decoratively

_ twisted and made shiny by daubing with egg
_ before baking. It has been reported that on some
holxdays, the hallah was further embellished by

twists of dough representing hands, keys, and
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other ~objects, Ladders and birds, for example, ..
ed ambolically to Bpeed the ascent pl” o




: utl? and southwest there are hardly any hallah to locate suitable representatives of appropriately 3
Bl of cycle. The eight days between the birth of a boy gpaced sample communities on the map of Eu-
« . .\ prayers to heaven. Figure 2 shows some specific  ropean Jewry. ’ Lk
it ' regional distributions of these ornaments. In the The full questionnaire takes upk to fifteen :
. figures; the ladder as an ornament has its own  hours of oral interviewing to administer; but /o
¢ territory; the birds partly overlap in distribu- = there are abridged regional versions also in use.. .
. tion with .the.la.ddera..’ If ornamental bread forms  The conversation with the informant intersperses
. are a Jewish innovation based upon Slavic baking ~ questions on customs and vocabulary with items
Sr 5 Thablls, their endowment with religious symbolism . designed to elicit local phonetic and grammatical
 largely unknown tothe Christain neighbors testl  peculiarities of the Yiddish language. Some in-
i fies to the gubtlety and creativeness of the cul=  formants are astonished that their plain speech i
SN tural ‘adaptation process.’ it should be of interest to scholars. Others are fully - o
B F‘inaliy; take an item from the Jewish life = oware of thg preciousness of their testimony to
~and his circumcision, like the eve of any rite de + the recapturing of a culture. BT
teadilg) are a perilous time, The child, already Those who hear of this research for the first - =
: </ " 'a human but not yet a Jew, is an easy prey gor  time commonly question its reliability. Can ‘the =
" evil demons, It is well known that the orthodox  details of culture and language in the O1d Coun- :
© v . religions have incorporated pagan beliefs and  try be reconstructed from the testimony of aging . |
.. .customs of this sort and given them dogmatic emigrants at a distance of thousands of miles and - 4
~ sanction. In Judaism, too, we find evidence in  several decades from the time and place under =
 the rabbinical literature from the Middle Ages  study? It is enough to interview a single native .
qh "of a vigil night, or vakhnakht, celebrated by group of each sample town, even if he is the son or e
', 7 study in the house of the newborn just before ~ daughter of native parents? The selection of . 8
.. the circumcision. Figure 8 shows that the full- suitable informants is beset with many difficulties, =
i fledged vakhnakht custom survived in Hungary but the ultimate answer to the question of reli-
. and Slovakia. In the major central and south-  ability is an unequivocal affirmative. The very .
. eastern areas is survived in watered-down form  maps shown here give proof that cultural geo- .
~as areading of the krishme, or credo, by a class graphy at a distance, with a sample of one in- Ve
" of schoolboys invited to the house of the mew-.  formant per locality, is indeed possible. The data .

o
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_ born on the eve or the morning of the circumci- fall into exceilent configuratins, yielding sharp =

/  sion, but in the northeast it appears to be extinct.  boundaries. Failures of memory among the emi- .

"It is hard to hope for a more graphic picture of  grant informants, or linguistic contamination by s 4

N the “slope” of decreasing conservatism in Jewish contact with emigrants from other areas, are .
. culture. . random; they might have blurred the isoglosses,

: g but they could hardly have produced an illusory . !
: _Whether similar patterns have been traced  gisplacement of sharp lines. Well-formed isoglos-
by innovations in the non-Jewish cultures of the ses such as those that appear on many of the
same Arcer ‘_remains .t° be seen througl} t.h° preliminary maps of the Language and Culture
Buperiby sition of suitable maps and tl}elr e Atlas of Ashkenazic Jewry cannot be anything
terp.retatl‘ons. In any case, the 'companson of but accurate representations of the formative.
Jewish with the non-Jewish practices of Central period of the informants’ lives. This principle ;
-and Eastern Europe promises us a highly un= g not only the cornerstone of our investigation; i

usual, if not unique, chance to test the effect of it is also a general methodological discovery, an
communication barriers, centers, and channels by early bonus of the project. ,

examining their influence on materials of vary- e
2 Nigod ! B " The compilation of the Atlas, although a i
ing “communicsbility” in two cultires.  ©  pighly technical affair, is typical of the Who's |
: An important respect in which the new Atlas = field of Yiddish studies both in the richness of
" departs from established methodology is that the ©  the results anticipated and the ‘multidisciplinary
i field work is conducted entirely among emigrants. - rigor of the training d anded of the prospective
. In the areas under study, there are few Jews researcher. The field can use all the strength that -
. left, and for political reasons, too, the prospects ~ responsible scholarship affords. For when it
of field work in Eastern Europe today are hardly = comes to things Jewish vague familiarity with
encouraging. But emigrants from those areas are the emigrants’ world still qualifies as expertise;
easily accessible to the scholar in America. Em- pedantic professors and critics: finicky about
jigrant organizations (landsmanshaftn) are as- other subjects here tolerate sentimental know-
sisting field workers in New York City and Israel ingness in lieu of knowledge. How many trans-
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~+.Yiddish poets? How many admired raconteurs
& . of Jewish stories can step up to a map and point
£ -out the birthplace of their parents? The lack of
[ taste and discipline in the arts is matched by a
£ lack of accuracy in much scholarly writing on
~ .+ ‘modern Jewish subjects.

{ Uh e The strengthening of standards in this field

e

' lators from Yiddish can write a correct sentence
- in the language, or identify half a dozen modern

organizations can help: the Yivo Institute for
Jewish Research in New York, for example, has
vast collections of material and decades of re-
search experience to share. But in the advanced
training of scholars, a crucial role must be filled
by universities with staffs capable of provid-
ing inspiration as well as caution. They must
show the way, beyond technical analysis, to an
ampler representation of the modern Jewish

iz a long-term task too long neglected. Specialized heritage in the American humanistic curriculum.

g0 “THE JOYS OF YIDDISH” REVIbITED

Foe R v Ben-Yehude-Gershr’s “The Joys of Yiddish.” e
j; e , an article highly critical of Leo Rosten’s book,ap-
We et el e g peared in the Winter 1969/1970 issue of Freeland. = .

AUTHOR’S CORRECTIONS
p. 16: Delete "Webster's Third . .. »

dish was termed ‘very unsuccessful , , .\’

- doppess, shmegege,
p 19 Appendix A, par. 2: Read, “Are ‘Yiddish
§ words really spelled ‘quite simply, according
i . tothe way they are pronounced’? Does this

¢ - ally, Yiddish spelling is older than the emerg-
; system serving all speakers 3

; . QUERIES .
To the Edltor of FREELAND.

'Ben-Yehude-Gershn replies i
* . According to The Oxford Enxlish Dictionary
- mish-mash has been used in English for at leas
five hundred years, It gives 8 quotation from the

1

~ Here the author lists some corrections and re- 3;,
i plies to queries about his article. e e

D 16, ft. 3: Read, “Mencken's treatment of Yid-

- Prol6ATs Words Not o Yidduh Snen, Delete,' . English mixtie-maxtie, Danish miskmask and

. Cerman Mischmesch). for German the Grimms'
. dictionary gives a quotation from as early as 1680.

‘mean that each dialect has its own spelling
.. system or that speakers of Standard Yiddish
. spell differently from dialect-speakers? Actu-

. ence of the dialects themselves, one spelling

... seems qmte un—Enghsh
Mendl Welnberg«[fg} i a0

‘fBgn-Yehude.Gemhn N
. general English

S questiontoclarﬁye':yiDryﬁ-draﬂ; mysse-masche.”),
~ ' as well as others from 1585, 1600, 1634, 1676,
1694, 1806, 1860 and 1876, long before Yiddish had

any influence on the English language. The word
seems to be generically Germanic (cf. Scottish

It is therefore quite clear that Ylddlsh is not the
source of this word.

, The two dedish reference works do indeed
- list mish-mash, but I am not at all certain that

this is a Yiddish word of long standing. The oldest
Yiddish citation I have is from a book printed in
Vilna in 1908, though several native-speakers

~could not recall having heard this word in Eastern

European Yiddish. Perhaps readers can provide
older Yiddish citations or tell us whether this

p e Gy word was in common use in the spoken language.
- I wonder whether Ben-Yehude-Gershn is not >
~in error when he lists mish-mash as one of the
" English words Leo Rosten mistakenly derives -
from Yiddish. Uriel Weinreich’s Modern English-
Yiddish Yiddish-English Dictionary does list this
word as does Stutchkoff’s Oytser fun der yldlsher

To the Editor of FREELAND
T wonder whether get lost is not, after all, of

 Yiddish origin pace Ben-Yehude-Gershn, It is cer-
‘tainly an expression much used by Jews and the

use of the imperative get plus a past participle
Yours truly.

Hardly, First, the expression get let is a'

Ezra Greenwald :

n (used in the United
Kina‘dom as well, and. aain the United States.*by L

i :17;-3



