Yiddish in English



Yiddish, the language spoken by the Jews of Eastern Europe, de-
rives from the German of the Middle Ages, with the addition of
many Hebrew and Aramaic words, but it has absorbed many other
words and expressions from the native cultures of the countries
where the Jews have settled. Since Hebrew is the traditional means
of expression of learned Jews, Yiddish tends to be a folksy, col-
orful language that expresses the day-to-day concerns of the com-
mon people. After World War I, when many Jews were forced by
political upheavals to emigrate, the United States became a center
of Yiddish literary activity. The integration of this population
into the American mainstream occurred so rapidly that many peo-
ple who employ Yiddish terms do not even recognize their source.

Yiddish is earthy, blunt, emotional, and direct. Therefore, in
many contexts it serves an expressive purpose that no English
word can quite approximate. Be careful, however, since Yiddish is
rarely appropriate in a formal context.

You will probably be familiar with many of the words in this se-
lection of Yiddish expressions, and if you muse long enough over
those you don’t know, you will probably discover that many of

. them are precisely the words you’ve been looking for to describe

~ the little frustrations of everyday life.



chutzpah (xHGOt'spa, hoot’-) gall; nerve; brashness.

golem (g6’lom) robot; lifelike creature.

gonif (gon’af) a thief, swindler, crook, or rascal.

haimish (ha’mish) homey; cozy.

klutz (kluts) clumsy or awkward person.

kvell (kvel) be delighted; take pleasure.

kvetch (kvech) complain, whine, nag; crotchety person.

macher (mi’kHor) wheeler-dealer; big shot.

maven (ma’von) expert; connoisseur. .

megillah (mo gil's) tediously long story; rlgmarole_; complicated matter.
mensch (mensh) admirable person; decent human being.

meshuga (mo shoog'0) crazy; mad; nutty.
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e (000) nag, annoy o peser, et o anning e,
nosh (nosh) smack; nibble



schmooze (shmo00z) chitchat; gab; gossip.
schlemiel (shlo mél’) unlucky person; misfit; failure; awkward person.

schlep (shlep) drag or lug around; trudge; a slow, awkward person; a tedious

journey.
schlock (shlok) shoddy merchandise; junk.
schmaltz (shmalts) mawkishness; sentimentality; mush.

schmatte (shmi’to) rag; article of cheap clothing.
schmutz (shmoots) dirt; garbage.

schnorrer (shnor’ar) sponger; parasite.
schnook (shnook) pathetic person; sucker, easy mark; lovable fool.

shtick (shtik) comic routine; special interest or talent.
tchotchkes (choch’kaz) knickknacks; baubles or trinkets.
tzimmes (tsim’as) fuss, to-do; uproar, disturbance.
. tsuris (tsooris, tslir’-) worries; woes; afflictions.
.~ yenta (yen'ts) busybody; gossip; nosy old woman.
ig (zaf"tik, -tig) juicy; plump; voluptuous; curvy.













glitch [1960s] Although nowadays a glitch
can be any kind of hitch or snag, the worq
was originally used by US electronic
engineers in the 1960s to mean ‘a sudden
surge of electrical current’. Astronauts
began using the word to talk about any

- sudden malfunction of equipment. It may
- derive from Yiddish glitsh ‘a slippery place.













