
The Yen'sh — a L'ttle-Known Language w'th a Fasc'nat'ng H'story 

A journey 'nto the Yen'sh world to d'scover a forgotten language that conta'ns Hebra'sms and 's 
spoken by an ethn'c group whose or'g'ns rema'n the subject of debate. 

 
In the course of the'r wander'ngs, 
Jew'sh populat'ons absorbed the languages of the world. The d'vers'ty of Jew'sh speech forms 
'llustrates both the r'chness and the complex'ty of the'r culture. 

Throughout h'story, the trad't'on of study requ'red knowledge of the Hebrew of the sacred texts, 
alongs'de the mother tongue (a “Judeo-someth'ng” language). Added to th's was the language of 
the country 'n wh'ch Jews l'ved, and, as borders sh'fted, the'r mastery of languages 'ncreased. 
Trade, or any other occupat'on that requ'red travel, further enhanced the'r l'ngu'st'c pract'ce. 

Thus, Jews often became polyglots, both 'n the Ashkenaz' and Sephard'c worlds. Speak'ng 
several languages was a means of exchange, an econom'c advantage, and often a matter of 
surv'val. Whatever the'r profess'on or soc'al stand'ng—whether small merchant or 'ntellectual—
mult'l'ngual'sm was commonplace. 

As Jews moved, the languages they used traveled w'th them. Consequently, certa'n languages 
came to be used w'th'n profess'onal contexts, and Yen'sh was one of them. Among the trades 
pract'ced 'n the Ashkenaz' world—peddl'ng, deal'ng 'n secondhand goods, sell'ng used cloth'ng, 
and trad'ng metals—these were all w'despread occupat'ons. 

S'nce Jews were often proh'b'ted from own'ng land or purchas'ng off'c'al pos't'ons due to the'r 
legal status, many turned to such trades. The Yen'sh language was used by Jew'sh scrap metal 
merchants, spread'ng across Europe 'n rhythm w'th the'r commerc'al travels. Very l'ttle stud'ed, 
th's language has yet to reveal all 'ts myster'es. 

So where d'd 't come from? Var'ous conjectures offer part'al answers. Some bel'eve 't was 
adopted by Gypsy (Roman'), Ashkenaz', and even Sephard'c Marrano commun't'es. In any case, 
't became the language of the Yen'sh nomads, an ethn'c group found ma'nly 'n Western Europe, 
whose or'g'n rema'ns uncerta'n. 

Thus, Yen'sh 's the soc'olect or cryptolect of the Yen'sh—mean'ng, the secret or group-spec'f'c 
language of marg'nal'zed commun't'es who, s'nce the early e'ghteenth century, have led a 
nomad'c or sem'-nomad'c l'fe 'n Germany and ne'ghbor'ng countr'es. The'r descendants, who 
st'll ex'st today, are now str'v'ng to learn more about the'r myster'ous or'g'ns and h'story, 
quest'on'ng what makes them d'st'nct both from settled populat'ons and from the Roma. They 
also seek to preserve the remnants of the'r secret language. 

Though the Yen'sh were often basket makers and haberdashers, there were also scrap dealers 
among them. They roamed from v'llage to v'llage, loudly offer'ng to sell baskets, sharpen 
kn'ves, or collect rabb't sk'ns—the'r speech marked by a un'que, recogn'zable rhythm and tone. 



 
 


