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Yi.ddishists, both professional and amateur, have become so
accustomed to their reliance on Uriel Weinreich’s Modern
English-Yiddish, Yiddish-English Dictionary (New York:
YIVO, 1968), with occasional recourse to Alexander Harkavy’s
TAPLIYN WYW’NYﬂ:Yﬂ’W"?JJY'W’T?’, 2nd ed., New York: Hebrew
Publ. Co., 1928; repr. New York: YIVO, 1988), and even less
frequent use of Yudl Mark’s and Judah Joffe’s =yonm
ITRWBVY WYY WwT NS MWL, (vols. 14, New York:
Committee for the Great Dictionary of the Yiddish Language,
1961-1980), that we have lost sight of the fact that the state of
Yiddish lexicography is utterly abysmal. While each of these
dictionaries is a magnificent achievement and a splendid ex-
ample of its type of dictionary, the fact remains that what we
have are two bi- or tri-lingual (advanced) student-level diction-
aries (one a half-century old, the other three-quarters of a cen-
tury old), and the first four volumes of an unabridged, com-
prehensive dictionary that covers only the first letter of the
alphabet. This is nothing less than an embarrassment for a lan-
guage of culture with a literary tradition as broad and deep s
Yiddish.!

The two volumes under review here do not altogether
transform this situation, but they do substantially modify .the
limitations, for with the publication of these two dictionaries,
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viddish lexicography has, for tl.le fi.rstc time in several decades,
made substantial progress, which is just cause for celebration
by Yiddishists worldwide. In the case of the first item, the dic-
tionary of the Semitic component of Yiddish, it is unlikely that
any but the most advanced researchers and scholars will ever
need more than is offered here. The second item, the Yiddish-
French dictionary, cannot be comparably comprehensive, sim-
ply because in a single volume its range is not a single compo-
nent, but rather the entire language.

The primary editor of the dictionary of the Semitic compo-
nent of Yiddish, Yitskhok Niborski, is well-known to Yiddish
studies. Born in Buenos Aires, he has lived in France since
1979, and teaches at the Institut National des Langues et
Civilisation Orientales and Universite Paris 7. He is the co-
author of a Yiddish-Spanish dictionary (Buenos Aires 1979)
and the introductory Yiddish textbook, Chalom yidish (2 vols. +
24 cassettes; Paris: Europe-Formation-Conseil, 1983). The dic-
tionary is entirely in Yiddish; that is, definitions of the Semitic-
component Yiddish words are provided in Yiddish. The vol-
ume is designed for the use of both advanced students of
Yiddish and readers with an "average" knowledge of Yiddish,
whether they know Hebrew or not. The volume is not intend-
ed to be a normative lexicographical summa, but rather, as the
author modestly suggests, presents an intermediate stage in
the process of codifying the Semitic component of Yiddish.
The contents derive from collecting the materials of all existing
dictionaries, plus the editor’s own materials and observations,
in addition to some materials from Simon Neuberg. Most of
the words derive from the usage of the works of Sholem
Abramovitsh (Mendele), Sholem Rabinovitsh (Sholem
Aleichem), Y.L. Peretz, Eliezer Steinbarg, and Isaac Bashevis
(Singer); the remaining 130 writers listed in the source list pro-
vide additional lexical items but are not systematically mined.
The editor notes that a complete dictionary of the Semitic com-
ponent of Yiddish would likely be twice the size of this vol-
ume, which he then modestly deems merely a glossary of a
fe\./v literary and essayistic works. The prefatory matter is very
brief (10 pp.) but adequate for its purposes and audience. In
addition to an orientation in the use of the dictionary, there is
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also a list of abbreviations, a bibliography of the
tonaries consulted in the preparation of thig volume. :
Weinreich, Mark Yehoash-Spivak (MWW grysy Nearkavyl
1911, 1926), N. Pereferkovitsh (o> pr PR ays Ri W York
and Israel Steinberg (R 5w “yw 7 W PR YRy,
1943); and a list of the authors from whose workg
were drawn. Individual entries in the lexicon itself Consist
the lemma; phonetic transcription; gender and plura] form of
nouns; definition, sometimes with an indication of the of
usage (math, hassidic, etc.) or nuance (

» Niga
T, Wr

. . eld of
. Ironic, vulgar, etc.); ey.
amples of literary-usage, with source author; idioms, With ey,
planation. The phonetic transcription (in the Hebrew alphabey)
often presents. a compromise among multiple Pronunciatiyy,
traditions: folk, learned, hassidic, dialectal. The dictionary ”
cludes biblical phrases, since their inclusion would unnecesgg;.
ily duplicate the comprehensive work of biblical concordances,
Difficulties in defining Semitic words with another Yiddish
word are circumvented by using, when unavoidable, a daytsh-
merish or international word, following the Yiddish adage:

‘when you need the thief, you cut him down from the gal-
lows.’

Examples of entries:

SDYIOR [SRIPRI D RY] Ny (*297 13353 /7) Shon 1% N3
Repralopidi

NT VIR TUIYOV R PR ;597 10-REY R IR Y93 179 PR rRp ¢
(D) DTN YOIYSPYISIW Y IPIHYX DRAR R vYN

-0BMIPOARM s V5 MWLIRA [TR°1R0P] 0%t / 797 (1) 1°-3N9

«(PID) 133yPYT L) 1303 1 PRI YD

(729320 .1) 17303 YIYPUY PR ITIN 18 TYAIRAIPT PR M2-5RIMY 08T

The second item here reviewed, the bilingual Yiddish-
French dictionary, is edited by Niborski and Bernard Vaisbrf)t:
who teaches Yiddish language and literature at Universit€
Paris 8 and, like Niborski, has worked on earlier bilingual dic-
tionaries: Yiddish-French (Paris 1982), and French-Yiddish
(Paris 1989). The primary virtue of this volume is immed%ately
apparent: it includes some 37,000 words, which makes it the
most comprehensive bilingual dictionary of Yiddish in exis-
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e. It includes words for standard usa
telrrlicte.rnporary material culture, colloquial
fic;age rare literary words, dialect words

definitions treat issues of language register, context, and style;
information concerning pronunciation and word stress is in-

cluded; idioms are listed under the entry for the idiom’s key
word. The editors made use of the earlier dictionaries by

Harkavy, Weinreich, Mark, and for the first time in any
Yiddish dictionary, the vast compilations included in Nokhem
Stutshkov’s thesaurus, oW 3

JVT YT MO W WT (New
York: Yivo, 1950).

The preliminary matter in this vol
ous than in Niborski~s dictionary of Semitic component, since
it has a broader and thus in some cases less knowledgeable au-
dience. There is, for instance, a 1

engthy introduction to usage
and the organization of informat

ion (vii-xxx); a table of the al-
phabet (xxxi-xxxii) with transcription, name of letter, and pro-

nunciation description; tables of dialect variations in pronunci-
ation (xxxii), abbreviations in French and Yiddish (xxxiv-xxxv),
abbreviations of the semantic fields used in entries (xxxv),

symbols used (xxxvi), irregular past Participles (xxxvii-xxxix),
verbal prefixes and converbs (xx

xix), and common suffixes (x1-
xli). Prescriptive tabuization of vocabulary deemed daytshmer-
ish and thus of “doubtful admissibility” or “not admissible” in
standard Yiddish, according to Weinreich's dictionary, is not
to be found here, where descr

iption not prescription is the rule.
Thus Niborski/Vaisbrot identify some words as germ., slav.,

te adoption from German, Slavic

tes counsel against their use (xxx),
ibe that use.

ge, literary usage,
and conversational
, and abbreviations;

ume is much more copi-

but do not themselves proscr
Examples:

(2290 11-B9REY3 /1) 1y Boon 1 XYY
[YOYTSE-MINAKLA’L—YOYTSM-]
€xeption (a la régle); personne/chose remarquable

manuscrit; écriture (tracé) [KSAVYA'D] (1) oxt/9y7 19-3n9

(199Y3¥279R) 1 191N

déchirer (en deux); interrompre; couper (€lectricite, etc.);
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rompre avec qqn); en rester 1a

chanson, chant; poeme; lied (99) ogy

Most Anglophones will immediately wish to compare thig
volume to Weinreich’s dictionary, and the comparison ig both
useful and appropriate Niborski/Vaisbrot is 1/3 longer thy
the corresponding Yiddish section of Weinreich and inclyges
comparably more material, more entries, and more idioms, Fo;
instance, beginning with fX» Weinreich includes: 1% iy
1YoIRN ,YOORIRN PIRIRD DWRA PTANRA PVRTIRD IYTTINRG 1Y,
Niborski/Vaisbrot offer: ‘YIRIR2 IRAXD X2 WIWNY nxn
TYURYY IVIRPTIRD YNYIONRD PINRDAYTARD W0y
SPOTONRD LPIIMRA IYNRD L YNRR SUIRINRY WUIIRD A IRPITIRY
WOIRD JUIRA YPNIRD YOORID PWIRR 0D, OWA. At the same
time, however, one must keep in mind that Niborski/Vaisbrot
is a uni-directional dictionary; that is, it is only useful for trans-
lating from Yiddish, not into Yiddish, and thus unlike
Weinreich, it cannot be used to determine how to render a par-
ticular English (or French) word or phrase into Yiddish. While
this is a major consideration, few Anglophones will lament
this aspect of Niborski/Vaisbrot, for when they are trying to
think of how to say something in Yiddish, they rarely think in
French. While some potential users might well lament their
own ignorance of French, that should be no practical deterrent
to using this dictionary. They may recall the countless times
that they have faithfully looked up a word in Weinreich and
Harkavy and found nothing (and then noted that the word
does not begin with alef; which generally makes consulting
Mark’s dictionary irrelevant). At that point in their frustration
they might well have preferred to look up the Yiddish word in
Niborski/Vaisbrot and then check that French definition in a
French-English dictionary, which would have not only re-
quired the same amount of time, but also have yielded the
sought-after definition. In most senses, what Niborski/
Yaisbrot offer in their Yiddish-French dictionary is a combina-
tion of the best features of Weinreich’s dictionary (linguistic
rigor) with those of Harkavy’s (breadth of coverage of the vO-
cabulary of the classic period of modern Yiddish literature, €5°

.

B
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:ally the Slavic component), and including, in addition, ma-
ec.:ll f¥om Mark’s dictionary, the broad range of vocabulary
terl; Niborski’s dictionary of the Semitic component, and the
g:cycbpedic range of Stuts}}kov's. thesaurus. In the peculiarly
poorly equiped lexicographical niche that is Yiddish studies,
Niborski/Vaisbrot have competently and without great fan-
fare provided the field with what is quite simply the best dic-
tionary of Yiddish published thus far in the history of the field.
Hourra!

NOTES

I. Some readers may additionally use the fine bilingual Russian-Yiddish dictionary by
M.A. Shapiro, Pyccko-e peiickuii (ubuw) ca0Gaps (Moscow: Russkij yazyk, 1984),

which has, however, the same bilingual, gloss-like function as do the works of
Weinreich and Harkavy.

University of Southern California
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