
To add a speck of personal colour to this bare sketch of a life larger than life: 
 
 My professional association with Sasha began in the late 1970's:  I had seen his 
work on Archi and on ergativity elsewhere in Daghestanian, and he agreed to contribute 
a chapter to our Ergativity volume of 1979, entitled 'Canonical ergativity and 
Daghestan[ian] languages'.  (I have a vague recollection that Georgij Klimov made the 
introductions, notwithstanding their ideological differences over stadialism.)  Then 
came paradigms, then the EUROTYP years where noun phrases and Suffixaufnahme 
kept us occupied, then ALT and LT, then other occasions to stay in touch.  I last saw 
Sasha in May 2009, at one of our workshops in Schloss Freudental near Konstanz, this 
one to mark my coming of (old) age.  Leaving canons behind, but not his beloved 
Daghestan, he was in great shape, perhaps a bit overweight, and spoke about 'The 
incredible variability of Daghestanian clause coordination: Attempt of explanation', 
with no articles in the subtitle. 
 
 I wasn't the only member of the Sasha fan club in Konstanz.  Aditi Lahiri, at 
EUROTYP in the prosody group that seemingly couldn't be more distant, had joined up, 
too:   
 

When I first met him, he came and asked me if we could discuss 
intonation and in particular phonology, phrasing, and intonation.  I was 
struck by his perceptive questions.  I agreed.  And eventually we had 
the most amazing workshop in Moscow.  I later had him at Freudental, 
and again I learnt how to combine detailed field work with establishing 
generalisations. 

 
 But instead of reminiscing about the over 30 years that we had the good fortune 
to share with Sasha, allow me to dwell on a small point that I initially found puzzling.  
Sasha would divide up languages into those which were "interesting" and those which 
weren't.  He would only go to work on the former:  Archi, Alutor, Bagvalal, Tsakhur, 
the lot.  But what is it that makes a language "interesting", an und für sich or for Sasha 
or another investigator?  Also, isn't this a bit harsh on the "uninteresting" languages, 
whatever it is that they are lacking?   
 
 By "interesting" Sasha meant, I think, that a language provides a challenge, the 
challenge of analysis.  Documenting languages without describing, let alone analysing 
them, was not how he saw his job description.  Nor was it his ambition as a typologist to 
amass worldwide samples and tick off YES's or NO's on checklists for variables whose 
values could be seen at a glance, without analysis and upon the fleetingest acquaintance.  
He would sometimes refer to himself as a "microtypologist":  his samples were 
comprised by those languages which he (and his teams) had worked hard to get to know 
intimately, whose anaytic challenges he had been able to meet – where he could glimpse 
the truth, and truth became one with beauty, as in the films or paintings that matter.  
These select languages, or rather their hard-gained analyses, revealed to him something 



significant, however unquantifiable, about linguistic diversity and unity. 
 
 It saddened him when, on more than one occasion, his abstracts didn't find 
favour with programme committees for typological conferences, and he sensed typology 
to be headed in a different direction.  (Perhaps they could have cited subsidiary excuses, 
too, to do with the rhetorics of abstract writing.)  It won't now comfort Sasha, but I'm 
convinced that, at the end of the day, it won't be microtypology that will be found 
uninteresting or indeed expendable, but a typology that dispenses with thick description 
and analysis.  
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