Tevfik Esenc¢ and the Ubykh Language: The Last
Voice of a Lost World

Introduction

On the 7th of October 1992, in the city of Istanbul, a man named Tevfik Esen¢ passed away at
the age of eighty-eight. His death was, by any ordinary measure, an unremarkable event, the
quiet passing of an elderly man in a country far from the land of his ancestors. Yet linguists and
ethnologists around the world took note with considerable solemnity, for with him died the last
fully fluent speaker of Ubykh, a language of extraordinary phonological complexity and singular
structural architecture. The Ubykh language, spoken for centuries along the eastern shores of
the Black Sea, ceased to exist as a living tongue at that moment. It joined the lengthening
register of extinct languages, those irretrievable losses that diminish not merely the archive of
human communication but the very diversity of human thought itself.

This article examines the life of Tevfik Eseng, the historical and cultural circumstances that
produced both his people and their language, the remarkable linguistic properties that made
Ubykh a subject of intense scholarly fascination, and the broader implications of its extinction
for our understanding of language endangerment and cultural survival.

The Ubykh People: Origins and Homeland

The Ubykhs were a Northwest Caucasian people who, until the middle of the nineteenth century,
inhabited a compact territory along the eastern shore of the Black Sea, centred on the area of
present-day Sochi in what is now the Krasnodar Krai of the Russian Federation, situated to the
north-west of Abkhazia. Their language, Ubykh, belongs to the Northwest Caucasian language
family, a grouping that comprises three principal branches: Abkhaz-Abaza, Circassian
(encompassing Kabardian and Adyghe), and Ubykh itself. This family takes its name from the
geographical region where speakers of these related but mutually unintelligible tongues lived in
close proximity until the catastrophic events of 1864.

The population of the Ubykhs at the height of their settled existence in the mid-nineteenth
century is difficult to estimate with precision, though some Russian imperial sources suggest a
figure in the region of forty thousand to fifty thousand individuals. They were a warrior society,
deeply embedded in the culture of the Caucasus, and they participated fully in the resistance
against Russian imperial expansion that defined the long and brutal Russo-Caucasian War of
the nineteenth century.



The Circassian Exile and the Destruction of a Speech Community

The fate of the Ubykh language cannot be understood in isolation from the political and military
catastrophe that befell its speakers. The Russo-Caucasian War, which had been fought with
considerable ferocity for decades, drew to a close in the winter and spring of 1864. By the end
of February of that year, the Ubykhs found themselves encircled by Russian forces, and on the
6th of March 1864 they ceased armed resistance. The Ubykh elders entered into armistice
negotiations with the Russians, and the terms offered to them, in accordance with the
expressed wishes of Tsar Alexander I, presented a stark binary choice: deportation to the
Ottoman Empire or resettlement within Russia itself, specifically to the Kuban region.

The terms were recorded with clinical precision: "Those wishing to go to Turkey should
assemble in encampments on the sea coast at the mouths of the rivers Shakhe, Vardane, and
Sochi, where Turkish ships may come. Those who wish to join us should immediately move to
the Kuban, where land will be allotted to them." With their villages burning around them,
approximately thirty thousand Ubykhs made their way to the coast and embarked for the
Ottoman Empire. A small number of families accepted resettlement within Russia, eventually
finding themselves in the Kostroma province. On the 21st of May 1864, Grand Duke Michael, the
Tsar's governor-general in the Caucasus, formally proclaimed "the end of the Caucasian war."

This event, known to the Circassian and broader Northwest Caucasian diaspora as the
Circassian Genocide or the Muhajir catastrophe, did not merely displace a people
geographically. It severed the community from its ancestral land, disrupted the intergenerational
transmission of culture and language, and placed the Ubykhs within an Ottoman, and later
Turkish, environment in which their own tongue held no administrative, educational, or economic
utility. The linguistic consequences were slow but inexorable.

Once settled in the Ottoman Empire, the Ubykh refugees faced the practical reality of living in a
society where Turkish, and to some extent Circassian and Abkhaz, were the languages of
commerce, governance, and social advancement. Over the generations that followed, the Ubykh
elders made what George Hewitt, Emeritus Professor of Caucasian languages at the School of
Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) and a Fellow of the British Academy, has described as a
rational but tragic decision: "It seemed more sensible to concentrate on languages they would
need." The Ubykh language was not forbidden, nor was it actively suppressed in the manner of
some other minority tongues in the twentieth century. It was, instead, simply abandoned as an
act of pragmatic adaptation, a decision by community elders not to transmit the language to the
next generation. "It was a tragedy all the same," Hewitt observed, "because when a language
dies, a culture dies with it."



Tevfik Eseng: Life and Significance

Tevfik Eseng was born approximately four decades after the Ubykh expulsion from the
Caucasus, in the village of Haci Osman in Turkey. He was raised by his Ubykh-speaking
grandparents, and it was through this intimate domestic transmission, unusual even by the
standards of his own generation, that he acquired a full and sophisticated command of the
language. As an adult, he served as the muhtar, or village mayor, of Haci Osman before entering
the civil service in Istanbul, where he spent much of his working life.

What made Eseng extraordinary was not merely his native fluency, which was by itself
remarkable given the advanced state of language shift within the Ubykh community, but the
combination of that fluency with a quite exceptional memory and an unusual degree of
metalinguistic awareness. He possessed what those who worked with him consistently
described as an instinctive understanding of the structural logic of his language, enabling him to
function not merely as a passive informant but as an active collaborator in the scholarly
enterprise of documentation.

His most significant and sustained collaboration was with the French linguist Georges Dumézil,
one of the preeminent scholars of Indo-European mythology and comparative linguistics in the
twentieth century, who had a parallel and serious interest in the Caucasian languages. Dumézil
worked extensively with Eseng over many years, producing a body of documentation that forms
the core of the scholarly record of the Ubykh language. Through their collaboration, Eseng
helped to compile an Ubykh dictionary and a grammar, resources that have become
foundational to the study of the language in its extinct state.

Eseng also worked with other scholars of the first rank. In 1974, George Hewitt spent six weeks
in Turkey, during which he made recordings of Circassian dialects and, crucially, of Ubykh. His
sessions with Eseng took place primarily in Istanbul and in Haci Osman village, where a small
number of elderly residents could still recall certain phrases, though none possessed Eseng's
full command. Hewitt's recordings, some of which remain accessible today, constitute an
invaluable acoustic archive of a language that no living person can now speak. Eseng also
worked with the French scholars Georges Charachidzé and Viacheslav Chirikba, and he
recognised with evident appreciation and dignity the scholarly seriousness with which these
researchers approached him and his language.

In one of the most extraordinary gestures in the history of linguistic documentation, Eseng
allowed linguists to take X-ray images of his speech organs as he demonstrated the vocal
articulations required to produce the eighty-three distinct consonant sounds of Ubykh. This
procedure, which required considerable patience and physical cooperation, speaks to the depth
of his commitment to ensuring that something of his language's phonological reality was
preserved beyond the merely impressionistic.



It is also recorded that Tevfik Eseng, in his final years, composed the inscription he wished to
have placed on his white marble tombstone. The words he chose stand as one of the most
quietly devastating epitaphs in the history of human language: "This is the grave of Tevfik Eseng.
He was the last person able to speak the language known as Ubykh."

The Linguistic Architecture of Ubykh

To understand the magnitude of what was lost with Tevfik Eseng, it is necessary to appreciate
the remarkable and, in several respects, unique structural properties of the Ubykh language.
These properties have attracted serious scholarly attention precisely because they challenge
assumptions about the boundaries of human phonological and morphological capacity.

Phonology: A Consonant Inventory Without Parallel

Ubykh's most celebrated feature is its consonant inventory. The language possesses eighty-one,
or by some counts eighty-three, distinct consonant phonemes, placing it among the most
consonantally complex languages ever documented. This figure is rivalled only by certain of the
Khoisan languages of southern Africa, which employ click consonants as phonemic elements.
The linguist John Colarusso has written that "any rigorous account of human phonetic
perceptual capacity will have to consider this precious marvel, Ubykh," a judgement that
captures both the scientific and humanistic stakes of the language's documentation.

The consonantal richness of Ubykh arises from the systematic application of secondary
articulatory features, including labialisation, palatalisation, pharyngealisation, and glottalisation,
to a base set of consonantal oppositions structured around the phonological distinction
between voiced, voiceless aspirate, and voiceless ejective obstruents. The language makes
extensive use of affricates and fricatives articulated at multiple points within the vocal tract, and
linguists working in the field required considerable training and practice before they could
reliably perceive, let alone transcribe, the full range of contrasts.

The vowel system of Ubykh presents a striking asymmetry relative to the consonant inventory.
The language has only two vowel phonemes: an open vowel, represented as /a/, and a closed
central vowel, represented as /a/. This extremely reduced vocalic system, set against the vast
consonantal inventory, produces a phonological profile unlike that of almost any other human
language. The legend of the Turkish sultan's servant who described Ubykh speech by pouring
pebbles on a marble floor captures, in its popular and anecdotal way, the genuine perceptual
impression that the language makes upon the uninitiated: a cascade of consonantal
articulations, dense and percussive, with vowels serving almost as brief pauses between
extended consonantal sequences.



Morphology and Syntax: The Polysynthetic Verb

The morphological structure of Ubykh is centred almost entirely upon the verb, which functions
as what scholars have described as the absolute centre of the sentence and mirrors the
syntactic structure of the sentence through a process of incorporation. The Ubykh verb is
polysynthetic in the fullest sense: it can simultaneously encode the grammatical categories of
person, number, tense, mood, version, potentiality, comitativity, sociativity, reciprocity, and
inferentiality, all expressed through a system of cross-referencing pronominal affixes.
Remarkably, the verb can agree simultaneously with the subject, the direct object, and the
indirect object, producing verb forms of considerable morphological density.

The language is ergative in its grammatical alignment, meaning that the subjects of intransitive
verbs and the direct objects of transitive verbs are marked in the same way, while the subjects
of transitive verbs are treated differently. This split, between what scholars label agentive and
factitive verb classes, is one of the organising principles of the entire morphosyntactic system.
The ergative case is marked by the suffix ,m, and the absolutive case by ,r. As Bert Vaux, a
scholar of Turkish languages at Harvard University, observed, the Ubykh system of
subject-verb-object-indirect object agreement is linguistically remarkable: "It shows that humans
have a greater cognitive capacity than we thought, because the average person would never
think it possible to keep track of so many agreements within a single sentence."

The canonical word order of Ubykh is subject-object-verb, with the possessor preceding the
possessed, adjectives typically following the head noun, relative clauses preceding the head
noun, and postpositions rather than prepositions governing nominal phrases. This configuration,
common to a number of Caucasian languages, produces a syntactic profile that is typologically
consistent with the broader Northwest Caucasian family.

Language Death and the Broader Crisis of Linguistic Diversity

The extinction of Ubykh was not an isolated event. It took place within a global context of
accelerating language loss that linguists had been documenting and warning about with
increasing urgency since at least the 1990s. Michael Krauss, a linguist at the University of
Alaska, drew considerable scholarly and public attention in 1992, the very year of Eseng's death,
when he predicted that at least half of the world's approximately six thousand five hundred
languages would become extinct within the following century. He asked, in a formulation that
has since become widely cited, whether the loss of Ubykh or Eyak should be mourned any less
than the loss of the giant panda or the California condor.

According to the Ethnologue survey published in 1996 by the Summer Institute of Linguistics,
three hundred and thirty-six languages were at that time classified as "nearly extinct," meaning
that parents had ceased to transmit them to their children. Among those that had already
disappeared were Northern Pomo (a Californian indigenous language), Sirenik Eskimo, Quinault



(spoken by indigenous communities in Washington State), Kasabe (spoken in the Adamawa
province of Cameroon), and Ona (spoken in Tierra del Fuego in southern Argentina). Meanwhile,
sixty percent of all living languages had fewer than ten thousand speakers, making them highly
vulnerable to the economic and social disruptions that typically precede language death.

The mechanisms of language death identified by scholars are consistent across cases. Nancy
Dorian, a specialist in Gaelic languages at Bryn Mawr College, observed that "when small
linguistic communities become economically unviable, for instance, they break up and the
language dies out." The Ubykh case exemplifies this pattern with particular clarity: displacement,
economic marginalisation, and the overwhelming dominance of more widely spoken languages
combined to make the transmission of Ubykh to successive generations seem, to those living
through the process, an unnecessary burden rather than a cultural inheritance.

Ken Hale, a linguist at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, articulated the scholarly
consensus on what is lost when a language disappears: "Languages are more than grammar.
They are cultures, ways of thinking about ourselves and our surroundings. When we lose one, it's
like losing the Louvre." Luisa Maffi of Terralingua added a further dimension to this argument,
noting that indigenous languages often encode ecological knowledge accumulated over
generations, knowledge that enables speakers to understand and sustain the environments they
inhabit.

English, it must be noted, bears a particular responsibility in the global process of language
displacement. As David Crystal, a retired linguistics professor from the University of Reading
and author of English as a Global Language, observed, English "was always in the right place at
the right time." As the language of the Industrial Revolution and the continued language of the
world's largest economy, English has assumed a dominant position in education systems
across more than one hundred countries, sometimes at the direct expense of other languages,
including formerly prestigious ones. In 1996, Algeria replaced French with English as the
principal foreign language taught in its schools, a development that illustrates the inexorable
pressure even major languages face from the global dominance of English.

Documentation Efforts and the Scholarly Legacy

The scholarly documentation of Ubykh, carried out largely through the collaboration between
Tevfik Eseng and a dedicated group of European linguists, represents one of the more
substantial achievements in the field of language documentation. The corpus of materials
gathered includes grammatical descriptions, lexical records, narrative and oral literature texts,
and phonological analyses, as well as the extraordinary acoustic and radiographic records
mentioned above.

Georges Dumézil's work with Eseng produced the foundational grammatical and lexicographic
resources for the language. George Hewitt's recordings from 1974 preserve oral materials in
Eseng's own voice. The broader scholarly effort has ensured that, while no living person speaks



Ubykh, the language is not entirely beyond the reach of scholarly reconstruction and analysis.
This is a meaningful, if partial, consolation.

At the international level, efforts to address the broader crisis of language endangerment have
involved a number of institutions. Tokyo University established an International Clearinghouse
for Endangered Languages. UNESCO undertook a systematic cataloguing of the world's
languages and their vitality statuses. In the United States, Congress passed legislation in 1990
and 1992 supporting the preservation of indigenous American languages, and a privately funded
Endangered Languages Fund was established at Yale University. In Britain, a Foundation for
Endangered Languages was set up to provide grants for documentation and preservation work.
These institutional responses, however significant in their intent, remain modest relative to the
scale of the challenge.

Within Britain and Ireland, modest revivals have taken place in Welsh, Irish Gaelic, Scottish
Gaelic, Cornish, Breton, and Provengal, though the sociolinguistic conditions underpinning these
revivals, including political autonomy, dedicated funding streams, and broad community
engagement, are rarely replicable for smaller and more dispersed speech communities such as
the Ubykh diaspora in Turkey proved to be.

Conclusion: The Marble Tombstone and What It Represents

Tevfik Eseng died knowing that he was the last. The tombstone he designed for himself is a
monument not merely to a man but to a language, a people, and a way of articulating the human
experience that existed for centuries in the mountains and coastal valleys of the western
Caucasus and then, within the span of a few generations of diaspora and assimilation, vanished
entirely from living speech.

The Ubykh case is instructive in multiple respects. It demonstrates how rapidly a language can
move from a position of active community use to complete extinction once the sociolinguistic
conditions sustaining intergenerational transmission collapse. It illustrates the degree to which
language death is not always a passive or accidental process but can reflect deliberate
community decisions made under conditions of economic and social pressure. And it
underscores the irreversibility of the loss: once the last speaker dies, no institutional effort,
however well resourced, can restore to Ubykh the status of a living tongue.

At the same time, the scholarly record that Eseng helped to create, through his generosity of
time, his extraordinary memory, and his commitment to the preservation of a heritage that the
world was otherwise content to forget, ensures that the language retains a kind of scholarly
afterlife. Phonologists continue to cite Ubykh as a limiting case in discussions of consonant
inventory size. Typologists reference its ergative alignment and polysynthetic verb morphology
in comparative studies. And students of language endangerment return repeatedly to the Ubykh
case as one of the most fully documented and humanly resonant examples of language death
in the modern era.



The inscription on the white marble tombstone in Turkey reads with a simplicity that no
scholarly apparatus can improve upon: "This is the grave of Tevfik Eseng. He was the last
person able to speak the language known as Ubykh." In those two sentences, history, loss, and
the peculiar dignity of the last speaker converge into something that is, simultaneously, a factual
statement and an elegy for a human world that no longer exists.
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