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Introduction


The Gymnast on the Horizon


By Chris McCabe


It was in November 2018, at the halfway point of editing this 


book, when I realised I’d broken through the thin vellum that 


separates the act of anthology-making from the velocity of 


language activism. I’d been told that there were no poets left 


writing in Patuá, the critically endangered patois spoken by 


people on the island of Macau, near to Hong Kong. I had 


read on the language database Ethnologue that the language 


was ‘nearly extinct’. A helpful and knowledgeable academic, 


who was also a prolific and thorough anthologist of Macanese 


writers living in Macau, told me that he’d heard carol services 


sung in Patuá, but had never come across any new poetry 


that had been created in the language. Another academic, 


John Corbett, who had hosted my visit to Macau a few years 


before, had also drawn a blank, but suggested I try Miguel 


S. Fernandes, a lawyer and local theatre director. I fired off a 


message like a vapour trail into a mackerel sky, expecting it to 


be one of many false leads I’d followed throughout the book. A 


few days later Fernandes’s response left me stunned:



















‘Hi Chris to my knowledge I’m afraid I’m the only one writing 


poems in Patuá these days, and I hope I’m wrong. How can I help?’


It’s every anthologist’s aim to set off attempting to make a 


bouquet only to find a wildfire. This contact with Fernandes, 


whose poem is included in the book, raised the question for me 


of what it means, exactly, for an endangered language to have an 


active poet? What can poetry do against the decline of a language? 


In his book Dying Words the linguist Nicholas Evans (who 



led the fieldwork into the documentation of the Iwaidja songs 


which are in this book) makes a strident and impassioned plea 


for linguists to take poetry seriously as part of their work. 


Evans blows on the sparks of Roman Jakobson’s argument 


that ‘the linguist whose field is any kind of language may 


and must include poetry in his study’ (quote from Jakobson’s 


Language in Literature). Jakobson’s advocacy for poetry is 



perhaps unsurprising given his friendship with one of the 


greatest poets of the twentieth century, Vladimir Mayakovsky. 


Evans takes this argument forward, suggesting that not only 


can poetry demonstrate – through its singularities and stylistic 


eccentricities – what a language can do, it can also introduce 


new elements into the everyday use of a language: 


‘The emergence of a particular special device in oral literature 


– a new language-game cutting syllables in a particular way, or 


a new type of alliteration, or a new metrical template in poetry 


– can actually nudge the whole language system in a particular 


direction by adding another cookie-cutter for speakers to use 


the dough of the speech around them. It is for this reason that 


a coevolutionary framework is helpful in studying verbal art: it 
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reminds us that the impact of artistic creativity does not stop at 


the work itself, but flows on to the rest of the language system.’


I have selected many poets and verbal artists for this book who 


defy, distort and transform their everyday language into the acts-


against-extinction that run through these pages. These include 


Hawad, the Amajagh poet who accompanies his visionary work 


with the visual ‘Furigaphies’ that progressively evolve the Tifinagh 


script into abstract paintings; Avrom Sutzkever, the Yiddish poet, 


who in dense, Surrealist paradoxes, attempts to ‘solve the riddle’, 


in the words of the poem, of how so many of his fellow Jews have 


been persecuted and erased through twentieth-century history; 


and there’s Valzhyna Mort, the Belarusian poet, whose lyrical, 


sinuous, and politically engaged work gives a sense of what we 


mean by poets going beyond what their everyday language can do, 


and by doing so, inventing the new constructions which can then 


be available for use in that language:


a gymnast on a thin thread of the horizon, 


was performing there


at the highest pitch


Evans is right to emphasise that it is through the active display 


of language use as an art that the younger generations often 


first listen to their indigenous language with interest, then begin 


to activate that language for themselves. In these moments of 


performance and audience engagement no language seems 


‘endangered’. Sense smoke, make fire.


Poems from the Edge of Extinction shows how poetry can 



be found in so many languages that are considered to be 
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endangered, as identified by UNESCO’s Atlas of the World’s 


Languages in Danger, or for other reasons. As speakers of a 


language decline the poets in that language have a tendency 


to rise up. The Livonian language, a critically endangered 


language of Latvia, falsely reported by The Times to have 



become extinct in 2013, counts three poets among its last 


twenty or so speakers (one of whom is Valts Ernštreits, 


published in the book, and an activist for the language). And 


there is John Smelcer, also featured here, who is thirty years 


younger than the next fluent speaker of Ahtna, one of the 


nineteen indigenous languages of Alaska. He will, in the very 


near future, become the last speaker of the language. Smelcer 


has learned the language from the elders of his community, 


written a dictionary, and now offers lessons in Ahtna through 


YouTube. But it’s through Smelcer’s poetry that the folklore 


and founding mythology of Ahtna finds its clearest expression. 


Poetry continues to be a vibrant and effective means for 


connecting people through ideas and for making sense of the 


cultural change that is always hurtling (to quote Blake) towards 


‘futurity’. 


There is a massive emphasis on the ‘from’ in the title of this 


book, which highlights the role that poetry and verbal art plays in 


activating engagement with a language. Poems from the Edge of 


Extinction. It might be thought, too, that in the cases of the more 


extreme social and political climates of the world, where basic life 


essentials are lacking, the necessity for becoming a creator of verbal 


art would be reduced, or perhaps become non-existent. As we 


don’t have all the evidence for every part of the world, this might be 


true in some contexts, but the works in this book show that in many 
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places where the basic rights of citizenship are threatened, poetry 


and verbal art is created and shared, as a matter of course. 


Every poet and verbal artist in this book is connected, in some 


way, to their community, and I am honoured to have been 


welcomed into their culture, if even for a short and remote 


exchange of twenty-or-so emails. Every unique work in the book 


is accompanied by a short text which aims to give the reader an 


introduction to the language, the creator, and the poem or piece 


of verbal art itself. On a number of occasions I have been self-


aware in introducing myself as an editor from Britain, that small 


patchwork wellington on the map, stitched together from loan 


words from so many other languages. It’s impossible to be an 


anthologist from this part of the world and not be self-conscious 


in reaching out to poets and verbal artists whose families and 


national histories may have been affected by past colonial 


aggressions. I thank all of these poets and verbal artists for their 


patience and generosity in so often meeting me in the English 


language. I also thank the translators and linguists who have 


been an essential bridge in communicating with the creators 


of the work, as well as being the creators of their own, in the 


translations. Wherever possible the short accompanying texts in 


this book have been added to and amended by the writers and 


speakers themselves, an essential step in ensuring their voices are 


included in the contextualisation of their work.


This anthology has grown out of the Endangered Poetry Project 


which was launched at the National Poetry Library in 2017. This 


was an initiative to invite people to submit poems spoken or 


written in the endangered languages of the world. The project 
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was launched as part of the 50th anniversary of the Southbank 


Centre’s Poetry International festival. Many of the texts featured 


in this anthology were submitted to the project by members of the 


public and submissions are still encouraged for new poems to be 


sent to the Library (search ‘Endangered Poetry Project Southbank 


Centre’). I would like to thank poet Stephen Watts who worked with 


us on this project and whose co-translation of Nineb Lamassu’s 


Assyrian poem for the festival is included in this book. Stephen’s 


knowledge and care for language is exemplary, as can be seen in his 


own work and in so many of his translation collaborations. This 


book has been enriched by his involvement. I would also like to 


thank my colleagues at Southbank Centre who worked with 


the National Poetry Library on the launch of this project and who 


continue to do such important work for poetry: Ted Hodgkinson 


and Bea Colley in the Literature Team, Naomi French and Ogo 


Okafor in Press and Marketing, and of course all my colleagues at 


the National Poetry Library who are an endless and daily source of 


ideas and inspiration. I would also like to thank artist Mary Kuper 


for her transformative artworks which responded to many of the 


poems in this book and were first exhibited at the Language Shift 



exhibition at the National Poetry Library in the summer of 2018. 


Finally, this book would not exist in its current form without the 


input of poet and research assistant, Sarah Crewe, who established so 


many crucial first links for much of the work included in these pages.


I hope every reader of this book will discover for themselves 


something of the endless adaptability and ongoing proliferation 


of poetry and verbal art throughout the world and bring that 


discovery back to their engagement with the language arts 


wherever they live. 


The Gymnast on the Horizon  •  Chris McCabe
Introduction



















The Gymnast on the Horizon  •  Chris McCabe
Introduction


Artist Mary Kuper's response to the poem Belarusian I by Valzhyna Mort.



















Now or never


By Mandana Seyfeddinipur


Sixto Munoz is in his nineties and lives in the Colombian Amazon 


region. His brother died in the early 2000s and since then Sixto 


has no one to speak to in his native language Tinigua. His children 


and grandchildren do not speak Tinigua, and so Sixto has to speak 


Spanish to them. He is the last known speaker of Tinigua and 


with his passing a language encoding a world-view, a knowledge 


system and memory, songs and stories, all will fall silent.


This will be the fate of about 3,500 languages – half of the 


7,000 languages spoken today – that linguists estimate will fall 


silent by the end of this century. While natural disaster, genocide 


or political oppression and its associated language bans, or 


forced displacement are well-known factors causing speakers to 


give up their languages, the effects of modernisation are driving 


this dramatic loss today. While modernisation has brought 


mobility and cultural exchange as well as improved health, 


education and access to resources, there is also another side to 


it. Globalisation, urbanisation and climate change are taking a 


massive toll on humanity’s linguistic diversity. All over the world 


people are giving up their traditional ways of life to participate 


in promises of a better life outside of their communities. People 


move to cities and shift to the often more prestigious majority 


language and ensure that their children will speak this language, 


which will give them social and economic mobility at the 
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expense of their own language. Once a generation of children 


does not learn the language any more or only uses it in a very 


limited domain, it will very likely not survive. 


Linguists speak of language shift, the replacement or 


assimilation of a language, a phenomenon which can be 


observed throughout history. Speakers shift to other often more 


prestigious languages over time, giving up their own language, 


and with this shift the language falls silent. Cornish in the United 


Kingdom, Saami in northern Europe and Basque in Spain are just 


a few well-known current examples of where the communities 


are fighting the loss. But what we are experiencing today is 


unprecedented. The rate of language shift and the associated 


language loss is estimated to be on the scale of the fifth mass 


extinction when the dinosaurs died out, and the rate is higher 


than the loss of biological species we are hearing about every day. 


In numbers, we know that half of the world’s population, 3.5 


billion, speak 25 languages such as Mandarin Chinese, English, 


Spanish, Arabic, Hindi, Russian, Bengali and Portuguese. 


The other half speak the other 6,975 languages. Note that the 


numbers are by no means exact but estimates, since linguists are 


far from having scouted the ground to be able to determine the 


exact number of languages. Given this distribution, there are 


languages spoken by a community of 300 speakers or 10,000 and 


even languages with 100,000 speakers are still small languages. 


Most of these languages are not written but oral; they have no 


writing system and no tradition in writing. Their evanescence 


means that many are vanishing without a trace. Maybe, 


for some of these languages, a word list written down by a 
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missionary a long time ago, or a grammar book in a library may 


exist, but there is not a single recording of the speakers. This 


means that we lose humanity’s linguistic diversity long before 


we have even documented, let alone begun to understand it.


Places like the British Museum tell the story of humanity, of the 


way we lived and what we created across time and space. The 


stories of civilisations are told through objects, and millions of 


people visit the museum daily to learn about humankind. The 


knowledge about the objects – how they have been made, the 


belief system, the ecological knowledge and the cosmology of 


a community – is all encoded in the language of their creators.  


But the voices of the creators and the stories they have to tell 


of their communities and cultures were not recorded way back 


when, and now they are vanishing at a dramatic speed. Each 


language is a unique expression of the creativity of the human 


mind and encodes centuries of accumulated knowledge, social 


structures and beliefs in its metaphors and words, right down to 


its grammar. Recording the knowledge now would allow us and 


our descendants to listen to the speakers themselves, to learn 


from them and, for a change, not only through the lens of a 


Western traveller, missionary or scholar.  


Also, our scientific understanding of humanity is affected. 


Language, the ability to create and develop a system of 


conventional spoken, manual or written symbols which we 


combine to communicate and express ourselves, is unique to 


humanity. No other species has developed this faculty. Not even 


our closest relatives, the apes, have the ability to speak or sign 


the complexity or range of information as humans can. This 
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amazing faculty is independent of modality, meaning language 


is spoken by hearing people, manually signed by deaf people 


and transmitted through a tactile manual system by people who 


are both deaf and blind. Young children understand pointing, a 


skill our genetically closest relatives the apes never master. Deaf 


children growing up with hearing parents develop their own 


sign language to communicate with their hearing environment. 


The human mind has developed 7,000 different languages and 


it is only now that we are able to investigate systematically 


what led to this astounding number. Why did humanity 


develop 7,000 languages across time and space? How is it that 


Papua New Guinea, with around 7 million people, is the most 


linguistically and biologically diverse place, with over 800 


languages spoken? It is only now that linguists and biologists 


are able to systematically approach these questions with 


large-scale comparisons. Our ideas about what is universal 


and what is variable in languages is based on a small number 


of languages such as English, French, Chinese and so on. To 


understand language, its core ingredients, its variations and 


uniformities, we need to explore many more, including smaller 


languages, and we need to do this before it is too late. 


At the beginning of the nineties, linguists’ outcry over the crisis 


led to many different initiatives, which took off in the early 2000s. 


UNESCO created the Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger, 


and in Germany, the United Kingdom and the United States 


schemes were funded to support the documentation of these 


vanishing languages. In the UK from 2002 onwards, visionary 


philanthropists Lisbet Rausing and Peter Baldwin (Arcadia Fund) 
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have been funding the largest documentation programme globally 


supporting the documentation and preservation of endangered 


languages worldwide: the Endangered Languages Documentation 


Programme housed at SOAS University of London. Since its 


inception, the programme has supported over 450 documentation 


projects, supporting and training linguists, anthropologists and 


community members to document the languages by video and 


audio recording, and transcribe and translate the recordings. 


The collections are preserved at the Endangered Languages 


Archive, and are available free of charge globally. Scholars 


worldwide are being trained to document the languages that 


are vanishing in their own countries. However, there are still 


not enough linguists and documenters doing this work in the 


field, and the only other programme supporting it, the National 


Science Foundation in the US, is restricted to institutions in the 


US. We have just started making a dent, but we still have a long 


way to go and we need to do this fast. It is now or never.


The creativity of the human mind and humans’ sociality 


has enabled speakers to develop different ways to play with 


language. Poetry, song, nursery rhymes, lullabies, puns, 


storytelling, tongue twisters and wordplay can be found across 


the world, but these forms of verbal art are often the earliest 


to be lost, as they are part of traditional ways of life and they 


often disappear even when the impending endangerment of the 


language is not yet recognised. This is one of the reasons for 


this anthology; so we can hear the poets’ voices expressing their 


intricate connection to their present, their past and their future, 


with and through their language.
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Introduction to Poetic Verbal Art


By Martin Orwin


When considering poetry, readers may think of it primarily 


as a written form of literature. The earliest writing system we 


know about, however, is cuneiform, which began some 5,000 


years ago in Mesopotamia, and indeed poetry, such as the ‘Epic 


of Gilgamesh’, is found written in that system on clay tablets. 


Writing is the earliest physical evidence we have of language and 


despite our natural inclination to think of 5,000 years as being 


a long time ago, it is nevertheless relatively recent in the whole 


of human history. There is much earlier evidence of music as 


an art form, since bone and ivory flutes have been found which 


have been dated as being about 43,000 years old. We might 


further assume that vocal music predates the making of these 


instruments by quite some time and that language itself, although 


there is no consensus, can safely be assumed to go back at least 


as far. If we think of poetry and music as going very much hand 


in hand, then it is safe to say that people were making poems at 


least as far back as 43,000 years ago and most likely earlier.


Turning from the historical timescale of poetry, at present, we know 


there are some 7,000 languages spoken in the world. Of these, it 


is very likely that in the majority, writing is not the medium for 


poetry, stories and other forms of verbal art. Given all this, the 


crafting of language into lines, that is into poetry, can be seen to 


be fundamentally an oral art form. All this is in no way to dismiss 
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writing; indeed, since its introduction, it has played and continues 


to play a major role in human life, including the way poetry is made 


and experienced in many languages around the world.


All languages have their own grammatical properties, ways in 


which the sounds of the language pattern together to make words 


and ways in which those words pattern when they are strung 


together in speech. For many languages these ‘rules’ of grammar 


may not be written down or analysed fully, and few people may 


be able to articulate them, but they are what underpins our 


capacity to speak with one another and be understood. Features 


of sound and grammar can then also be crafted to produce 


poetry. Metre, found in many poetic traditions around the world, 


is one of these ways. Somali, although not endangered, is one 


such language. Vowels are categorised as both long and short and 


there are a large number of different metres based on patterns 


of these long and short vowels in conjunction with word breaks 


and syllable-final consonants. Other types of metrical patterning 


exist, such as counting syllables, found for example in Amharic 


as spoken in Ethiopia and Swahili as spoken in East Africa. In 


some languages, such as Chinese, tone characteristics are also 


part of the metrical pattern. There is a poetic form in a language 


called Ku Waru from the western New Guinea highlands in 


which each line has five words and this has been suggested to be 


the basis of the metre. Zapotec, an endangered language spoken 


in Mexico, is a tone language with long and short vowels, and 


both of these features interact with stress to allow for what 


Clare Sullivan describes as ‘dazzlingly rich rhythms and auditory 


effects’ (Sullivan 2012: 44).
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Two other aspects of sound patterning are rhyme and 


alliteration. Rhyme plays a role in many traditions and in this 


anthology can be seen, for example, in the poem written in 


Chimiini, which displays a particular rhyme scheme, as does the 


poem in Sardinian. Alliteration is less common as a compulsory 


stylistic feature of poetry but is very prominent in Somali, 


where there must be at least one word beginning with the same 


sound in every line (or half-line according to the metre) and the 


same sound is sustained throughout the whole poem.


All this may seem complex, but, just as with the grammar rules 


of a language, these features are all part of what people in a 


particular language community grow up with. Lullabies and 


children’s songs display these characteristics and so from infancy 


children acquire the skills to hear these forms just as they do in 


general language use. The skills are then honed to hear more 


complex variations and ultimately, for some, to produce them. 


Performance is a significant feature when considering oral 


poetry, and there are many different ways in which this is done. 


One key issue is the way it may or may not coincide with the 


composition of the poetry itself. In some traditions, such as in 


Somali, most poems are composed prior to their performance 


and memorised as texts which cannot then be changed. The 


poet must also be acknowledged if anyone else is to present the 


poem either by reciting it, writing it down or indeed recording 


it on YouTube. In other traditions, composition of the poem 


may happen in performance or just prior to it.



















The Basque bertsolaritza, a form of poetry competition, is 


a context in which poets have a very short time to prepare 


themselves. The poets, bertsolari, are given a topic on which 


to make a bertso and have a few seconds to consider their 


composition and choose an appropriate melody to which to 


perform the poem. They perform it there and then to the audience 


while adhering to a particular metrical and rhyming pattern. 


Another way of performing these poems is in what might be called 


duelling contests, in which a line is composed by one poet, the next 


by the other poet, then the next by the first poet and so on. This is 


very popular in Basque society and every four years a grand final is 


held in which the finest proponents compete against each other in 


a large arena, which is broadcast on television to large audiences.


Such collective making of poems is found in other societies 


too. In Yemen there is a form of improvised poetry in Arabic 


called ba¯lah which is composed in performance communally 


at weddings. When the time comes to perform, a small group 


of men will form a circle in the centre among the guests. One 


man will enter the circle and produce a line made up of two 


half-lines following a particular metrical and rhyme pattern 


and performing it to a particular melody. Some in the rest of 


the group then pick up the second half-line and that alternates 


with the others who perform the refrain. Another man will 


then enter the centre of the circle and recite a line with the same 


metrical and rhyming pattern which builds on the first; others 


then take turns building a poem collectively as it is performed. 


The audience also joins in with comments on lines as they are 


composed.
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Composition in performance also occurs in Xhosa, spoken 


in South Africa. This is known as izibongo in which a poet, 


an imbongi, makes poems in the act of performance. Such 



poems are of a type referred to as praise poems in English: the 


performer addresses an individual with a series of noun phrases 


which refer to the person concerned. These may coincide with 


one line or run over more lines and may concern any facet 


of the person or their character. Izibongo are also composed 


addressing animals or inanimate things; the performance is 


marked by a particular voice quality and the poet may also wear 


specific clothes and make certain gestures and movements in a 


way which reflects the lines of the poem as they are performed.


These final three examples show oral poetry as an inherently 


communal art form. Although not everybody present at a 


particular performance is making poetry, everyone is engaged 


in some way with the whole performance and in such instances 


the poetry can be a powerful means of voicing concerns which 


affect the whole community.


The wider political issue of language endangerment is 


something we see addressed in a number of the poems 


in this anthology. No culture remains static; there is a 


constant engagement between the creative human mind, the 


circumstances in which people find themselves and the use of 


language that leads to new ways of expression both in day-


to-day speech and in verbal art. One particularly interesting 


example is the poem by Joy Harjo in both Mvskoke and 


English in which the two languages seem to converse; it could 


be interpreted as language itself speaking. Mvskoke ‘knows’ 
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English and English ‘knows’ Mvskoke as they speak to each 


other in their languagehood in the space insisted to be ‘beyond’ 


the speakers, as expressed in the repeated use of that word in 


the poem. Through this the Mvskoke lines impel their own 


sense of meaning and significance in the poem such that both 


languages claim their languagehood as something which they, 


as languages, know we, as human beings, all share.
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