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Metrical Relations Between Siamanto’s Poetry and
Medieval Armenian Verse

t is an undeniable fact that the poetry of great
Armenian poet Siamanto (Atom Yarjanian) in its con-
structional form is tuned according to the new poetical sys-
tem of free verse that was widespread in the literature at the
beginning of the 20" century. Siamanto’s poetry, however, is
also based on a variety of metrical forms typical of old and
medieval Armenian verse. Creating his poetry in accordance
with the main constructional norms of free verse, the author
: : combined poetical meters of Armenian medieval lyrics with
kh % | ' numerous stylistic elements of modern poetry.
' In Armenian literature the first free version texts are
found in historiography, many pages of which look like
rhythmical-musical poems. Such artistic-descriptive fragments of the 5" century
Armenian historiography can be described as having a rhythm of free verse. “Histories
of Armenia” by Agathangelos, Pavstos Buzand, M. Khorenatsi testify to this fact. The
same can be said about the style of exposition and poetical images that we find in
“Sebeos’s history” of the 7" century. The texts of Armenian spiritual songs — sharakans
which have become an important and indispensable part of Armenian spiritual literature
since the 5" century also possess a free construction. Over the centuries the already cre-
ated sharakans underwent certain modifications, and new ones were created. Still later,
these texts served as a basis for separate literary poetic works. The construction of spir-
itual verses is closely connected with their content, namely, with the so-called “universal
plots” of the Bible and spiritual music. Due to this connection the spiritual verses are con-
structed according to definite structural regularities. Sharakans as a form of ecclesiastic
music don’t refer to rhyme in which the rhythmic aspect becomes an uneven arrangement
of syllables and emphasizes certain accents, i.e. their construction is rhythmically free.
In later centuries (following the birth of sharakans) ecclesiastical spiritual lyricism
gradually inherited the easiness of form typical of Armenian national mindset and men-
tality and artistic taste. It also made wide use of constructional potentialities of the so-
called “secular poetry”. Many constructional peculiarities of Armenian folklore served as
a source for not only Armenian ecclesiastical lyrics but Siamanto’s poetry as well.
Siamanto’s poems may be conditionally divided into two groups. The first one
includes those poems that don’t adhere to any constructional canons (“Heroically”,
“Armenian Children”). The second group of poems remains within boundaries of cre-
ative free style, at the same time containing lines of metrical verse (“Torches of Spiritual
Behavior and Hope”, “Bloody News from My Friend”, “The Homeland’s Invitation”,
“Saint Mesrop”). The latter poems belong to blank verse and present metrical canons of
Armenian syllabic verse. The blank verse of Siamanto, unlike the Armenian medieval
poetry, isn’t thymed. However, internal rhyming (assonance and consonance so typical
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of medieval spiritual and secular lyricism) is evident in some of his verses.

Siamanto’s poetry is so spontaneous that it may need no rhyming at all although his
selective rhyming adds to the beauty of his poems. His thoughts are completed and
summed up by rhyming in general and paragraphing in particular, which, although mean-
ingfully important, sometimes give way to the “imaginative set”, i.e. the imaginative
environment. What is more, the melodiousness of lines is abundantly charged with the
author’s thoughts and boundless and tempestuous flow of emotions thus giving tribute
to the modern literary flow — symbolism, at the same time adopting the poetical metrical
form typical of Armenian ecclesiastical lyrics (Hayrenik 1955:21).

Speaking about the metrical relations of Armenian epical verse and the verse of
Siamanto we should mark that the majority of his poems have identical features with the
“historical songs” — the heritage of M. Khorenatsi. These songs first of all present epi-
cal images which are put in motion or action by plot structure. The epical verse is abun-
dant with other imaginative details in which the rhythm of lines is constructed with and
by means of impetuous and, on the contrary, slow action of the images. Parallel to emo-
tionality and imaginativeness of epical verse, Siamanto’s poetical images are endowed
with additional psychological and dramatic tensions. Some fragments of his epical verse
are constructed and presented in the form of a complete syntactical unit — sentence, in
which pauses are marked in accordance with the wholeness and intonational-pronuncia-
tional divisions of combinations of words and phrases.

The expressiveness of poetical speech is signified by phonetic iteration which in ancient
poetry, especially in the medieval Armenian poetry, had a particular role. Owing to rhythmi-
cal vibration of phonetic iteration the speech develops in a more dynamic way. Besides
expressiveness, the harmony of phonetic iteration is also achieved through musical images
in some big fragments of verse.' In Siamanto’s poetry phonetic repetition is a means through
which to underline rhythmical vibration and associate different shades of meaning of words.

Siamanto not only used poetical meter typical of medieval Armenian poetry but also
developed it according to his creative style. This is especially evident in his poems cre-
ated in early 20" century. His poetical prose, his voluminous verse presented the bloody,
dramatic facts and events of the epoch of Armenian tragedy through a profound analysis
of the psychological emotions of the author (“Bloody News from My Friend”). As all
his other creations, the free verse poetry of this period displays peculiarities of Armenian
canonical verse combined with new structural forms of contemporary poetry. We mean,
in particular, the poems “Bloody News from My Friend”, “Torches of Spiritual Behavior
and Hope”, “The Homeland’s Invitation”, “Saint Mesrop”.?

Here is “The Prayer of Navasart for Goddess Anahid”:*

YGhwywwmwd tu h Lbq: Pugptitwlnywl pinGbpned ypw Julqmd,

Gu pwqiwnupjul nhguyw)wm tr Ghquijuqtl pnt npnhn,

bpp wnwpjwy Gt fuGnpupyne Ltgh yniquyd yehnpkd,-

Lut’ hGoh, <wjlyul pwdphnu Gnnpwl hnnkG £ oGhn...:

Mijunh Yniqu: Lnwdhn Up hwuwttu Jup G pupuwdniGph guijwp
nuwnbip h dtnhu,
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Uhwywuhl wpowp glgnin dp yupnuhjmpny’ unhGpGtipn odtint....
Uhwywupy fuuwiw dp vwihnpuwdbit, nip Ynpowlnidn hd

wngnilpn Yu tu Jwugh....
Gy unytiphu httmtunn tnGhyGtpny Glppuyw6’ Ltq fpubd...:

I believe in You. Standing firm on the hills of Bakrevant,

I, a pagan of many centuries and your son armed with arrows,

As a messenger and implorer I come to You grandly,

Hear me, my Haigian castanets were born from the Koltan earth...

I come as a pilgrim. Wearing a chlamys longer than my height and green
twigs in my hand as wands,

Here is a silver pot with rose essence to anoint your breasts...

Here is an urn-shaped incense dish where I cried for your ruin with my tears...

I walk toward You with precious roes following my shadow...

Considering versifcational relations between the poetry of Siamanto and medieval
Armenian poems, namely the poetical meters abundant in sharakans, it can be stated that
the iambic sixteen-syllabic form (4+4+4+4) is common for both. According to
E.Jrbashian Armenian versification “is an important realization of the concept of com-
pound two-feet close foot” (Jrbashian 1973:308). Two iambic feet consist of one com-
pound foot. The iambic sixteen-syllabic form is four compound feet. This form is found
in such poems by Siamanto as “The Song of the Knight”, “Expiation”, “Brother to His
Brother”, “The Young Wife’s Dream”, “Entreaty of the Armenian Fields”, “The prayer
of Navasart for Goddess Anahid”. The same form is observed in medieval Armenian
poems of N.Shnorhali, H.Pluz, K.Erznkatsi, H.Tlkurantsi.

For example:

Siamanto Lubt” hGoh, NuytintG dwyp, pniyp wpquywlrn, pniyp pwpnipjwd. ..
(4+4+4+4)
Hear me, Golden mother, fertile sister, sister of goodness...

G. Narekatsi  Q-tintghy uwwumintGwlwipnlG qupnuptwy tp,
b Jwynunny, h ohpwiny, h pkhtqny, h jnppuGk...  (4+4+4+4)

N. Shnorhali b hnwn wGn1) nnowhqtiw) dwunnigubtp qhlpG Gmikp...
(4+4+4+4)
Gltintighp {wjwumwbtw)g yuwjdwnwwku qupnuptgud. ..
(4+4+4+4)
H. Tlkurantsi (@nn qhu EptG mwnwjwniny, np hd uppnhu pngnG gnowy. ..
(4+4+4+4)
Utnwyptgwp h vh uvtinul mt fupdtigup h dh Ypphuwy...
(4+4+4+4)
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Similarly, the source of the iambic twelve-syllabic form 4+4+4 used by Siamanto is
the Armenian traditional versification. This form is equally typical of Siamanto’s “A
Handful of Ash” and “Saint Mesrop”, P.Khapantsi’s (a medieval author) poems and
sharakan.

For example:

Sharakan Nn juGpGpGhG ongnjy hop funGuphtw) npnh

iptitkigwp h dkg tpynmig YhlinuibkwmgG... (4+4+4)
Siamanto Gu hptintG hwghn Jupn n gnpbGwpun...

I, reaper of wheat longing for your fiery bread... (4+4+4)

Upjw( hGng, wnpoGtipnt wipho owyuwy... (4+4+4)

Furnace of blood, spotless expansion of visions...

Moreover, in “Saint Mesrop” Siamanto used a variation of the above mentioned form
— two compound feet with 7+5, 5+7 constructions, which are found in sharakans and in
some medieval poets’ works.* Two other poetical forms used in Armenian medieval poet-
ry and then inherited by Siamanto and representatives of contemporary literature are
iambic fifteen-syllabic form (four compound feet) with one anapest, 4+4+4+3 and
iambic fourteen-syllabic form (four compound feet) with two anapests, 4+3+4+3. These
forms are observed in Siamanto’s “The Vintage” and “The Song of the Knight”. The tra-
ditional form most frequently used by Siamanto in different positions in “The
Homeland’s Invitation” and “Saint Mesrop” is the iambic eleven-syllabic form (three
compound feet) with one anapest, 4+4+3. With parallel frequency this form is present in
the poem-songs of medieval authors G.Narekatsi, K.Erznkatsi, G.Akhtamaretsi,
N.Hovnatan. The two other types of eleven-syllabic form used in “Saint Mesrop” are
6+5, 5+6. The same types with nearly the same arrangement of feet are found in medieval
poems of N.Hovnatan and P.Dpir.

For example:

N. Hovnatan (1’5 nupnu ghwbu, n’s hwju jhdwluu (5+6)
N’s hGuwd Jubhu, n’s tptiupn pwlwu... (5+6)
P. Dpir Qunuwfuou dwpnnj down splumhu plu... (6+5)

Siamanto Gu ynunpwo Julptn it wuwwljw) wwwnpnyyq...  (5+6)
I, broken lantern and thirsty wick...

In general in all of Siamanto’s works the versificational constructions are conditioned
by textual content. In G.Narekatsi’s poems the five-syllabic compound feet is metrically

quite free in exposition and is used in works presenting tempest of thought.5
The similar phenomenon is observed in Siamanto’s poems. For example in the five-
syllabic compound feet found in the verses of the collection “Bloody News from My

9 6

Friend” the reality seems to be represented by “a man in agony”.® The poems are rhyth-
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mical and naturally more imaginative and expressive. As to the twenty-syllabic form
(four compound feet) containing both iambic and anapest feet (5+5+5+5) and initially
used by G. Narekatsi, in Siamanto’s “The Prayer of Navasart for Goddess Anahid” ,“The
Blind” and “The Mulberry tree” it changed into a four-syllabic (five compound feet)
4+4+4+4+4 one with iambic feet and four-syllabic (six compound feet) 4+4+4+4+4+4,
In “Saint Mesrop” we come across the ten-syllabic form 248 and another type of ten-syl-
labic form, the 6+4 construction with nearly the same arrangement of feet as in
sharakans. The iambic thirteen-syllabic form (three compound feet) with one anapest
(4+4+5, 5+4+4) is still another Armenian medieval versificational form used by
Siamanto.
For example:

G. Narekatsi  Ubtpwy wliwywwulwn, ntip wiwdop, tptu jypptiwy  (4+4+5)

Siamanto Gu tinytih dwhwlwgnt, tu ndqniyG wnGwnbu.... (4+4+5)
I, pitiful mortal, I, pale steward...
G1 0Gwo ontin bt wpbitkn YhGskt wjuon.... (5+4+4)

And from the day you were born, and from your sun until today...

The thirteen-syllabic forms 5+3+5 and 5+5+3 is a characteristic feature of both
medieval poems and “Saint Mesrop”.
For example:

Siamanto Gu wlitwnwqujp wnowuinng tu' wljwp pwp... (5+3+5)
I, ray-less dusk, wire-less lyre...
Gu wlhnnuqgnpd ngupwmnpw, puntdwpwl pwthnip...  (5+3+5)
I, non-farming field man, wine-distributing warehouse...

Last but not the least nine (5+4, 4+5), eight (5+3, 4+4) and seven (4+3) syllabic forms
(two compound feet) are usages in Siamanto’s poetry. These forms make certain frag-
ments of the poem more dynamic.

For example:

Siamanto fonuph” wnpynip, pwGh’ pwpdnGp, (4+4)
Qupnnmpjulg wlytipne uwmun... (4+4)
Fountain of speech, height of reason,
Endless summit of abilities...
Qmb <ttGatptl hnswlyywo, (5+3)
Utiowwmhwunnnu Uynuihu... (4+3)
You, declared by the Hellens
As grand-titled Academic...
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The line rows with different metrical forms that follow each other help the poet to
express the drama of the restless soul, its outbursts of seethe emotions. The imagery con-
ditions changeable forms of expression and free syntactical constructions and each time
is presented with new artistic force. The same process is observed in Narekatsi’s poetry.

Summing up whatever has been discussed above we can say that creating his free
verse poetry, expressing his wrath of soul, his gust of pain, his unbounded love by
streamy speech, the great Armenian poet Siamanto remained constant to his literary roots
— he developed significantly Armenian metrical form used by his literary ancestors.

Notes:

1. Repetitions have an artistic and metrical meaning also in many medieval Armenian
clerical lyric poems (G.Narekatsi, N.Shnorhali). In Narekatsi’s poems-gandzes,
taghs and in his famous “Narek” (“Book of Lament”) the art of phonetic iteration
attains its perfection. G. Narekatsi seethes poetical lines with coloured and vocal
surf of assonance and consonance. He managed to create a poetical symphony
through mixed meter lines without rhyme. N.Shnorhali successfully used phonetic
repetition to emphasize the spiritual content of clerical songs and sharakans.

2. Literary scholars H.Tamrazian and M.Mkrian have touched upon such topics as
artistic modes of representation and forms of stylization in G.Narekatsi’s and
Siamanto’s works. H.Rshtuni discussed poetical forms used by Siamanto in his
monograph “Siamanto” (Tamrazian 1969).

3. This and other translations of Siamanto’s poems presented in the paper belong to
Shant Norashkharian.

4.  Medieval Armenian poets H.Tlkurantsi, Z.Gnuneants and G.Akhtamaretsi are
meant.

5. The five-syllabic two compound feet form 5+5 is not typical of Siamanto’s poetry
although we come across it in “Saint Mesrop”. In poetical form and thematic con-
tent this work reminds of a medieval poem. Both medieval poets (G.Narekatsi,
N.Shnorhali) and Siamanto used this form to criticize human faults and to glorify
God.

6. The fifteen-syllabic form (three compound feet) 5+5+5 with both iamb and anapest
feet was used by G. Narekatsi in the 10" century. However, this construction is not
typical of Siamanto’s blank verse.
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UhwdwGpnjh wynbkqhwjh b dhoGuwnupjub hwy puwiwunbtnonipjul
nwnuiwthwljmG welsnpyniiGhpp

UhwiwGpnjh wynbghwl vbpmnptl uwynmd £ dh9Gwnupjul pulwunmbtnont-
pjwl wnwnwy;wthwywli wnGmpniGGinh htn: Uwmbnowgnpobing  wquum
nuw Guynph unniguwopwjhlG hhiGwlwb ophGwswihnipyniGGtph hwiwédw)6® Gu
hwj dh9Gwnwpjul pGwptpgnipjul pwlwumbnowywl swihtpp qniquygh) k
nwpwulqph «inntinG pwlwumtnonipjwl» ndwlywl pwqiwphy wmwpptph hbw:
Utnqujugywo G0 pwlwunmbnowlwl suthtpn, npnlGp  Yhpwoybp GG hGyubu
vh9GuwnupyubG vh pwlh pwlGwunbtndlGbph, wjlGwbtu tp Uhwdwlpnjh Ynnihg:
Uwulwyh winpunupdt Glp Gul npulg yunngywopwjhG thnthnfumpniGGtnphd,
npnlp Juwnwnty £ Uhwdwlpn(:
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