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Title: Re-membering Armenian Literature in the Soviet Borderlands
Name: Arpi Movsesian
Affiliation: University of California, Santa Barbara

Abstract: This article focuses on Armenian literature during the Soviet
period and engages with the varied responses of Armenian writers to the
Soviet imperialism from its periphery, with a particular eye to poets like
Hovhannes Shiraz and Eghishé Charents, who, despite the censor’s
unrelenting efforts to silence national discourse and remembrance of the
Armenian Genocide, sought to rekindle the Armenian sense of self. This
article also attempts to highlight the poetic sensitivity and daringness of
those Armenian literati, such as Derenik Demirchian, Gurgen Mahari, and
Kostan Zarian, who believed it was their duty to faithfully depict the current
historical moment, even in the face of its inhumanity, as under Stalin, in
order to preserve and re-member their nation’s past. Although a nation with
millennia of literary history, Armenian literature remains virtually unknown
outside the small group of Armenian speakers within the country and in its
diaspora. This article hopes to shed some light on twentieth-century
Armenian literary development and in the process counter the continued
monopoly of Russian literature on Soviet and post- Soviet literary discourse
by expanding its imaginative territory.

Word count: 8,896
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Re-membering Armenian Literature in the Soviet Borderlands

Those lamps | set ablaze long ago inside,
to keep terror at bay, today still provide
a tiny ray of hope (a small glow of pride).
—Eghishé Charents

In 1952, the Armenian Soviet poet and Stalin Medal recipient, Silva
Kaputikian, gave a speech to the Armenian writers’ contest. Recalling her
zealous praise of Stalin in that speech forty-five years later, Kaputikian asked
herself, “Could it be that my words were sincere?” Her response: “Yes, much
to my shame and misfortune, they were.”! The Sovietization of Armenia had
attempted to suppress the past, for “a nation without a past was much
easier to rule and assimilate or Russify.”? Nationalistic themes in literature
had no place in a new regime which demanded socialist realism in literature
and art. The Soviet Writers’ Congress of 1934 organized by Soviet
Communist Party leader and close Stalin ally, Andrei Zhdanov, determinedly
underscored the differences between form and content, with the latter
reigning supreme. At the Congress, Karl Radek characterized the new
agenda as a calling: “The point at issue is whether we have our own
highroad, or whether this highroad is indicated by experiments abroad.”?
This so-called “highroad” left no room for deviation from officialdom.

The Soviet Union undertook great measures to dominate its
constituent “republics,” but the most coercive measure was the cloak of
pseudo-autonomy inherent in that word. Irina Ghaplanyan observes the
extent to which discussion of national identity was (dis)allowed in Armenia:
“The most defining element of Soviet nationality policies as that they were
not based on a principle of ‘all or nothing’.”* One need only look at Lenin’s
policy of korenizatsiia (indigenization), literally, “putting down roots,” aimed
at promoting local cultures and languages to create the illusion that each
republic was a distinct ethnic group and nation.> Because of this evasiveness,

1

Silva Kaputikian, Ejer pak gzrotsnerits [Pages from closed drawers] (Yerevan: Apolon, 1997),
14. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from Armenian and Russian are mine. [Uh"ph
wuytné Gu Gnb wyu funuptpp, [ ... ] Qwdnp GL h ndwywhuwnnipyntu hud, wuytknéd Gu
GnG...]

2 Rubina Peroomian, “Historical Memory: Threading the Contemporary Literature of
Armenia,” in The Armenian Genocide: Cultural and Ethical Legacies, ed. Richard
Hovhannisyan (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2007): 97-119; 98.

3 Karl Radek, “Contemporary World and Literature and the Tasks of Proletarian Art,” Marxists
Internet Archive, accessed 10 October 10 2018,
https://www.marxists.org/archive/radek/1934/sovietwritercongress.htm#s7

* Irina Ghaplanyan, Post-Soviet Armenia: The New National Elite and the New National
Narrative (NY: Routledge, 2018), 94, eBook.

> According to Ghaplanyan, Post-Soviet Armenia, chap. 3, while nationalistic expression was
censored, rudimentary cultural expression was nonetheless allowed.
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Nancy Condee refers to the Soviet Union as the “anti-imperialist empire.”®
But the violent repression of native political expressions in Armenia proved
the “indigenization” policy a mere facade. The decades-long Soviet
censorship of collective memory and national narrative was devastatingly
effective.” Armenian literature from the Soviet period highlights the dynamic
tension between the Armenian borderland and the omnipresent Politburo of
the Soviet Communist Party’s Central Committee.? Many Soviet Armenian
writers believed a work only had merit if it presented a critique of its time.
The task of the poet, therefore, was to instruct the people rather than
delight, to awaken their spirits and call them to action, and perhaps more
importantly, to give them a ray of hope in trying times.

My current task is to portray the differing responses of the Armenian
intelligentsia to empire, and to demonstrate how Soviet-era Armenian poets
created a cultural and literary memory of the lived, re-membered, and re-
imagined past. Despite the anti-Western and restrictionist sentiments of the
Communist Party, Soviet Armenian literature was international and
intersectional, for the writers worked with their own and others’ experiences
of subjugation and the long history of colonization of Armenia by foreign
powers, whether the Ottoman, Persian, or newly-formed Soviet Empire.®
Armenian writers educated in Europe, Russia, Iran, Syria, Lebanon, Egypt,
India, and the United States, but living in the Soviet Republic of Armenia,
brought ideas from all over the world into their writing, despite the watchful
eye of the Soviet censor. Armenian literature of the Soviet period engages
with world literature, but its aim was survival, and its purpose catharsis.

¢ See Nancy Condee, “The anti-imperialist empire and after: In dialogue with Gayatri
Spivak’s ‘Are you postcolonial?’” PMLA 121, no. 3 (2006): 829-831. JSTOR.

7 For a more comprehensive picture of the power relations between Russia and Armenia
across three centuries, see The Heritage of Armenian Literature: From the Eighteenth
Century to Modern Times, ed. Agop J. Hacikyan et al., vol. 3 (Detroit: Wayne State University
Press, 2005).

8 See Epp Annus, Soviet Postcolonial Studies: A View from the Western Borderlands (New
York: Routledge, 2018), eBook, for a compelling critique of the colonial matrix of power in
the Soviet borderlands, and Annus’s justifications for the phrase, “Soviet borderlands” as an
ideological term referring to non-Russian nations that were governed by the Politburo.

°® The concept, “Soviet colonialism,” is not new and has been used as a substitute descriptor
for “Soviet occupation.” For the usage of the term, see David L. Hoffmann, Stalinist Values:
The Cultural Norms of Soviet Modernity, 1917-194 (Ilthaca: Cornell University Press, 2003);
Eric D. Weitz, “Racial Politics without the Concept of Race: Reevaluating Soviet Ethnic and
National Purges,” Slavic Review 61, no. 1 (Spring 2002), 1-29; Dominic Lieven, “The Russian
Empire and the Soviet Union as Imperial Polities,” Journal of Contemporary History 30
(1995): 607-36; Yuri Slezkine, Arctic Mirrors: Russia and the Small Peoples of the North
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1994); Marko Pavlyshyn, “Ukraininian Literature and the
Erotics of Postcolonialism: Some Modest Propositions,” Harvard Ukrainian Studies 17, no. 1-2
(June 1993), 110-26; John Comaroff, “Humanity, Ethnicity, Nationality: Conceptual and
Comparative Perspectives on the U.S.S.R,” Theory and Society 20, no. 5 (October 1991),
661-87. See also Gayatri Spivak’s talk at AATSEEL in 2005 which raises questions about
postcolonial approaches to Soviet studies, and elicits a variety of responses. Gayatri Spivak,
et al., “Are We Postcolonial? Post-Soviet Space.” PMLA 121, no. 3 (2006), 828-836.
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The late nineteenth-century divisions of Armenia’s territory between
the Russian and Ottoman empires remained unchanged as the Russian-
Turkish courtship evolved into a Soviet-Turkish alliance. Consequentially, the
1915 Genocide narrative burning in the hearts of many survivors was not
only silenced in Turkey, but in Soviet Armenia as well. Armenians were
stripped of their right to remember on both fronts, and with several
organizations devoted to censoring all publications, deviating from the Soviet
line was an audacious task. Goskomizdat (The State Committee for
Publishing) censored poetry and fiction, shutting down “anomalies” not
conforming to official ideology. Textbooks, and all other published materials,
were devoid of any mention of the Genocide, or as the Armenians call it, the
Mets eghern (Great Calamity).'°

The Octobrist Poetry: An Introduction

In the early days of the Republic, Armenian poets sang the praises of
Communism, Lenin, and Stalin, sometimes referring to these leaders as “our
fathers.”!' Drunk with hope, people could not see the exploitation and fraud
inherent in the system.?? In his 18 September 1919 letter to Maxim Gorky,
Lenin wrote, “The intellectual strength of the workers and peasants grows in
the struggle to overturn the bourgeoisie and their accomplices, those ‘little’
intellectuals, the lackeys of capitalism, who think they are the brains of the
nation. The thing is they are not the brains of the nation. They're its s---."13
The relationship between Westernized literati and the State was clearly not
one of amity.

The antipathy the State expanded under Stalin “[who] hated
intellectuals too, but he cared about what we call creative writing and had an
uneasy feel for it. His famous and much-mocked remark, ‘writers are the
engineers of the human soul,’ is not just a grandiose fatuity: it is a

01n the early 1920s, Armenia was a political tool for the Soviet Union, which used Armenian
territories as “rewards” for Turkey. See Irina Ghaplanyan, Post-Soviet Armenia: The New
National Elite and the New National Narrative (NY: Routledge, 2018), especially the section,
“Soviet-Turkish Courtship” where the author discusses the specific regions that were
awarded to Turkey and Azerbaijan. Important to this discussion are the Treaties of Kars
(1921) and Moscow (1921).

1 On Soviet idolatry, see Levon Abrahamian, Armenian Identity in a Changing World (Costa
Mesa, CA: Mazda Publishers, 2006).

12 Martin Amis, Koba the Dread: Laughter and the Twenty Million (NY: Random House, 2002),
191-120, eBook, recounts an anecdote that shows, as he says, the “hypnotic power of mass
ideology”: during the Great Purges, two men who know each other, meet in the streets of
Moscow, and one tells another, “If only someone would tell Stalin!” The two men were llya
Ehrenburg and Boris Pasternak.

B3 V.1. Lenin, “Polnoe sobranie sochinenii Tom 51, Pis'ma : sentiabr’ 1919 god” [Complete
works Vol. 51, Letters: September 1919], https://leninism.su/works/91-tom-51/299-pisma-
sentybr-1919.html. [deleted text] [MHTennekTyanbHble CUbl PabO4YnX N KPECTbSAH pacTyT
1 KpenHyT B 6opbbe 3a cBep)xeHne byp)xyasnm n ee NOCOOHNKOB, MHTEJISINTEHTUNKOB,
JlakeeB KanuTana, MHAWNX ceba Mo3rom Hauun. Ha gene 3To He mMo3r, ar...]
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description of what he wanted writers to be under his rule.”** Azat Vshtuni
was one such “poet-engineer” whose poem “Diktator” (Dictator, 1925)
encourages worker solidarity with such lines as: “break the throne, / Choose
the path of new life.”** This new life demanded, as Vshtuni says, the
recognition that a new truth had been brought to the “blacksmith’s shop,”
and that “October [of 1917] brought its new word.”® Early Soviet Armenian
literature seldom shows trajectories that do not emanate from Moscow. It
bears the stamp of Communist ideology and centralized statehood.

Hence, the “new truth” manifested itself in a genre of poetry that
flourished in the newly-formed Republic. Driven by emancipatory hopes,
women writers also joined the movement, not only as socialists, but as
feminists who advocated for equality both in the economic and domestic
spheres. In her poem, “Kleopatra” (Cleopatra, 1940), Silva Kaputikian
chooses a powerful female figure as her spokesperson: “Come to me kings,
though / am the king of kings, / | am the station on your path, the beginning
of the new, /| am the sage, the eternity, / Me—a servant, a ruler, me—
undefeatable, and woman.”'” Speaking the truth of the simple worker and
castigating social inequality were the writer’s imperatives in the Octobrist
Poetry. Some of these poems also appeared in the official newspaper of the
Communist Party, Pravda (meaning “truth”). Even under Stalin, the poets
sang Lenin’s praises, their first “father” of “truth.” Vshtuni’'s poem, “Lenin”
(1926) depicts Lenin as a divinity who whispers in the ears of the fighters for
equality, emboldening them, as a spiritual guide who appears “Where there’s
sweat and tear, / Where there’s deprivation and sorrow.”*® Similarly, Gurgen
Mahari, a Genocide survivor and poet, depicts Lenin as the captain of the
ship. “A Man with a capital letter,” writes Mahari in his poem, “Lenini ardzani
mot” (By Lenin’s statue, 19277), “Who wrote his name on the banner of the
century.”*®* When not about Lenin, poems were about the farmer, plow in
hand, singing laborer’s songs while working on a state-owned farm, or a
sovkhoz.

4 Amis, Koba, 19.

15 Azat Vshtuni, Yerker [Works], vol. 1 (Yerevan: Haypethrat, 1960), lines 92-3. [Unp Jwnp
prhylwpnnpu swnnbd, / Qwnppbd nLnhlb Unp Yuwuph:]

18 |bid., lines 52, 54. [nywntUptpp nwppunwd G Unp nwip [...1 /<nyunbdptpp hp Ywlgu &
thnnud.]

17 Sjlva Kaputikian, Girs Mnay Hishatakogh [My work for remembrance], (Antilias, Lebanon:
Press of the Armenian Catholicossate of Cilicia, 1996), lines 36-9.

[6UE"p, wppw’p, GL uwywjl B'u Gd wppwl wnpwjhg,

tu Jwjw Ul tJ atp dwdthh, pwjg L uyp’'gpe &GU unphg,

tu hwytipdh Punphn’pnu GU Gu, hwyt’pdu U wudkyhu,

Gu’ GL unpny, L whpnn, Gu® wuwhubwl, Gl Gu® yh'u...]

18 Azat Vshtuni, Yerker, lines 3-4. [Ujuwntin, nLp Jwpnnt ppunhupl & hnunod, / nup dnn
anyuwup Yw ni yhwn:]

19 Gurgen Mahari, Yerker [Works] (Yerevan: Armenian SSR Publisher, 1954), lines 9, 4. [Uhw
Jdwpnp, puytp: (9) Lw nwnptiph Gwywunhu hp wunlup gptg: (4)]
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The Soviet Empire, though a closed system, was nonetheless
interested in linguistic and literary exchange, especially, but not exclusively,
within its borders. Hamo Sahian, for example, engages with Robert Burns in
“Robert Bernsi tsaghikeh” (The flower of Robert Burns, 1945), as he recounts
the bucolic images of the Scottish poet’s verses: “Let no flower be victim of
another’s foot, / And no carnation beheaded in vain, / I've lived in posterity
through my song, / And in those bright-burning flowers all along.”?° Despite
the Communist Party’s anti-Western stance, such conversations were
occasionally permitted in order to spread the novaya pravda (“new truth”).
Kaputikian writes her poem, “Rainisi shirmaqgare Rigayum” (Rainis’
tombstone in Riga, 1947) about the Latvian poet whose poetry about his
exile, native land, and Latvia’s failed revolution stirred the hearts of Latvians.
The date of the poem is significant, for at that point, it had only been three
years since Latvia’s re-annexation into the empire. Kaputikian’s poem is not
directed specifically to Rainis, but as she writes, “I, Armenia’s daughter and
poet, / My country’s changing song on my lips, / | want to tell you, Latvia, /
The brotherly word of my people.”?! This “word” advises the living to put
aside past events and focus on building a brotherhood of people. A fervent
believer in the Communist cause, Kaputikian continued to spread the “new
truth.” In order to pacify the rebellious Balkars north of Georgia, she wrote
another poem during Brezhnev’s rule. The poem, “Balkar banastekhts Kaysin
Kulievin” (To the Balkar poet, Qaysin Quli, 1971), opens with Kaputikian
claiming unfamiliarity with Balkaria (then, Kabardino-Balkar Autonomous
SSR), where the speaker reminds Quli of the latter’s greatness as a poet and
his influence on his people: “Kind toward kind ones, alert toward enemies, /
Praying to love, a lover of light, / The country is as big as its spirit, / And the
poet, the peak of its soul.”?> The Kremlin exploited poets’ influence over their
people, turning conformity with its literati into conformity to empire.??

20 Hamo Sahian, Hayastane yergeri mej [Armenia in literature] (Yervan: Haypethrat, 1962),
lines 37-40.

[flénn E| ngz Uh dwnhy funthhu gnh zquw

GL E| ng Uh UGhuwy ¢glhuwnyh

Quwihp uGpniunutphu pnn hd Gpgp Juw

Swnhyutph Jwuhb wywjdwnwgyh...]

21 Silva Kaputikian, Girs, lines 9-12.

[Gu’ Qwjwuwnnwlu Bpyph nnunp W pwbwuwnkns,

Upntu Gpgh thnpuynn dunnwénrdp 2nLpphu,

NLgnd U pbtg, Lw'inyhw, Gu wju ywhhu wub)|

Enpwjnnipjwl funupp dnnnynnhu:]

22 |pid., lines 29-32.

[Lwyh nGJd Jdwuncy, swunph nGd” upwth,

Uhpnu® wnnenn, [nyuhU™ piuywnynt

Enyhpp UG6 £ ngnl” UGdnLpjwdp,

huly pwlwuwntbnép pwpancupl £ ngnt...]

23 Ronald G. Suny and Joe Stork’s article, “What Happened in Soviet Armenia?” Middle East
Report 153 (1988), 37-40, discusses the violent demonstrations in Armenia due to the
Nagorno-Karabagh events of 1988, and the ways in which these demonstrations did not stop
until the Kremlin asked writers Silva Kaputikian and Zori Balayan to pacify the masses with
their words.
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The “Octobrist truth” rang across every corner of the Soviet Empire, in
every school and parade, on posters, in books, and newspapers. The poets
joined the choir, looking forward to a promising tomorrow. Some of these
poets whose lives and education began in Soviet Armenia knew the
necessary truths. Lenin’s All-Union Pioneer Organization (founded in 1922)
with its impressively funded summer camps was an all-powerful machine of
indoctrination that persisted in Armenia until 1990. Children, ages 7-9, were
called hoktemberik (little Octobrist) and teenagers were called pioneers.
Their slogan was the Russian phrase, “Vsegda gotov!” meaning, “Always
ready!” As Epp Annus puts it, “One did not really have to be always ready to
serve one’s ‘great Soviet homeland,” but one had to be always ready to
express loudly one’s willingness to do so.”?* Among the willing were some
Armenian poets who grew up in the system, feeding the machine with their
verses. Mahari’'s poem, “Hoktemberik” (Little Octobrist, 1925) calls on the
youth: “Wake up, my dear, my Little Octobrist, / The spring flower of our new
day.”? There are also countless folk poems glorifying the Soviet leaders that
young and old recited from memory. Here’s a popular Armenian Soviet folk
poem, “Grandpa Lenin died / Left us the future / Children, grow up! / Build
Communism!”?® Post-Soviet Armenian youth growing up in the 1990s gave
this poem a derisive edge: “Grandpa Lenin died, / Left his finger in his
butt.”?’

Asymmetries between New and Old Worlds

The air of dissidence, however, was not exclusively a post-Soviet
phenomenon. Already in the late 1920s, Armenian poets, burning with desire
to speak their own truths, turned to national subjects. The memory of the
Genocide burst into verses, autobiographies, and historical novels. Jack
Antreassian and Marzbed Margossian reflecting on the plight of a people on
the threshold write: “The sharp sword of the proletarian revolution drew a
red line through that terrifying time, and whatever remained on that side of
the line became the ancient past for those standing on this side, a past that
was distant and unintelligible, the reflection of the dark years, the haziness
of centuries.”?® In a subversive act of remembrance, Armenian writers
resurrected pre-Soviet authors like Hovhannes Tumanian, Khachatur

24 Epp Annus, Soviet, 48.

25 Gurgen Mabhari, Yerker, lines 13-4. [2wnphn hd wunt?, hd hnyunbdptph’y, / Utbp w’y
ontinh nnL qupuwu dwnhy,]

26 [LGUhU wwuwhU JdtnG| £

Utq E] wwun pnnbl £

Enpbhuwutbn® Jtdwgbp

Undnuhgqup Ywnnigtip:]

27 [LEGUhU wwuwhUu JdtnG E / Uwwnp dwyp pnnt E:1 These lines comprised a playground
rhyme often recited in 1990s Post-Soviet Armenia during my childhood and were often used
in the same way as “Eeenie meenie miney moe” in the US.

28 Jack Antreassian and Marzbed Margossian, trans., “Introduction,” in Across Two Worlds:
Selected Prose of Eghishé Charents (New York: Ashod Press, 1985), 42.
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Abovian, and Raffi, who were and are still considered the voices of national
conscience. Inspired by this, Mahari wrote “Arnakheghd varder” (Bloody
roses, 1929) about the massacres in Van and Mush: “Opened the roses / Like
painful wounds / Roses of that year / Wounds on our skin.”?° The concluding
verses of the poem are especially poignant in their emphatic repetition: “The
past is with us! / The past is with us! / The past is with us!” along with the
last stanza, “And the steeds galloped apace, / And the plains are quiet, / The
fields are painting / One bloody spring.”3° Perhaps realizing the gravity of
speaking about a forbidden subject, Mahari later wrote in Mankutiun ev
patanekutiun (Childhood and adolescence, 1929-1930):

The pen screeches in a quiet study room, and on a piece of paper
appears the line, “Fatherland.” Then | write a five-stanza poem, the
last line of which reads, “To live and die on your soil.” After | finished
writing the poem, | felt grandiose, larger than life, that if I could put an
altar in front of me right at that moment, | would pray to my own

self . . . That stupid poem ... 3!

At first, it seems Mahari regrets feeling heightened emotions for his native
land, but the following sentence indicates that he did not consider the line to
be “stupid” at all. The claim, “After that | wrote many good and bad poems,
but my heart never again allowed itself to tremble with such emotion”?? begs
the question: Why? We know that he wrote the poem after reading Raffi’s
historical novel, Khente (The fool), written in 1880, though not published in
Soviet Armenia until 1982.2® Mahari was inspired by Raffi’s protagonist, who

2 Gurgen Mahari, Yerker, lines 1-4.

[Ubpptinh wt'u pwgytighu

WU tnwnpyw qwpnbpp,

WU tnwpyw yupntpp

JdtGpptp Ehu:]

30 1pjd., 121-2, 125-8. [MwwnunrpinLup Jtg htE'n E, / Mwundnipintup Utq ht'in k, /
MwwnunipnLup g ht'n E,1,

[NL nnthnud GU &hGnn,

NL |nLn E wudw)n nwownn,

Ywpwnbpp pnepned GU nGn

Upunun Uh qwpniu:]

31 ypid., 452. [UpunwnwlUh nnipjwl Ut 6nénnud £ gphgp, 6L pneh ypw nnipu £ quihu Jh
pwn,— «QwjnbUuhp»: <Gwinn gpnd G hhug innntu pwluwuwinbndnipinitu, nph yGpehu wtnnnu E.
—«anyhn Jtg wwnytd nL UGnubd...»: Gpp yGppwgnh pwlwuwntbnénipnitup, JGd, 2wwn JGo
dwpn pwgh hd wgphlu, wjupwlu UG, np Gt huwnp |hutnp, 6ntup ynuth hd wnwy G
wnnrph nL ywnwpwUuntpjwl funuptp Ywuth: hdwn wjn pwbwuwntnénipinilp...]

32 1pid. [Ypwlhg hGwnn Gu 2wwn (wy nL Jwwn Gpagbp gptgh, pwyg Gppbp, Gpptp hd uhpun
¢l9ytig Jubd wyn qquguniupny G nnnny:]

33 For more on the Armenian historical novel, see The Heritage of Armenian Literature: From
the Eighteenth Century to Modern Times, eds. Agop J. Hacikyan et al., Vol 3 (Detroit: Wayne
State UP, 2005), especially the section, “Nineteenth-Century Armenian Historical Fiction.”
The editors, in the “Overview,” 85, note that Raffi’'s Khente (The fool) was so influential that
the typist of the novel ran off to volunteer as a guerilla fighter in defense of Turkish-
Armenian rights.
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pretends to be a fool to seem unthreatening to authorities so that he can
transport bread to the impoverished and besieged Western Armenians
during the 1877 Russo-Turkish war. The exhaustion of being a Soviet fool
had caught up with Mahari, for the poet knew that his people were no longer
touched by “official” performances of the poet. The poets at this time
wavered in what Homi Bhabha called the in-between, “a space of cultural
and interpretive undecidability produced in the ‘present’ of the colonial
moment.”** The people wanted their right to remember in this very moment;
they wanted their poets to give words to their wounds. The poets spoke, and
paid the price—some, with their lives. Mahari was arrested during the
Stalinist purges in 1937, and sentenced to imprisonment in Siberia until
1954, the year after Stalin’s death.

The whole country of Armenia was in a state of mourning during the
Great Purge of 1936-1938. No other group was more afflicted by it than the
intelligentsia, but poets like Derenik Demirchian, Kostan Zarian, Charents,
and others kept testing the patience of the great terrorizers. Inspired by
Nikolai Gogol’'s Revizor (The Inspector General, 1836), a comedy that
satirizes Imperial Russia’s civil servants, Demirchian wrote his satirical play,
Napoleon Korkotian in 1934 to expose the corruption of those overseeing the
administration of the sovkhozes. Bearing in mind the blade that constantly
hung over the literati’s heads at this time, [deleted text] the fact that
Demirchian sent this work to the Soviet publisher at all is incredible. One of
the characters, Baregham, the director of “Enthusiastic Sovkhoz” is waiting
for a call and later an inspection from Napoleon Korkotian, who is described
in the dramatis personae as the “supreme leader.” It turns out that Korkotian
himself is stealing livestock from the sovkhoz, but Baregham chooses not to
notice it. A worker who questions the fact that there are missing animals is
told by Baregham to “ignore those issues. Otherwise your life will become a
moot point.”3> The workers, however, do not quite understand how this could
continue. Another worker, Mkho, informs Baregham that he saw Napoleon
shoot an “innocent sheep” with his gun because it was “misbehaving.” Then
he adds, “The supreme leader says that one ought to make an honest animal
out of a beast. But isn’t it necessary that you first ought to be honest
yourself?” Baregham’s indifferent response somewhat satisfies the simple
farmer, “Let them die. It’s fine. They’ll keep dying until they can’t die
anymore.”*®* The missing numbers create bureaucratic discrepancies, but
Baregham has a solution to this as well, “Put those in the ‘internal folder'"?’

34 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (New York: Routledge, 1994), 328, eBook.

35 Derenik. Yerkeri zhoghovatsu [Collection of works], vol. 11 (Yerevan: Armenian SSR
Publisher, 1985), 107. [nL puunhputphu Jdh bwyhp: [ . ... 1 Lwbghp® Jpwlup yuuwu:]

36 Ibid., 111. [UtuN. En pnsbip s6UJ hdwluncd, dGUwly hwuwuncd 6U, np hwppwé GYL| En
dLnpdwl nL hug w Ggp wynquhwnpnud En, wunpéwuwyny uwwubg wgquhy Gqwu: 26 hhuh,
puqwnnp, hupp Jhon wunwd w, p& wbwuntuuGpht wbwnp w wqujwgubup, whup wuwuntu
wquywglnnp hupl £ whwinh wauhy pih, s

PUNrGIUU. NghUg, Gpwy E, Yuwwnytl, Juwwnytblu, yGpep Ynwnwnbu uwwnybinig:]

37 1bid., 123. [?nL wjuntn hwadwuwwhwlwU [Ggyny abrwlytpwhp «ubpphu» dwunjwuncd]
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he says. The play ends with a dispute between Baregham and Napoleon, the
former telling the latter, “If Marx ever knew you, he’d call you a pig.”3® The
censor, unsurprisingly, denied this work publication though it was copied and
circulated in manuscript.

An earlier draft of Napoleon Korkotian was even more daring before
Demirchian’s significant revisions. This version takes place in Moscow, at a
meeting between Alexander | of Russia, a French ambassador, a Russian
general, and an Armenian philosopher who are the masked actors in a play
within a play (performed by farmers) that Baregham, Napoleon Korkotian,
and other farmers are watching in the audience. Both Baregham and
Napoleon are infuriated by the “stupid play” and its mockery of the
homogenizing vision of the “Soviet man.” An interesting exchange takes
place between the farmers/actors and Napoleon who now joined them on
stage, and is frantically running after them:

NAPOLEON: I will imprison you! House arrest! Where are they?

KHOREN [farmer]: But why? Could it be that you don’t like art?

NAPOLEON: This is not true art!

KHOREN: What's your definition of “true art”?

NAPOLEON: It doesn’t imitate life!

KHOREN: More reason not to be offended by it, Mr. Director.

BAREGHAM: Hmm . . . there is something “true” about it . ..

[...]

NAPOLEON: Blasphemy! Lies! All lies! This performance is a lie! Life is
not like this!

FARMERS: It is, it is like this, Director Korkotian. [Laughter.]

NAPOLEON: | come from life! | know the facts of life!

ALEXANDER: [Peeks from behind the door.] That means you're the lig;

you're on stage, and we're in life.3°

Undiscouraged by the grim prospects of publishing the play, Demirchian
continued his explorations in the realm of the carnivalesque as a technique

38 Ibid., 145. [Uwpnpup, np hupp wnnGulbp abg, Ywubp® jun’g:]

3 Ibid., 525-26. [LUMNLGNL. NLnnhy tintu Lunnwigut] Yunnwd npwug, ni°p Gu:

luNPEL. Upun hugnt®, nnup Uh®pt sbp uhpnud gbnwpytbuwn:

LunNLeNL. Mtw huywywu gbnwpytbuwn gk:

luNrgu. Uyw hbgwtu Gp nugnud np [huh gnwpytuunp:

tunnLeNu. Wuwntn n’s Uh hulwywu Ywup syuwi:

tuNPEL. Udtih jwd, hugnc” Gp Ubnwuncd, Cuytp nhpeyunnp...

PUrUU. Ny, wjuintn huywywu U nyt...

[...]

LUNNLENL. 2npwwnunncpynil £, unwn £ wju UGpjuwjwgnudp pGdh Jypw: YWwupp wjuwbu gk:
PULYNPLEN. Enwbu E, Enwtu E Yuwlupp, puybn Ynpynunywu: (6héwn):

LUNNLENL. Unwn £, wunwd GU aGg, nnip gpnuwpunned Gp pGdh Jpw: Gu Yywuphgu Gd
gwihu, Gu ghnbd Yywuph thwuwnbpp:

ULGRUULN. (trUpg UbGpu Lwybiny) Nptdu nnp Gp unctin, nnnghGwntL nnp ptdh ypw Gp,
huy Utup® Yjwupnid: (6héwn):]
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to expose the corruptions within this state-owned collectivist system, which
Merle Fainsod has called “neo-serfdom.”*° Even though his works
continuously displeased the authorities, Demirchian continued to speak his
truth from the margins of the empire.*!

Others, however, disgusted by the facade of pseudo-autonomy and the
constant threats, decided to self-exile, though they continued to glorify
Armenia in their works outside Soviet borders. Many Armenian writers had
connections with foreign writers, and consequently, new translations of
Twain, London, Shakespeare, Hugo, Melville, and others appeared in
Armenia. In order to experience the freedom of the word, Kostan Zarian, a
poet educated in Paris, left Soviet Armenia several times. A professor of
Comparative European Literature in Yerevan and later in New York, at
Columbia University, a translator, and editor of several journals, Zarian was
interested in the connection between the artist and the society in which he
lived and tried to portray this phenomenon in his works long before Jean-Paul
Sartre popularized the term littérature engagée in 1945. Kostan Zarian lived
the life of an émigré, and it is not in vain that Lawrence Durrell dedicated a
piece to Zarian entitled, “Constant Zarian—Triple Exile” (1952). Although
Zarian kept returning to Soviet Armenia, his stays were brief, as with other
poets who would quickly become disillusioned with the regime’s heavy
censorship.

Most notable is Zarian’s Erkirner ev astvatsner (Countries and gods,
1936) trilogy, first published in the journal Hayreniq (Fatherland) in Boston.
The first book is called Ispania and the second, Miatsial nahangner (United
States).*? The latter is a fascinating account of the author’s cross-country
journey written in a succinct, but supple style, filled with philosophical
monologues and dialogues. In the section, “Harlem,” Zarian wonders about
an African American man sitting in the corner of a café, writing on a piece of
paper. There is a dispute taking place a few tables down, replete with racist
language. Zarian describes his encounter,

He had the face of a poet. He was busily writing something down, but
I'm sure he heard everything the incensed customer said about his
people. He raised his head, and our eyes met, and at that moment, [ ..
. 11 felt guilty for the white race. Felt shame, as if | committed the most
horrendous crime. Upon leaving, | walked up to him, and shook his
hand firmly. | could not say anything, and he said nothing. [ ... ] He

%0 See Merle Fainsod, How Russia is Ruled (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1970).
41 Relevant to this discussion of the relationship between subjects of empire and speech is
Gayatri Spivak’s influential essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” accessed 18 October 2018.
http://jan.ucc.nau.edu/~sj6/Spivak%20CanTheSubalternSpeak.pdf

42 No one knows what became of the third book, Hayreniqg, but we do know that the work
existed since Zarian talks about its editing process in his correspondences with the editor of
the journal.
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simply, and with dignity, pressed my hand, and continued to write.
[ ...] After this incidence, his eyes were walking with me in Harlem.*?

Zarian felt as if he and the man shared something as oppressed people, and
that he understood another’s plight, in another hemisphere.

The 1930s was a time of daring and mourning. In the censored
literature, one hears the powerful voices of dissidentia. Eghishé Charents,
considered by many as one of the best Armenian poets, resurrected the
painful past, and clandestinely circulated his writings. After witnessing the
atrocities during the Genocide in the city of Van, Charents, inspired by
Dante’s Divine Comedy, wrote the poem, Danteakan araspel (Dantean
legend, 1916) on national themes. He returned to the topic of Genocide in
“Mahvan tesil” (Vision of death, 1933), inspired by the Inferno, where the
speaker descends to hell to encounter all the national and literary heroes
and is emboldened by their patriotism. Charents, whose friends had either
been killed or exiled, considered the Cheka’s unrelenting censorship and
purges a betrayal of the Armenian Republic, and responded fervently
through his verse. Such nationalistic feelings reached a crescendo in “Es im
anush Hayastani arevaham barn em sirum” (I love the sun-baked taste of the
Armenian word, 1933), a poem familiar to Armenians worldwide:

| love the sun-baked taste of the Armenian word,
The lament of our ancient lutes,
The bend of blood-red flowering roses in the accents,
The lilt of Nayirian steps still danced by girls.
| love the arch of skies, the faceted waters
Running through its syllables; the mountain
Weather, the meanest hut that bred this tongue,
| love the thousand-year-old city stones.
Wherever | go, | won’t forget its mournful music,
Its steel-forged letters turned to prayers.
However sharp its wounds, and drained of blood,
Or orphaned, for my homesick heart there is no other balm. **

43 Kostan Zarian, Erkirner ev astvacner: Miatsial Nahangner (Yerevan: Sarkis Khachents,
2002), 164. [[. .. ] Jnwynpwlywlu nGdpny [. . . ] Pug-np pwl Ep gpnud G wunpuin unwd En
Jtp pwptywdh wuwdlubnp: 9nthup yep pwpdpwgntg G bwybg @ Ugptpp hwunhwtghlu
wgpbphu: 6L Zuwywd np Gu wyn yhdwpwunipjwl ¢Eh dJwulwygned G wybh 2nun
pwptywd Eh ubLGphl, Gu huda qqugh UGnwynp wdpnne aGpdwy gbnh hwdwn: Udnp
qqwgh, ywnébu Jtdé uh néhp Eh gnpdb: dnLpu quuwiint dwdwlwy Unuinbgw G uGLwdnpph
atinpp ubnutgh: Nghlug sywnpnnwgw wub)], 6L Uw £ nghUg swuuwg: Mwng YGpwny,
wnpdwlwwwwnynipyntuny |Ggwé [ . . . ] dGnpu ubindtg 6L 2wpnibwytg gnpbi: Uin nGwphg
h JGp ubGLwdnpptphu bwjGint dwdwlwly wyn wgptnpp wgptnphu UGelu Gu: GL whw hGunu
Jdwl U qwihu QwniGunid:]

4 Eghishé Charents, “Es im anush Hayastani arevaham barn em sirum,” in Anthology of
Armenian Poetry, trans. and ed. Diana Der Hovhannesian and Marzbed Margossian (New
York, 1978): 198-9, lines 1-12. I've made a few changes to Der Hovhannesian and
Margossian’s translation.
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If in the early 1920s Charents endorsed the new regime, standing on the
threshold of two worlds, one a painful memory, another a terrifying present,
a decade later, like Kostan Zarian, he reflected on the role of the poet in
difficult times, and on the poet’s relationship and duty to his suffering nation.

We see Charents’ internal perestroika embodied in his verse. The critic
Samvel Mkrtchyan calls Charents “a man of contrasts” who wavered
between his devotion to the empire and its ideology, and his people and
history. “Like Hugh MacDiarmid,” Mkrtchyan writes, “he was a communist
prone to nationalism, which is unnatural.”*> His poetry resists categorization,
and his fight against strictly defined parameters within a controlled
environment is one of its defining characteristics. The following lines from
Charents’ “Rubaiyats of 1926” capture his inner discord: “’Blend in,” you
said, ‘invisibly,” / ‘No,” he said, ‘drink fire actively.” / ‘Be reconciled,” you said,
‘peacefully.” / ‘No, dominate’ he said. ‘Change all willfully’.”*® Charents
restlessly sought a Russian translator for his rubaiyats, but for a long time
was unsuccessful. In his February 4, 1934 correspondence with Alexander
Katov, a Russian poet, Charents presses the former on the account of his

[Gu hd wuny Qwjwuwnwuh wplLwhwd pwnU GJ uhpnud,
Utn hhu uwgh nnpwudwgq, (wgwyntdwéd (wnpu Gd uhpned,
UpUwudwU dwnhyutph nL ywnpntph pnuypp ywndwl

NL Uwhpjwl wnehlyutph htquaynu wywnu GJ uhpnud:

Uhpnwd BU dGp Gpyhupp Unig, gntipp ghug, |hap |nLub,
Upll wdnwl nL adGnw yhowwwaoawju pnipp yubid,
Upnud Yynpwé hupthputph wuhjnuppuyw] wwwnbpp ul
NL hbwdjw pwnwplutGph hwqwpwdJjw pwpu GJd uhpnud:

[...]

hd ywnpnuwdé upinh hwdwn ng Uh nuphg hGphwpe syuw,

Lwnpblyuwgnt, 2nwyh wbu NLUwwuwly dwlywuwn gYuw,

U2huwnh wughn, Upwpwunh UdwU dGpdwy quagwp gyw,

hUswbu wuhwu thwnph dwdthw”™ Gu hd Uwuhu uwnpu GJ uhnpnd:]

*>Samvel Mkrtchyan, “Preface,” in Yeghishé Charents: Selected Poems (S&H Project, 2014),

7. https://issuu.com/jassamvel/docs/charents _for_issuu

46 Charents, Across Two Worlds: Selected Prose of Eghishé Charents, trans. Jack
Antreassian

and Marzbed Margossian (New York: Ashod Press, 1985), 24.
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unwillingness to translate the rubaiyats into Russian despite Katov’s praise.*’
Katov’s reluctance is unsurprising considering Charents’ fiery verse. In his
poems dedicated to all the purged Armenian poets in the Ottoman and
Soviet empires, Charents always puts the poets on a pedestal, and urges
them to keep speaking through their verse, because, what is their crime, but
“pouring out wretched loathsome songs, / guilty only of love of home” (“To
the Memory of N.S.” 1937)?*® His friends dead and his family in danger,
Charents looked for ways to get his verse to the public. When several of his
works were denied publication, Charents tried to plead with Anastas
Mikoyan, a member of the Politburo, who, ironically, would later oversee
Charents’ execution, and after Stalin’s death, praise the poet’s works.
Charents was considered an unreliable fool whose jests had to be cut short.
On a charge of anti-Soviet sentiments, Charents was arrested and
imprisoned in 1937. Perhaps his most touching poems were written behind
bars, a poem “Adonis” (1937) dedicated to his daughter, Anahid,*® and
another, for his friend and poet, Avetik Isahakian, written on a handkerchief,
54 days before Charents’ death:

The heart of your nation

beats in your words.

Oh, for such a song

affectionate and small

that would endure

inscribed on my walls,

so that generations to come

could say with a smile

my warmest poem

was for you (in your style). (“For Avedik Isahakian”) >°

On November 27, 1937 Charents received the ultimate censorship—death.
Nevertheless, his work survives as a mockery of Stalin’s demand that poets
serve as engineers of the human soul. Charents left behind a rich body of
work (that is still resurfacing) and an undaunted spirit that gave wings to
generations of future Armenian writers.

The Ones Saved by War

The Great Purge renewed the pangs of a nation that within a few decades
had witnessed several human cataclysms. The community of memory had
become unstoppable in remembering the past, and the political climate in

47 Ibid., 120.

8 Ibid., lines 23-4.

49 Charents was deeply concerned about the future of the younger generation. He writes in
his Diary, “May our existence, and therefore our poetry, not waver long ‘on the boundary of
two worlds.” May the life we seek be realized quickly when, as the last and senior poet of the
past [Hovhannes Tumanian] devoutly desired, ‘Live children, but not as we did’” (50). | have
only revised the last part of the translation. Tumanian’s phrase is, [Uwynpt'p, Gpthut’p,. Pw)g
utiq wtu suwntp:]

30 Charents, Across, lines 11-20.
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Moscow had become more tolerant toward patriotic works during the Second
World War, as poets were encouraged to sustain the morale of the people.>!
In Soviet Armenia the war was referred to as Hayrenakan paterazm (Patriotic
War) since Stalin’s wartime policy demanded patriotism for the Soviet Union
and its protection against enemies, foreign and domestic.>? But as Peroomian
maintains, “Patriotism ... was diverted toward love for Armenia, and even
more dangerously, toward the Armenian past and into a nostalgic recourse
into the glories of historic Armenia.”>3 Writers undertook the subject of
Armenia’s independence in historical novels which brought patriotic themes
into stark relief. Although many writers seized the opportunity to publish
their works, and refused to be tools for the empire, this did not give the topic
of the Genocide the “green light.” Hovhannes Shiraz’s 8000-line poem,
Hayots danteakan (Armenian Dantesque), written in 1941, was denied
publication until 1990. It is the story of an Armenian singer and composer,
Komitas, who after witnessing the slaughters of 1915, loses his mind. “What
is Dante’s inferno in comparison to the Eghern?”>* Shiraz asks. The images
are so gruesome that even “Byron, great as he was, cried out” and “Distant-
hearted Goethe’s brow clouded over, / As if his own ancestors marched
through his bowels, / Like Byron, Heine cried, / Narekatsi his mustache
chewed.”>* Shiraz, the son of a father murdered in 1915, pours his heart into
every couplet; each word rings as a cry of horror. Such works resisted
imperial instrumentation.

Armenian literature after 1945 is especially grim, given the added
trauma of the war. Death and decay grappled with hope throughout post-war
poetry. Kaputikian in her “Quatrains” from 1946 writes, “We say ‘death’—we
say and don’t believe it, / ‘No, there is death’—we confirm and don’t deny
it. / (‘There is, though not for me. For you, for her, for him,’) / ‘It’ll come for

1 Azat Vshtuni’s poem, “Hay martikneri khosqe” (The word of the Armenian soldier, 1943)
was written especially for this purpose. The soldier’s “word” is directed to the Armenian poet
whose spirit walks with the soldier, reminding him of the brave deeds of Armenian heroes
who protected their fatherland from enemies. Of course, “fatherland” now (supposedly)
referred to the Soviet Empire.

32 Although the Armenian words for “fatherland” (hayreniq) and “Armenia” (Hayastan) have
different roots (hayr and hay, respectively), they are, somewhat, homonymous, a linguistic
construction which the central government used for its advantage. Armenians were fighting
for their hayrenig which they were supposed to think was the Soviet Union, but when anti-
establishment poets glorified hayreniq, they meant, Hayastan. Both sides were aware of the
language games they were playing.

33 Rubina Peroomian, “Historical,” 102.

>4 Hovhannes Shiraz, Hayots danteakan (Yerevan: Soviet Writer, 1990), line 20.12.45.
[EnGnuh nGUJ ndnhup ¢£ ndnfupl wugqwd Ywlpth:]

33 Ibid., 20.12.66, 69-71. [GL UG6 Pwjpnup 6hgny wpunnwuytg,

[...]

UwnUwuhpwn 9nptl wdwbg hwnwgny,

Uubu jnp wwwbpu wugwl jnp Jhend...

2wjubtlu wpunwuybg Fwypnup Ldwl,

PtnGnU Ep Yndned unpp Lwptywghu...]
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me too’—we say . ... and don’t believe it.”>® The poets thought to have done
their “job” during the war, received accolades and state prizes from Stalin.
However, many were still condemned and denied publication due to their
anti-Soviet stance, even after Stalin’s death, which, nonetheless, marked the
beginning of a relatively terror-free period that lasted two decades. But the
poets were disappointed again in the period of de-Stalinization, for not even
during Khrushchev’s Thaw were they granted the publication of their
memoirs, which would have shed light on the gulags and their inhumane
practices.

The Poetics of Folly

After Khrushchev, Armenian literature took another blow when Brezhnev
came to power in 1964. Many writers adopted satire as their main genre of
critique. Armenian samizdat (“self-publishing”) copied and circulated
dissident literature, including the memoirs of those returned from exile.>” The
character of the fool flourished again as a function of speaking truth to
power. Paruyr Sevak’s poetry, for instance, is severely critical of the regime
and is influenced by Stepan Zorian who in 1933 raised the question of
vaudeville, of “laughter, that sharp weapon.”*® Sevak’s poem, “Kloune” (The
clown, 1972) is a perfect example of the literature of folly. “I've decided to
make you laugh today,”>® writes Sevak, but then he lists all the “clowning”
he won’t be doing despite the audience’s expectations of ordinary
foolishness. Then comes the revelation:

Il make you believe,

Make you believe, while | make myself grieve,
Tomorrow they will, all of them receive—
Respectfully and orderly,

The prisoners at the zoo

(Snakes and what not, the elephants too)

No matter their rank

Medals they will get,

“For what task?” you ask.

“For mere patience,” | say.

[...]

%6 Silva Kaputikian, Girs, 1.1-4.

[Uunwd GUp «Jwh»—wuntd nL gGup hwyuwunncd.

«N’s, Jwhp Yw ™ »—wuntd nL s5Up hwyjwwnned.

(«bw, pwjg n’s hud, wy| pt’'g hwdwp, Ywd Upw’»),

«PUd £ Yygw»—wuncd ... nLs6"Up hwjwwnnd...]

7 Mahari's Tsaghkats pshalarer (Barbed wire in bloom), a story of the author’s impressions
of the gulags, was published in Beirut in 1971, and circulated through samizdat in Armenia.
There was also an increased interest in the 1970s in Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago.

8 Stepan Zorian, Yerkeri zhoghovatsu [Collection of works], vol. 10 (Yerevan: Haypethrat,
1964), 504. [6héwnp, wyn hgnnp gtupn]

3% Paruyr Sevak, Yerker [Works] (Yerevan: Parberakan, 1990), line 1. [d6nt| tU wjuon atiq
qywpéwglbi...]

93



| really do hope you did believe me,

Let me then utter a few words and sighs,

To make you believe, and make myself grieve,
About truth-telling in fact,

Ordinary itis. ..
People, stop overreacting!
It has become ... it has become...

As ordinary as . . . piss!®®

Sevak felt as if lying had become as easy as performing bodily functions.
Thus, performance itself was put on trial in hope of answering the question,
cui bono? What was tricky, however, was that the men in power, whether
Stalin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev or their minions in uniform, had much at stake
in the artist’s performance. Sevak was one such artist who considered it his
moral imperative to speak against coercive practices that reformulated and
controlled speech.

For Mikhail Bakhtin, who considers the speaker in discourse as a moral
agent, “The enormous significance of the motif of the speaking person is
obvious in the realm of ethical and legal thought and discourse.”®! Even
though Bakhtin specifically has in mind Dostoevsky’s characters, the
Armenian poets’ treatment of the poetic word as an identifier of truth and
falsehood, qualified the poets as moral agents in the eyes of the people. In
its endeavor to differentiate moral and immoral principles, Sevak’s poetic
voice, as an ethical “speaking person[a]” concerns itself not only with the
present, but also with the question of “what ought to be.” In Sevak’s verse,

€ Ibid., 30-40, 49-55.

[Gu wyuop wyhwnh atiq hwyuwunwgutd,
Qt’'q hwjwwnwglutd - h'uad Junnwhbgubd,
Nn htug Jwnywuhg,

Mwuwyny nL hwnpgny,

PwlUwnwnpywutnpp quqwuwlngh

(®nhg uyuwé nL hwuwd odhl),

Unwug, unpnipjwl nL tnwnppbpnuejwl,
Pnin"np yhwnh unwuwl Ywngny
Cwdwwwwnwuhuwl 2pwlpwlutn

EY... hugh® hwdwp.

Lny hwdptpnipjwu...

[...]

Znyu nlutd, np nnLp

hué hwywuwnwghp,

NLuwnh pny| nybp 2wpniuwybiny’

Qg hwjwuwnnwgub| - h'uad yhwwnbtgub,

Np 62dwpuncpyntu huynyu wubip

Qwnab EJh pwl’ wjupw U hwuwnpwy,

Nppwu... UbGptgt’p... nppw... Uhqgbp:]

61 Mikhail Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by Mikhail Bakhtin, trans. Caryl
Emerson and Michael Holquist, ed. Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press,
1981), 349.
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current events and discourse of “officialdom” undergo reformulation in an
attempt to underscore the limitations of such discourse. Such a position
required license to speak, which Sevak embraced by playing the role of fool
since the 1940s. In his autobiography, Antsiale nerkayatsats (The past
performed, 1965) Sevak remembers the many disappointments that molded
him into the poet he is: “Life and reality were unhealthy. And that was most
notable in the world of art. [ . . . ] The word of the artist was analogous to an
algebraic formula. [ ... ] What | understood in those years was that to think
one thing and say another for me had become the most immoral act.”®?
Sevak was premature in considering himself lucky to have escaped the fate
of some of his perished poet friends. The mysterious circumstances of his
death in 1972 prove the necessary but dangerous function the poet played
on the literary stage in this corner of the empire.®3

On the Carnivalesque Reversals

Brezhnev’s death in 1982 marked yet another turning point in Armenian
literature, an air of freedom unbreathed for the past sixty years. Perhaps
regretful that he didn’t speak enough of his own truth, Gevorg Emin writes in
his poem, “Banasteghtsi khostovanange” (The confession of the poet, 1985):
“Do you know how we would live? / Do you know how we would love? / Do
you know how we would write? / Had we a second life to live.”%* As if relieved
from their chains, but still in disbelief, Armenian writers quickly published the
literature that had long awaited its spotlight. Upon the empire’s fall,
Armenians elected a writer and translator of ancient languages as their
president. Levon Ter-Petrosian, a scholar who spent his life in the cold rooms
of Matendaran Museum, exploring old and dusty manuscripts, was elected
president of the newly independent Republic of Armenia in November of
1991. The following year, Ter-Petrosian published his book, Ancient Armenian
Translations, which covers thirteen centuries of works in translation,
including the Bible. It was truly a story in the carnivalesque, a reversal of
order where the poet—the fool, if you will—becomes the ruler, but as with
many reversals, the wheel turns, and the roles change again.

The poetic attunement to the process of decolonization in independent
Armenia does not have the same verve and daring as the poetry written
before 1990. This is perhaps due to the fact that, after Ter-Petrosian,

62 paruyr Sevak, Yerker, 17. [Ujn nwphUtphu Gu hwulwgw, nnp Jh pwl dnwéb] W wy pwl
wubp wupwnpnjuywuncpjwl Juunpwpwanyu tnGuwyl E, huzwGu np hwpywnpwpwn
uhpGu £ Juwnpwnpwagnyu 2Uwlwuncpjniul E:]

5 Among the mysterious deaths during Brezhnev’s purges was that of Mushegh Galshoyan,
who in 1965 organized the first ever Genocide memorial in Yerevan.

64 Gevorg Emin, Yerkeri zhoxovatsu [Collection of works] (Yerevan: Soviet Writer, 1985),
lines 17-20.

[9hwint°u, huswt u UGUp Ywwnthup,

Qhwnt°u, huswt u Yuhptihup,

Ghwnt"u, hugwt u Yanthup,

@t...tpynnpn Yw Up nlutLuwyhup...]
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external Soviet supervision in Armenia was replaced by a new version of
imperial domination, now by the Russian Federation. There came yet another
wave of erasure in contemporary Armenian history and literature as a result
of being subject to the hegemony of the growing oligarchy that flourished
under Robert Kocharian and Serzh Sargsian, the past two presidents of
Armenia whose Russian puppet politics raised many eyebrows, especially in
the Armenian diaspora. Armenian poets were censoring themselves to avoid
any clashes with their rulers, while instead turning their attention to
publishing dissident literature from the Soviet period. The 2018 Velvet
Revolution, organized by the “people’s man,” Nikol Pashinian (currently
Armenia’s Prime Minister) to overthrow the nation’s ruling oligarchy,
intensified dissident feelings and discourse, and gave voice to repressed
political opinions in Armenia, once again turning the political wheel. The
poem set to music, “Im gayle” (My step, 2018) which Pashinian recited at the
Republic Square in Yerevan, on August 17, 2018, raises the old question of
what is truth and recounts Armenia’s struggles against its false prophets.
The poem is one of hope, of taking a step toward a better tomorrow:

True, | have lost battles, and many,

And seen the laugher of lies,

But my will is stronger than stones,

My soul knows not to belie

[...]

I’'m not alone! Not alone! Not alone!
I'm taking a step, my step with you,
A sweet path that we are taking,

To new life, to victory with you.®

Re-membering After Empire: Thoughts in Closing

As Harsha Ram notes, the postcolonial debate in Russian literary studies has
focused on Russian literature and the ways in which Russian writers had
brought down the empire. But Ram criticizes the “neglect of the non-Russian
literary and intellectual traditions of the former Soviet Union.”®® As influential
as Russian dissident writers were in bringing about the fall of the Soviet
Union, Armenian poets, like those in other border nations writing in the

% | recorded his recitation live from the Republic Square in Yerevan, Armenia during his
speech on 17 August 2018, lines 5-8, 33-6.

[Gu wwpuyb] 6U, wwpwnyb G pwuhgu,

GL inbub| pdéhéwnp uwnh,

Fwjg hU Yudpp wdnip £ pwphg £,

hJ nghU hwuauyby ¢ghwnh:

[...]

bL tlwy g6°d, UGUwy g6, JEbwy gb7U:

Pwynd tU, pwynwd U, puync’d,

Uw wywwnyny pwungpwgwéd dwluwwwnh E,

Uw éuncun hwnpwuwy £t Jh Unp:]

6 Harsha Ram, “Between 1917 and 1947: Postcoloniality in Russia and Eurasia,” PMLA 121,
no. 3 (2006): 831-33; 832. JSTOR.
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periphery played a significant role by exposing the nefarious acts of the
central government. Franz Fanon captures this phenomenon in The
Wretched of the Earth: the colonized “fought as best they could with the
weapons they possessed at the time, and if their struggle did not reverberate
throughout the international arena, the reason should be attributed not so
much to a lack of heroism but to a fundamentally different international
situation.”®” Of course, as Fanon says, each generation had a mission to
fulfill. Thus, the responses of the Armenian poets to empire as a colonized
and postcolonized people vary between revolutionary and counter-
revolutionary. The more interesting cases, however, are not the proponents
of either of the two extremes but a literature on the threshold, words
wavering between old worlds and new in times when poets, like fools, dared
to speak their truths against despots and nudniks. They wrote of the trauma
of losing their family members and friends who perished in the Genocide of
1915 and in Stalin’s purges, resurrecting ghosts that restlessly rang the bells
of conscience. Whatever the means, by re-membering the past, the poets
were re-membering their identity as an oppressed people who would not
give up. The memory of the past is still being recited, collected, and
remembered. As such, Soviet Armenian literature is still giving us new
windows into the heart of those times.

87 Franz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Richard Philcox. New York: Grove Press,
2004), 145-46.
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