
CONSERVATORY OF DEAD LANGUAGES
-

Solo for Two Voices

Text by

PABLO HELGUERA

NEW YORK
2013



It was around 2:00 p.m. on May 21, 2006. I was scheduled to depart in three 
hours from Anchorage, initiating a long journey across the entire length of 
the Pan-American Highway. Alaska, the “Last Frontier,” had received me 
with round-the-clock daylight: in that part of the world, there is no night 
during spring.

From the beginning of planning my journey, I had wanted to interview 
Chief Marie Smith Jones, the last surviving speaker of the Alaskan language 
Eyak. It was not an easy task: she had not been interviewed for more than 
a decade, and she was hard to get a hold of.  The linguists who worked with 
her, in a strange gesture of over-protectionism that I rather interpreted 
as possessiveness, weren’t helpful in letting me reach her. Finally, through 
the help of Sean Licka from the University of Anchorage, we located her 
granddaughter, just three hours before I was going to leave. “She takes a nap 
in the afternoon, but she can see you at 3:00 p.m.,” she said.  So along with 
Sean Licka and my Canadian collaborator, Sean Arden, I hastily jumped in 
the van to go see her.

The situation of Chief Marie being the last speaker of a language, while 
unusual, is not exclusive. There are several hundred last speakers of languages 
in the world today, and on average one of them dies every week. It is 
estimated by some linguists (among them Michael Krauss and Stephen 
Wurm) that half of the world’s languages will be gone within this century.  
There is a debate within the linguist community regarding language 
preservation. Ultimately, however, it appears to be a moot point: language 
can only survive when necessity dictates its survival. There is no compelling 
reason for our society to retain so many languages: in all likelihood, the world 
of our great-grandchildren will be vastly homogenized linguistically, and it is 
conceivable to foresee a world in the not too distant future where there may 
only be a handful of languages spoken.

I had seen a video of Chief Marie made perhaps in the early 1990s, when she 
appeared with her sister, now deceased. She seemed to be a very shy person, 
definitely not interested in the limelight. Ironically, and perhaps to her 
chagrin, she had inherited the unwelcome task of keeping her own language 
alive along with herself.  Last speakers are victims of destiny who suddenly 
find themselves in the situation of having a skill that most likely will be gone 
with their passing.  Juan Gregorio Regino, a Mazatec poet (from a region 
in Oaxaca, Mexico, bordering Puebla and Veracruz) once told me about the 
strange position of being the only authority of one’s own language. Although 
Mazatecan is still spoken by a few thousand people, Regino is considered the 
authority of the language—he edits the only Spanish-Mazatecan dictionary 
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available—and often has to confront dilemmas such as when and how to 
introduce new words into Mazatecan, such as “Internet” and “blog.”

We drove to the modest neighborhood of Fairview, where Chief Marie lived, 
in a small apartment in a green house. Her granddaughter Sheila Begich came 
out to greet us and let us in.  My initial view of Chief Marie was somewhat 
shocking: she was a very small, frail woman. At eighty-seven, her thin arms 
and legs appeared nearly skeletal. She wore a blue dress with white flowers 
and was sitting on a sofa chair.  She had her granddaughter next to her all 
the time—it was clear that she was very afraid of us at first.  She looked so 
vulnerable, surrounded by medicines, teddy bears on top of her sofa, and 
various Native American and Eyak ornaments on the walls.

Yet for all her frail constitution, I was surprised by the strength of her voice. 
She had a resounding, clear voice. She was also perfectly lucid.

The Eyak language belongs to the Na-Dené languages, a family of languages 
in northern Alaska that belong to the larger group of the Athabascans. The 
only non-native person who has studied Eyak and communicated sporadically 
with Chief Marie is Michael Krauss, a famous linguist and specialist on the 
Athabascan language group to which Eyak belongs. The language has a hard, 
consonant-heavy musicality, which appears to place it somewhere in between 
the Siberian languages and the Navajo.

I explained to her that I was commencing a journey that explored local 
cultures and wanted to start it with an interview with her.  Things often take a 
while to get rolling in these situations—Chief Marie was willing to oblige, but 
it took some time for her to warm up to start sharing stories.

“My family traditions were almost gone when I was growing up; there were 
only five families,” she remembered. “There were no potlatches even anymore.”  
(A potlatch is a common name for a Native American ceremonial celebration. 
When Marie became chief of her tribe, in 1994, the Eyak potlatch was 
reinstituted in the community, the first one in ninety-nine years). 

I asked her if she remembered any song in Eyak, to which she dryly replied, 
“No.” But after thinking for a minute, she said, “There is a song that I learned 
as a child, but I wasn’t supposed to learn it.” And she smiled in mischief. After 
she sang it, she told us what it meant: “He has a hanging snot from the nose; 
it’s drying out, it’s drying out.”  She laughed out loud.  Her many wrinkles 
made her smiles so expressive. Then she coughed violently. She was a heavy 
smoker.
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She then proceeded to tell her favorite story.  It went somewhat this way:
A good hunter who lived with his wife in the forest one day went blind.  He 
tried to continue to hunt nonetheless and continue life as before, but he 
started sensing that there was something wrong with his wife. One time, a 
moose approached them. She told him, “If you don’t kill that moose, I will 
leave you.” The hunter took his best shot with his bow. When he asked her 
“Did I hit it?” she said “No” and left him. The hunter stayed in the forest, 
crying. He was found by a talking loon, who told him, “Get on my back. I 
will take you around the lake. Each time I complete a circle, I will ask you 
how your eyes are.” At the fourth circle, the hunter could see again. But he 
didn’t like what he saw. He saw the dead moose. He also saw the footprints of 
his wife, which led downhill, toward the cabin of another man.

Perhaps the most striking part was when she explained what her name 
meant. “It means the voice that you follow,” she said. “That draws you, like 
when you hear something beautiful, you know? It’s like my voice draws you 
to me. You are walking toward that noise.’”

   * * *

Approximately every week the last speaker of a language dies. The definition 
of a language is debatable even amongst linguists, although it is believed 
that there are around 6,000 languages. Around fifty-two percent of them are 
spoken by less than 10,000 people, and twenty-eight percent by less than 
1,000. It is estimated that during this century about half of these languages 
will disappear.  Language diversity was created over thousands of years, due 
to geographic and environmental reasons (not incidentally, the countries 
with greatest biodiversity also are the ones with greater linguistic diversity). 
Language survives because of need; whenever it is not useful, other than 
to communicate to the older generation, soon it is abandoned—which is 
the case of many languages today.  As global integration brings the same 
referents and experiences to different people, languages vanish along with the 
conditions that once made a place unique. The death of a language means the 
loss of a collective form of seeing and describing the world, an encyclopedic 
universe of references constructed through experiences of generations over 
the centuries.  The greatest irony about language preservation is that a 
language can only be preserved in its constantly evolving form—that is, in a 
state of being continuously spoken and evolving. Once there are no people to 
exercise it and change it for their needs, it effectively becomes a frozen entity.
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   * * *

When I started my long journey through the Americas, I realized that 
Yaghan—the language spoken by the indigenous groups from Tierra del 
Fuego—was also near extinction. Just by coincidence, and maybe for some 
reason connected to the poetic symmetry of fate, there was only one Yaghan 
speaker left—a woman who lived in the southernmost village in the world. 
Eventually, after 20,000 miles and four months after my departure from 
Anchorage, Alaska, I made it to that part of the world with the hope that 
Cristina Calderón would be my last stop.

Ukika, a village with fifty-one inhabitants, is located at the southeast side of 
Puerto Williams, a Chilean town located south of the Argentinean city of 
Ushuaia. When the Yaghan Indians started to become extinct, the Chilean 
government created a small reservation for them, a minimal and pretty much 
meaningless gesture toward preserving their ancestral culture.

Puerto Williams, with a population of about 3,000, started as a naval station 
that is still mainly populated by officers of the Chilean army, with the mission 
of protecting the squalid archipelago of uninhabited islands whose sovereignty 
Chile and Argentina seem to constantly fight over.

My search for Cristina Calderón became no less a challenge than the difficult 
search for Marie Smith Jones in Anchorage. Even after being in touch for 
several months via email with her granddaughter, who promotes awareness 
of Yaghan traditions, so far I had only very limited and vague information 
regarding “La Abuela,” as she is known there. When I arrived in Ushuaia 
I went to search for her, only knowing that she lived in Puerto Williams, 
which is twenty kilometers away, across the Beagle Channel. I did not know, 
however, that commercial transportation between the two areas was practically 
nonexistent, particularly during the winter, which is when I arrived in the area. 
In addition, I had no guarantee that I would find La Abuela, but I had no 
other choice but to try.

I finally managed to get a hold of a rubber boat, piloted by an Argentinean 
fisherman, who took me across to Isla Navarino in Chile (where Puerto 
Williams is located). We crossed through the snow and deep cold in the boat, 
which jumped like a horse through the waves of the channel. I had had to 
make an appointment by phone with two Chilean immigration officers in 
Puerto Navarino, who expressly came to a designated zone of the island where 
there was a small customs house, to stamp my passport. From there, a van 
drove me to the other side of the island, on a mud road (there are no paved 

streets there), crossing snow and ice, and practically desolate areas, empty of 
people and, one might say, of nature itself.  My driver was a young, quiet man, 
who actually looked like an Alaskan Indian. I asked him on whether he knew 
La Abuela. “Here everyone knows each other,” he replied.

I entered the village of Ukika, with its spectacular view of the sea and 
mountains. The house of La Abuela is located in the center of the village. 
As I approached the hut, two dogs barked at me angrily. I was nervous. I 
knocked. An elderly woman, with a dirty sweater, and who appeared to be in 
the middle of lunch, opened the door and looked at me with surprise.

“Cristina Calderón?”

“Sí.”

I explained to her, with some difficulty, what I was doing there. She had 
apparently heard that I was coming. She told me, in her southern Chilean 
accent, “Come back at three. But you should know that I charge for 
interviews.”

At three I was back, very formally, with a video camera and two traditional 
Mexican dolls as a gift. In contrast to Marie Smith Jones, she did not seem 
to care about that gift in the least. We sat down. Her house had green, dirty 
walls. We had just started our conversation when the local butcher walked 
through the door, with a gigantic and bleeding carcass of beef. He crossed 
the living room (in front of me) and left the bleeding piece in the kitchen. 
Cristina smiled for the first time. “We only eat stew here. Before one could 
get lamb around here but not anymore. Only beef.”

La Abuela explained that everyone in the village was somehow related to 
her. She had six children and thirteen grandchildren, some of which were 
also starting to have kids.  Referring to her family’s expansion, she said, “It’s 
maybe because I was an orphan that I wanted to reproduce myself so much.” 
Her father had passed away before she was born and her mother died when 
she was five. She was raised by uncles and by her grandfather, whom she 
remembered venerated the sun. During her childhood, Yaghan culture was 
already in quick decline. The last Yaghan celebration she witnessed was when 
she was eight years old, in 1936. Hers was the last generation to learn the 
language, and her last interlocutor was her sister who, like chief Marie’s sister, 
had passed away recently. She couldn’t remember Yaghan well. In contrast 
to Jones, who had taken an activist stance, Calderón had gravitated toward 
silence.
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Like with Chief Marie, I didn’t know how to approach the question of how it 
felt to know oneself as the last speaker of a language. But she began addressing 
it in her own, by speaking about loneliness and about her relationship with 
God.

“My daughter killed herself a few years ago. She took some pills. After that, I 
stopped going to church, because I thought to myself, if something so unfair 
like this happens, this means God is nowhere. Once an evangelist came to 
see me to convince me to go to church, and added that if my daughter died it 
was because God had decided that she would have suffered much more in life 
otherwise.” But Cristina did not believe him and never went back to church.  
She did make amends with God, but in a personal way and from her own 
home. “I think that in the end we all are alone with ourselves, and with God.”

In contrast to Chief Marie, La Abuela had no real interest in reviving her 
language. It appeared to be a sore subject for her. She said she had tried to 
teach it to young people, “but they didn’t really want to learn. When you want 
to learn something you learn it.” La Abuela showed me a few Yaghan crafts 
they made in the village. They didn’t have any particularly interesting look and 
didn’t seem to refer to any particular tradition. They looked more like trinkets 
made to stock an improvised shop for the tourists who come to visit the island.

I said goodbye to La Abuela, thanking her for her time and generosity. I left 
her house and again saw the ocean, and that powerful, sharp, and melancholic 
austral light, the many sleepy dogs in the village. I started walking down 
the muddy path. That final thought—that we all are ultimately alone with 
ourselves, uttered by the last speaker of a language in the most remote village 
in the world—left me deep in deep.

   * * *

Marie Smith Jones gave us a prayer in Eyak before we departed. She had a 
few words for the last speaker of Yaghan, Cristina Calderón, whom I told her 
I would also visit in Argentina. “Tell her that I know how she feels. We were 
the chosen ones.” Shortly before we departed, Jones added, “Deep in my heart 
I have a feeling Eyak language is going to come back. Don’t ask me how, but 
that is how I feel it, and I have been telling people that Eyak language is going 
to come back strong. ”

But, as if often happens with these situations, Eyak was not saved. Marie 
Smith Jones died on January 21, 2008.

During my long journey across the continent, Chief Jones’s Eyak prayer 
stayed with me, as well as the meaning of her name. I often wondered 
what it would be like if I were the last person in the world to understand 
Shakespeare’s sonnets, to appreciate the fine humor of El Quijote, to grasp 
the nuances of a Tennessee Williams play, to laugh at an off-color Mexico 
City joke. We live in the luxurious oblivion of plenty, not particularly 
concerned about the sounds that draw us, not particularly worried if there 
may be some kind of blindness in us of which we would like to get rid of. 

Leaving Marie Smith Jones, we drove through the night, down the Alaskan 
highway. It must have been 4:00 a.m., and yet the sky looked as if it was six in 
the evening. The sun never appeared to touch the horizon. Instead, it started 
rising again.
   

   * * *
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