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Hans-Jürgen Sasse studied general linguistics, Balkanic, Indo-European and Semitic 
studies at the universities in Berlin, Thessaloniki and Munich. He graduated from the 
University of Munich in 1970 when he successfully defended his dissertation Linguis-
tische Analyse des arabischen Dialekts der Mhallamiye in der Provinz Mardin (Südost-
türkei) (Linguistic Analysis of the Arabic Dialect of Mhallami in Mardin Province, South-
ern Turkey), see 1971a. Between 1972 and 1977, he worked as a research assistant at 
the Institute of General and Indo-European Linguistics at the University of Munich. Here 
he habilitated in 1975 in the field of general linguistics with his work on the morphoph-
onology of the Galab language (also known as Daasanach; see 1974a), and already in 
1977 he was appointed a full professor of general and typological linguistics. 

In the 1970s, he travelled to Ethiopia and Kenya where he performed field research 
on the languages Quimant, Daasanach (Galab), Boni, Dullay and Burji. In the 1980s, he 
studied the Albanian dialects of Northern Greece where he gained both material for 
a unique monograph (1991a) and a wife. 

In 1987, he accepted an offer from the University of Cologne and went there to lead 
the Institute of General and Comparative Linguistics, where he would remain for the next 
21 years. He replaced prof. Hansjakob Seilers, while his former position in Munich was 
assigned to prof. Michael Job. In 2001, Sasse was elected a regular member of the 
Academy of Sciences in North Rhine-Westphalia. After his retirement during the 2008/2009 
winter semester, he was replaced by Nikolaus P. Himmelmann.

The linguistic interests of Hans-Jürgen Sasse were manifold and far-reaching as well. 
Hardly any linguist today is able to both claim a position among internationally leading 
specialists in both synchronic and diachronic linguistics and simultaneously deal with 
various language families. Besides his skills in the realm of general linguistics which 
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should be appraised by someone better qualified in this field than the authors of this 
article, three main areas of Sasse’s interests can be defined: Albanian studies in a broad-
er context of Balkan studies (cf. 1985a, 1991a, e, 1993c, 1995b), Iroquoian languages 
with a special focus on the Cayuga language (cf. 1988a, 1995c, 1997b, 1999a), Afro-Asi-
atic studies (generally 1981a, c, 1991b), and partly the Semitic languages (1971a, 1980b, 
1984a, 2003a) and Cushitic languages (generally 1980b, 1981b, 1987a, 2003a; Central 
Cushitic: 1973a {Qimant}, 1974b; Eastern Cushitic: 1975a, b, 1976a, b, 1977a, 1979a, 
1980a, b, c, 1982a, 1984b, 1993c, 1995e).

Especially his works on Eastern Cushitic comparative phonology (1975a, 1976a, 
1979a), comparative morphology (1980b, 2003a) and etymology (1982a) present a solid 
basis for creating comparative grammars of Cushitic of the same standard as the com-
parative linguistics of Semitic or Indo-European languages. It is no accident that such 
a task was performed by a linguist with profound knowledge in these fields. Sasse’s 
immense contribution to both the synchronic and diachronic knowledge of the Cushitic 
languages was proven at the organizational level as well. He arranged for the establish-
ment of a monograph series Cushitic Language Studies, which was first published by 
Buske Verlag in Hamburg and later by Köppe Verlag in Cologne. Rüdiger Köppe himself, 
the owner of the publishing company, had a lively interest in this field as he had studied 
African linguistics as well.

Between 1982 and 2008, 26 volumes describing various Cushitic languages were 
published. The series was then renamed to Cushitic and Omotic Studies. In 2010-2013 
another three volumes were published. These volumes were edited by Mauro Tosco, in-
itially together with Hans-Jürgen Sasse (and later regrettably only by himself). Mauro 
Tosco, professor at the University of Turin, was awarded a scholarship for the years 
1993–1994 from the Humboldt Foundation for a stay at the University of Cologne just 
as one of the authors of this contribution was. Our supervisor at that time was Hans-Jür-
gen Sasse. The following list of publications will be a small repayment of the debt we 
owe to prof. Sasse.
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