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Lost In Translation
Billions of people on this Earth collectively speak thousands of languages, many of which
are endangered. As each tongue slips into extinction, a unique way of viewing the world
goes with it. Along with the words and sounds, entire traditions and the cultural fabric they
weave may disappear in the process.

by Soo Ji Min

Vassilij Gabov leans forward to address the ninety-six-year-old woman on the other side of
the couch. In gravelly Russian, the native Siberian asks Varvara Budeeva where she’s from.
There’s no answer. Gabov repeats the question. Still unable to provoke a response, the
heavy-set man moves across the couch and sits directly beside Budeeva. Seamlessly
switching to a different language, he shouts into her ear: “Where were you born? What clan
are you from?”

Had Gabov been wearing a black suit, dark sunglasses, and shiny wingtip shoes, he might
be mistaken for a mobster interrogating a recalcitrant witness. But his weathered face and
soft eyes convey only the best of intentions. In reality, Gabov lives in Tegul’det, a remote
village in central Siberia. The former truck driver has been hired as a guide and translator
for American linguists spending ten days on a pilot language expedition in southwestern
Siberia. K. David Harrison, a specialist in Tuvan and other Siberian languages, is searching
for native speakers of Middle Chulym (chew-LIM), a language on the brink of extinction.

Harrison is having trouble getting started. The first Chulym
speaker he and Gabov located was completely deaf; the second
was incoherent. Budeeva was next on the list, and while she
never does answer Gabov’s questions—because, as luck would
have it, she too is totally deaf—she becomes the fourth
recorded speaker of Middle Chulym when she steps outside to
wave goodbye to her visitors and speaks the Chulym word for “dog” while pointing at her
pet.

But it is Gabov, whose shift from Russian to Chulym surprises everyone in the room, who
reveals himself as the third, and most intriguing, of thirty-five native speakers Harrison will
find concentrated in six isolated villages in southwestern Siberia. Just two days earlier,
Gabov spoke only Russian to Harrison. Fearing that his Chulym was deficient, Gabov kept
his knowledge of his native tongue hidden, leading Harrison to a pair of older Chulym
speakers instead. But spurred as much by Harrison’s quest as by the researcher’s video
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camera and voice recorder, Gabov reached out to Budeeva, and made a connection through
a shared language that had retreated as much from his mind as from his tongue. And in that
instant he became, at fifty-two years old, the youngest known speaker of Middle Chulym.

“The way you talk identifies the group you belong to,” says David Lightfoot, dean of
Georgetown University’s Graduate School of Arts and Sciences and a professor of
linguistics. “A language essentially disappears because people choose at some level of
consciousness to adopt another group’s language … it’s an act of allegiance to one culture
and a rejection of another culture.”

But more than the rejection of a culture, the death of a language can be a step toward the
death of the culture it expresses and embodies. Encoded in Middle Chulym, and in every
language, are clues to how people lived—kinship systems, economies, livelihood, and
leisure. “Language conveys evidence of cultural phenomena,” says Lightfoot. “If a language
disappears then the cultural evidence disappears also, because it was only embedded in the
language.”

Nearly 3,500 of the world’s languages are at risk of extinction in one lifetime—roughly half
the world’s total. And there’s little stopping the dissolution of the Turkic language that
originated on the upper reaches of the Chulym River in the district of Tomsk. In a
community of 426, only thirty-five elders are fluent speakers. The rest speak Russian only.
“It’s a moribund language,” says Harrison.

Until he arrived last summer, Harrison, who spends the school year teaching at Swarthmore
College in Pennsylvania, says the Chulym people had not been visited by a scientist since a
group of Soviet linguists came through in 1972. Even then, their language had only been
written down by the scientists in a few notebooks and locked away in an archive. Unless
something is done to revive the language and cultivate it within the younger generation,
Chulym, and much of the culture it reflects, will completely vanish over the next thirty to
forty years.

“A working language conveys so much about a culture— ethics, history, love, family
dynamics—in short: the whole life of a people,” says Diane Ackerman, a visiting professor
at Cornell University and author of An Alchemy of the Mind: The Marvel and Mystery of the
Brain. “To lose a single language is like watching a species of animal go extinct and know
it will never occur again on the planet.”

Already starting to fade from the Chulym cultural landscape are ancestral hunting stories
that once were verbally shared, retold, and embellished. Tales about bears, for example,
never mentioned the word “bear” directly, explains Harrison. “They would say ‘furry one’
or ‘brown animal.’” For the Chulym, the bear is a mystical animal to be both feared and
respected. It is a powerful symbol, one that demands special rituals be performed to assuage
the bear’s spirit. These rituals formed part of an animistic belief system, which holds that
spirits inhabit inanimate objects—rocks, trees, bodies of water—as well as living creatures.

But these same tales, told in Russian, are mere skeletons of the originals. As the Russian
language absorbed the Chulym speakers, these stories were relegated to the recesses of the
Chylum minds and culture, weakening their animistic religious beliefs. At one time, special
practitioners called qam were prevalent in traditional society. Similar to shamans, they










