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FOREWORD

Atrmenian poetry dates back to the pre-Christian Era. Fragments
of it, known as Goghtan Songs, have survived in the writings of
Movses Khotenatsi, the historian of the fifth century. They are
mostly fragments of long epic poems dealing with historic and
legendary heroes, or mythological in nature. No written records
of them have been discovered prior to the creation of the Armenian
alphabet in the year A.D. 404 and it is assumed that they formed
part of an oral literature, sung or recited by minstrels to the
accompaniment of various musical instruments. These pagan
songs are in a pure language and an elegant style.

The Armenian folk epic, David of Sassoun, which is well over a
thousand years old, has its roots in biblical history. It has sur-
vived in verse form in over sixty fragmental variants, many of
which atre considerably modified and abbreviated. These variants
wete passed on from generation to generation by minstrels and
simple country folk, and they were told in various dialects until
the latter part of the nineteenth century.

During the Middle Ages, as in other Chrlstlan countries,
Armenian poetry consisted of religious verse, mainly as hymns in
the early period. Later, two poets stood out in particular, Gregory
of Narek in the tenth century and Nerses the Gracious (Shnorhali)
in the twelfth century. The former is noted for his mystical poetry
and the latter, for his hymns and long poems with sacred and
secular themes.

During the period between the thirteenth and eighteenth
centuries, and in particular after the fall of the Armenian Kingdom
of Cilicia, Armenian literature as a whole suffered a decline. But
it was during this very period that profane poetry came into its
own and gave rise to a number of troubadours whose poems
gained considerable popularity. The most famous of these are
Constantin Erzingatsi (thirteenth to fourteenth centuries),
Nahabed Koutchak (sixteenth century), Sayat-Nova (eighteenth
century) and later, Djivani (nineteenth century).

The Renaissance of Armenian literature at the beginning of the
eighteenth century developed mainly in three centres: in Venice
at the San Lazzaro Monastery founded by Abbot Mekhitar, in
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Constantinople and in Tiflis. Until that time the literature was
mainly written in ancient Armenian; but the politically separated
nation, independently evolved two modern literary dialects:

Western and Eastern. The Western Armenian writers came under

the influence of French literature and the Eastern ones, under the
Russian and German. A
Modern Armenian literature has produced many poets. Among
the outstanding ones in Western Armenia are-Siamanto, Daniel
Varoujan and Vahan Tekeyan. While some of thieforemost ones

in Eastern Armenia, now known as Soviet Armenia, are intto-

duced in the present volume.

In view of the tragic car accident in 1971, which robbed
contemporary Armenian literature of the talented and original
poet, Paruir Sevak, a proportionately large number of his works
are included in this volume, which is dedicated to his memory
on the occasion of the fiftieth anniversary of his birth.

M.K.
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Hovannes TOUMANIAN
IN THE ARMENIAN MOUNTAINS

Sombtre is our path, dark is our path,
Datrk as the very night:

Yet upwards have we climbed
Endlessly through the long centuries,
In the Armenian mountains,

Those rigorous mountains.

Of old have we borne our such vast
And priceless treasures,

To which for centuries

Have our souls profound given birth,
In the Armenian mountains,

Those lofty mountains.

But frequently have the black hordes
Of the scorching desert

Come and struck hard,

Repeatedly, at our noble caravan,

In the Armenian mountains,

Those blood-stained mountains.

Yet our caravan, confused, terrified,
Plundered, massacred,

And torn asunder,

Ever bears its innumerable wounds,
In the Armenian mountains,

Those mourning mountains.

And our eyes turn their yearning gaze
Upon the distant stars,

Upon the limits of the heavens,
Wondering when a bright morn will break
In the Armenian mountains,

Those green, green mountains.
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Hovannes TOUMANIAN

AKHTAMAR

From the hamlet on the shores
Of sprightly Lake Van,

A youth enters the water
Secretly every night.

Without a boat he enters,
And with his virile arms =~
Cleaves the water as he swims
Towards the island opposite.

From the dark island a light,
Bright and clear, beckons him,
Like a gleaming lighthouse,
That he may not lose his way.

The fair Tamar every night
Lights a fire on that isle,
And impatiently she waits
In a hiding place near by.

The lake is astir with waves,

And the youth’s heart is astir;
The waters roar terrifyingly,

But the youth strives on untamed.

Now Tamar, with palpitating heart,
Can hear the splashing of the water
Close by, and she is set ablaze

All over with the intensity of her love.

T

In the silence, a black, shadowy figure
Stands on the dark shore of the lake. ..
It is he! They are reunited anew!

Oh, the mystery of the peaceful night!

The waves of Lake Van alone
Now gently caress its shores,
Subsiding as they retreat
With unintelligible murmurs.

They seem to be whispering softly!
And the stars from the skyey vault
Glance down with slanderous eyes
At the immodest, shameless Tamar!

Their gaze disturbs the maiden’s heart!
It is already time to part .. .and again
One of them enters the turbulent lake,
Whilst the other prays on its shore!

But once, some mischievous men
Learnt of the lovers’ secret,

And they extinguished the fire
On a black, diabolic night.

The swimming youth in love was lost
In the darkness of the watets;

And the wind kept drifting across
His sigh of: ‘Ah, Tamar ...l

His voice is near: in the gloom

Beneath the pointed rocks below,

Where the terrifying lake roars,

Now it is muffled and lost,

And now feebly heard calling:
‘Ah Tamar... !




The agitated waters of morn Avetik ISSAHAKIAN
Threw the body on to the shore;
At his cold and stiffened lips, MOUNT ARARAT
As if at the moment of death, 1§
T'wo words had remained frozen: On the ancient peak of Ararat
‘Ah Tamar... ! N The centuries have come like seconds,
-y ) And passed on.
And thenceforth, for that reason; -. -
The island has been called Akhtamar.  ~ The swords of innumerable lightnings
Have broken upon its diamond crest,
And passed on.

The eyes of generations dreading death
Have glanced at its luminous summit,
And passed on.

The turn is now yours for a brief while:
You, too, look at its lofty brow,
And pass on!




Avetik ISSAHAKIAN
BINGOL

When the green doors of spring opened,

The fountains of Bingol turned into lyres;

The decorated camels went past in files, _ -

And my love went to stay in the meadows of Bingol.

I yearn for the luminous face of my priceless love,

I yearn for her slender waist and abundant hair, T
For her sweet tongue, her gentle words;

I yearn for that roe of Bingol with black eyes.

Before the chill waters, my parched lips do not open,
Before the radiant flowers, my tearful eyes do not open;
With my love still unseen, my heart does not open:
Alas, I do not care for the nightingales of Bingol.

I am lost, for these paths are all unknown to me,

These myriad lakes, rivers, and rocks are unknown to me;
I am a stranger here, these parts are unknown to me,

Tell me, sister, which is the way to Bingol?

Avetik ISSAHAKIAN
FIRST TEARS

The spring sun with an infinite kiss
Called out the shoots and flowers of life,
And the violet with blue eyes

In artless innocence smiled at everyone.

The zephyr came and whispered
Into its virgin ears, and glided away;
The butterfly came and fluttered

In its bosom, and flew away.

And the violet remained looking
After them with deluding reveries:
And from its immaculate eyes fell
The pure tears of first love.





































































































































