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MESSAGE FROM THE EDITOR

This issue is a collection of people, places and events that
have impacted the lives of our contributors. Our writers have
shared their stories and opinions with the hope that readers

can take away something small from these lessons learned.

We are all changed by something or someone at one point
in our lives, and hopefully will seek out from our memory those
influences that have changed us for the better. Now, as the
youthful spirit of a nation, it is up to us to either go gentle into

that good night or become influencers of our own.
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The Armenian identity has grown
to recognize itself mainly with two
episodes in its sprawling history. Our
collective memory begins in 301, ends
in 1915 and usually just meanders
aimlessly after that. Though the
magnanimity of these two events is clear
and at this point tacitly understood,
they have effectively overshadowed
any other facets of cultural activity and
obviated the need for us to delve deeper
into our own historiography. We are
doing ourselves a disservice by self-
limiting our national consciousness to
two events only.

Most Armenians know that our history is long and re-
plete with a tremendous amount of achievements, inno-
vation, beauty, humor, heroism and survival. Our historic
homeland is considered the birthplace of Indo-European
language, we have maintained our unique language and
cultural identity in the face of truly insurmountable odds
(pre- and post-Genocide), and Armenians have contribut-
ed to every host country that has had the pleasure of hav-
ing us as their members.

However, the current problem is that our present gen-
eration has found itself mostly oblivious to these points.
When asked about our history, the first response is,
“Christian...something...something...Genocide...some-
thing.” This is a problem because the basis of any strong
national identity, the kind where its members proactively
and consciously moves its country forward, is built upon a
knowledge of its own past, where it has come from and all
that it is capable of.

The point of this tirade is not national self-aggrandize-
ment. The point is to understand the inspirational path
our people have traversed and to use that as motivation to
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General Njdeh addressing an inaugural AYF gathering. 1938.

continue to not only exist but to excel. There are instances
of inspiration in every aspect of our past. For example, in
the 1925 case US v. Cartozian, Armenians had to fight for
their right to citizenship in America due to antiquated racial
laws and a severe misunderstanding of what it meant to
be Armenian. The fact that Armenians moved on from that
point and now comprise one of the most powerful and ef-
fective grassroots lobbying organizations in the American
political arena should be a powerful motivator in spurring
us to further our issues and agenda.

Personally, the last 25 years have proven to be so
amazing in scope to me that | have not ceased to be in-
spired. After over 70 years of living under a stifling total-
itarian regime, Armenians not only maintained a very real
sense of cultural identity, but also remained on the van-
guard of environmental and political activism, championed
their rights to self-determination and proved the catalyst
for the dissolution of the Soviet Union.

To appreciate and value the current republic means
understanding all the factors which led up to its creation.
The Republic of Armenia came to exist only after surviving



an amalgam of events which, real-
istically and pragmatically speaking,
should have eliminated any possibil-
ity of creating what is now a grow-
ing nation that is progressing daily.
Directly on the heels of a devastat-
ing earthquake that destroyed entire
neighborhoods, Armenia declared
independence from the Soviet
Union, effectively losing the internal
safety net created by the communist
economic system. During this peri-
od of tumult, the people of Artsakh
decided to exercise their own right
to self-rule and broke away from the
Azerbaijan SSR. The ensuing war
found an Armenia which was ma-
terially and financially at a severe
disadvantage from their Azerbaijani
opponents. Yet Armenia won the
territories of the Nagorno-Karabakh
Republic and continued to govern
themselves. While Artsakh in a state
of war, the Republic of Armenia went
through what is known as the “years
of darkness and cold.” During this
time, there was very little, if any,
electricity and running water available, meaning the citi-
zens of Armenia had to survive the winters without heat
and the basic comforts of life taken for granted today.

By 2014 Armenia has become a thriving nation that
boasts of one of the fastest growing IT sectors in the world
and is now a place where more and more young diaspo-
ran Armenians are choosing to call home. This was not
an accident. This happened as a result of thousands of
individuals throughout hundreds of years who dreamt of
a place where Armenians could
govern themselves and no longer
have to live under the rule of foreign
dominance. It is a result of a very
long, very difficult process.

Tapping into our own past and
using it for motivation is not new.
The Mekhitarist monks did it before
us as did the great writers of the
Zartonk period who used Armenian
history as a means to wake up the
Armenian people from their lethar-
gic slumber and passivity. Unfortu-
nately, neglecting to take the time to
learn it and really understand where
we have come from is also not new.
While working to incubate a sense
of national pride and identity within
his people, General Garegin Nzh-
deh often reflected on this prob-
lem writing, “the Armenianhood is
still unaware of its depth and that’s
why its defeatist. Today’s Arme-

nian lacks self-knowledge. For him [the average Arme-
nian], Armenian history is a sad picture of feebleness and
defeat, massacres and no more. People lacking national
cognizance will give their new generation wrong education
and have wrong policy and strategy.” By failing to under-
stand all that the Armenians have accomplished, we are
condemned to default back to the same stale iterations of
outdated mentalities.

As such, Armenian history is my inspiration. We are
not just Christianity. We are not
just the genocide. Knowing exact-
ly what we have survived and gone
through eliminates the luxury of tak-
ing anything we have for granted.
And that includes the diaspora and
that includes the Republic of Arme-
nia. Too often | hear people lament
and bemoan the current situation
of either the diaspora or the Arme-
nian Republic and | cannot help to
be dumbfounded by this. They have
both been fought for for too long —
by people greater than | could ever
hope to become - for me to think
that | have any right to do anything
but continue that fight to strengthen
the diaspora and this country in the
Caucasus | call home.

Nora Injeyan
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Blessed are the Meek:
Breaking Stigmas of the Streets

“Blessed are the meek, for
they shall inherit the earth’,
blbllcal Matthew 5:5, was rede-

fined for me in the spring of 2004. | was 21, studying pho-
tography in college and shooting a social documentary sto-
ry about the street vendors of Venice Beach. That’s when |
met Timmy, who recited those words to me in an effort to
describe his philosophy on life. He was a homeless man,
later turned my friend, who forever changed my perspective
on humanity.

My story was meant to focus on the subculture of people
who belonged to the small enterprise community of street
vendors - jewelry makers, artists, musicians and dancers -
who make a living spending their days on the Venice strip,
producing work and selling them to tourists and visitors
alike. They intrigued me and | was eager to gain a more in-
timate understanding of their lifestyles. This was one of my
first stories and everything about the experience made my
heart skip a beat. | felt nervous and self-conscious about
each step of the process: holding a camera in public, being
perceived as a photographer, introducing myself to strang-
ers, entering their personal space with my lens, interviewing
people with personal questions, and spending countless
hours immersed in other people’s lives. | knew that the fear
in this new journey would make me feel alive and fulfilled.
They were the experiences | was searching for.

And so | began, apprehensively walking back and forth
on the strip. | subtly held my camera and observed from
left to right, right to left, discerning potential characters to
build up my story. My first few hours quickly turned into

many days spent on the strip. | met people, encountered
moments, photographed and interviewed immigrants, gyp-
sies, painters and drug addicts. Every time | went back
| felt more comfortable interacting with the locals, waving
at familiar faces and meeting friends of friends. | remem-
ber naively feeling satisfied with the amount of footage |
had collected in my first few days, and believed that | had
learned everything this experience had to offer. | was wrong.

It was Sunday, nearing sunset, and drum circle had just
begun. | was getting ready to head home when | passed a
group of dirty, homeless beggars playing music for change.
| slowed down to take a photo and one of them asked me
to buy him a drink from the Beach House Market. | hesitat-
ed, but knew that an opportunity had just presented itself.
He was middle aged, sun wrinkled and covered in dirt, yet
| couldn’t resist noticing his kind eyes. They were the kind
of eyes you don’t meet often; the ones you know will stay
with you for a long time. | bought him a beer and asked his
name. It was Timmy.

| sat next to Timmy and his friends, quietly observing
and photographing. | thought nothing more of it. As | got up
to leave, Timmy turned to me and said “I’ll see you tomor-
row”. Those words were all that | needed to hear to further
spark my curiosity about this man and his life. And so | went
back, spending the next five days with Timmy, listening to
his story and coming to understand how another human be-
ing just like me could end up so lonely and destitute.

Timmy was a sensitive man. His life stories were traced
with faith and courage, despair and empty hopelessness.
He revealed stories about intimacy and betrayal, soul mates
he had met and lost, as well as good friends he had loved
and abandoned. The peak of his spiraling sorrow began




when he was betrayed by his wife and lost a child soon af-
ter. Heartbroken, he turned to Sambuca and drank his way
to homelessness, withdrawing himself from everyone who
offered comfort or support. He started hitchhiking in Florida,
traveled through Mexico and the US, and had been sleep-
ing in Venice for the last few years. Timmy lived minimally
and boasted about his ability to sustain himself with a few
articles of clothing, a pipe and the cross he kept around his
neck. Spirituality was among his favorite topics. Every time
Timmy discussed his faith, those kind eyes brightened up
and a tranquil calmness came over him. Many times Timmy
mentioned to me that faith was the only thing he was certain
about in this life. No longer feeling hopeless, he had come
to terms with his place in society and in this world; a place
| was convinced was inferior to my own. But Timmy’s faith
gave him the confidence to believe that there was nothing
more he needed to be doing, because the meek shall inherit
the earth.

Some may argue that those biblical words promote a
life without striving, and such a life may not be worth living.
Before meeting Timmy, | was certainly one of those peo-
ple. However, within these few days | had already begun
questioning my own beliefs. Maybe Timmy wasn’t striving
for the type of achievement | believed was the norm for all
people. As he told story after story, my mind was gener-
ating question after question. What were my measures of
success? How were they established? Was he a defeated
man? Or was | being shortsighted by the fabricated stan-
dards of society? By the fifth day, my eyes had been forever
opened to the dangers of stigma and stereotyping. | had
been a victim of it myself, subconsciously classifying Timmy
as a second-class citizen. His calm and humble demeanor,
warm heart and friendly manner forced me to look past my
judgments, and to finally see us as equals. | was inspired by
Timmy’s spirituality, minimalism, sense of appreciation, and
compassion towards all things. These were values | shared,
and seeing Timmy personify them so well inspired me to
further see how alike we truly were.

On the first day we met, our differences had sparked my
curiosity, and | was unable to see past them. At the end of
our fifth day together | couldn’t believe how similar we were,
as human beings who had felt kindred emotions in different
circumstances of life. | had gained a deep understanding
about people’s individual value and the impartial merit of
their diverse beliefs and convictions. In the end, as different
as we were, | understood what it meant to have solidarity
and to belong to a single human race. Ten years later, | am
still grateful to Timmy, the man who taught me about the
meek and about humanity.

Tamar Yardemian Baboujian

Note: All photos taken of Timmy were accidentally burned soon
after. The author went back to Venice to take new photos of him
during the course of writing this article, but Timmy could not be
found.

Like a dream I remember
from an easier time...

Timmy’s bed in front of “Homage

to a Starry Night”. Venice, CA.
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My desk is always a mess but the postcards | never lose.
On a normal day my desk is strewn with a variety of things.
Books, business cards, and Olfa blades. Stamps, screws,
and safety glasses. Pens, pencils, and rolls of trace paper.
Eventually the books get replaced, the business cards get
lost, and the blades get dull. Most of the items get used or
lost, but three things remain.

Three things can be counted on. Postcards, each with a
meaning all its own: images of a man, a woman, and a tree.
They take up next to no space; in fact, they’re usually hiding
right beneath my keyboard. On certain days a corner of one
of them may stick out. | slide it back gently with the tip of my
finger. | try to act like | don’t need them. But | have to admit
that they influence my decisions every day.

The first postcard is of a painting by Mel Ramos, in which
Superman stands alone. His face looks away, presenting a
perfectly two-dimensional profile. He stands ready, looking
at something we can’t see. His fists are clenched, but his
arms are at rest, as though he feels no threat from what’s
in front of him. His power is infinite. Most photographers
capture boxers with their hands up, ready to defend them-
selves against an imaginary opponent. Not Superman. He
has nothing to fear. His confidence is contagious. No one
would ever doubt Superman’s physical supremacy; but as |
grow older | know that some fights are not won by physical
strength alone.

The second postcard is of a paper collage by Henry Ma-
tisse, entitled ‘Woman with Amphora and Pomegranates.’
In the twilight of his life, while battling a serious iliness, Ma-
tisse stumbled upon what he called “a second life.” He was
unable to paint, and this led him to a new practice: cutting
up colored pieces of paper and arranging the pieces into
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abstract forms. In this particular piece, the shape of the
woman, the arrangement of the parts, the simplicity, they’re
all extraordinary. But what moves me most is Matisse’s
bravery: the will to keep producing, after the brush was lost
to him forever. Without this bravery, there would have been
no second life: “Only what | created after the iliness consti-
tutes my real self: free, liberated.”

| don’t know what compelled me to buy this postcard
at the time; after all | didn’t know about Matisse’s sickness,
not even that the painting was created by him. The shape
of the woman might have influenced me to be drawn to that
painting, but Matisse’s’ resilience in the face of certain dev-
astation has helped me hold on to it for so long. Without
Matisse | would not have moved past the foolish childhood
yearnings of a superhero’s infinite physical strength.

The third postcard bears the image of ‘Mulberry Tree,” a
painting by Vincent van Gogh. As far as | can tell, this paint-
ing is the closest human beings have come to creating life.
When | see it, I’'m permeated by life. | feel what | feel when
| laugh with a friend or embrace the one that | love - like life
is filtering through me. Like my life has a source and is a
source. It makes me think of the importance of life and what
one does with it. | can’t help but think that what one cre-
ates today has an immense amount of influence on others
whether they’re aware of it or not.

The art created by these artists influence me every day.
They make me think of a day that I'm strong enough to not
feel the need to put my hands up. A day when | no longer
stop chasing pieces of my dream because | think they’re a
lost cause. But most of all | dream of the day that | create
something through which a person feels alive.

Sevak Karabachian
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Wealth o Warriors

There are many things that have had big influences on
my life. Some that | can’t consciously recognize, like my
childhood teachers perhaps, and some that are undeniably
apparent, like my family.

So many individuals, moments and ideas have worked
together, influencing us positively and negatively, raising us
to be the people we are today. It’s not possible to reflect on
all the momentous occasions that have impacted me; how-
ever as | sit to write this article, there are a select few that
might be worth sharing.

The hundreds of youth I’'ve met during my trips to Arme-
nia and Artsakh with the AYF Youth Corps program, forever
permeate my thoughts. During my most recent experience
in 2013, one of the camp sessions was held in Proshyan, a
major village not too far from Yerevan, and truly a place like
none other.

The youth of this town were so uniquely proud to be
Armenian. It’s unfair to compare the level of national con-
sciousness kids here had relative to other camp locations,
but the differences were so piercing, | couldn’t help notice
them.

This community was so honored to be from the same
place where Artsakh war heroes, Bedo, Garod and Hrach
Mouradyan, were from. All three were buried atop a nearby
hill overlooking the town. The monument erected in memory
of Garod was only a few feet away from where Mourady-
an was shot. Bedo’s family opened their home to us so
we could touch the last remaining belongings found on his
body, including the hat he was known to always wear. Ga-
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rod’s elderly father visited the camp daily. It was surreal to
be so closely surrounded by spirits of men who liberated
our Artsakh.

The eldest son of Hrach Mouradyan, the Mayor of Pro-
shyan who was assassinated only three months before we
arrived, was one of our campers. For a 14 year old boy
whose father was just murdered, he was so composed and
in charge. Perhaps he was still in disbelief, or perhaps he
had come to terms with reality and was ready to look ahead.
Either way, he was mature beyond his years and was clearly
invested in the future of that town. A day after jampar end-
ed, he was already planning the first badanegan meeting of
the year.

There was another Proshyan boy who I’'m likely to never
forget. He was among the oldest campers, about 16, tall,
skinny and a constant menace. For some reason he was
always misbehaving, trying to prove that he can get away
with not following the rules we set (possibly because he
wanted to lay claim to his turf, which | can respect). Across
the dirt road from where we held camp, there was a giant
metal crane towering over an abandoned building, for which
construction was never completed. As much as we plead-
ed and tried to reason, this boy would climb to the very
top of that crane every day. He was always challenging the
counselors and testing our patience. By mid-week we had
little choice but to kick him out because he was being too
disruptive. The next morning, seeing him lingering in front
of our doors in his camp t-shirt with a look of regret, we of
course allowed him back in.

It was the last hour of the last day of camp, that | think |



finally understood him. During our traditional song compe-
tition, he voluntarily performed a solo. The recording of this
brief moment is saved on my desktop and | watch it repeat-
edly until this day, never growing tired of it. He sings a song
dedicated to the memory of Petros Ghevondyan (Bedo). As
this boy stood in front of his group, facing all of us who had
punished him to no avail, his impenetrable demeanor came
undone. His fragility as a young boy living in a difficult real-
ity, his sorrow for the losses he knows were endured, and
his determination for a better tomorrow were all exposed as
he sang this song. He was living in that song, nothing else
mattered but singing it as best he could out of respect for
something so much bigger than himself. | realized his cha-
rootyoons may be a blessing to him, because in less than
a year he will be a soldier himself, continuing the work of
Bedo, Garod and Hrach, along a very hostile and dangerous
border.

The pedestal on which | put this town is a result of my
own observations during a brief time spent there. It may
be naive or idealistic, but | hold onto it for good reason.
Proshyan is a special town, and its youth are important to
me. The place is a microcosm of the perfect, strong, proud
Armenian nation that | imagine, and the people are the ones
that will get us there.

In our organizational life, there has been a con-
stant concern with the absence of female representation
and involvement. Since the establishment of the ARF, and
still 125 years past, this scarcity of women among our ranks
and leadership has been undeniable. As a result, we often
hear about how the younger generations, of women espe-
cially, are hesitant to join because of the intimidation they
feel when attending a meeting in a room full of older men.

While these feelings of hesitation are natural, my own
experiences have been surprisingly different.

There are a
select few wom-
en who we see in
those same meeting
rooms, so tactfully
making  important
political decisions,
unfazed by the sea
of men among which
they work. It is this
handful of leading
women who truly in-
timidate me. Having
crossed paths with
some of these best
of the best over the
years, | have always
been left in awe of
their excellence.
Their excellence is
what scares me, but
with a type of fear
that is so motivational that your heart pounds at the thought
of not reaching the high standards they have set for you.
These ungerouhis are the ones | want to impress the most,
whose approval weighs heaviest and who have me thinking
twice before doing or saying anything.

No one can command a room like Lilit Galstyan did the
first time | met her. She had me pacing around after her as
she put her outfit together for a television interview, while
telling me | have to tutor her in English, because while her
English is almost perfect, she only settles for ABSOLUTE
perfection. | had never questioned my own English lan-
guage skills as much as | did in that moment.

Even the women I've been able to work with more
closely or see regularly, possess so much finesse and for-
titude that, despite our frequent interactions they still keep
me on my toes. These women dictate Hye Tahd policy, the
future of our schools, and aid to the homeland; they serve
as examples by being among the first who repatriated to
Armenia. These rare, commanding and exceptional women
make me want to absorb everything they have to offer.

Therefore, while | hope our ranks be filled with more
intelligent and brave young women, the severe gender
disproportions in our party can be deceptive; they do not
do justice to the impactful force brought on by the few
women who are present, and whose role should never be
discounted.

Somewhere along the intersections of Proshyan’s youth
and our female power-houses in the ARF is where | under-
stand my national influences today. These two very distinct
yet indispensable components of our nation speak to the
wealth of warriors we possess, and | am so grateful to serve
among them.

Sanan Shirinian
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Arshille Gorky...

An Artist’s Inspiration

by Lisa Arakelian

Note: The author, Lisa Arakelian, is an undergraduate student a
the University of California, Loy Angeles (UCLA), majoring in
Art History.

t has often been said that historical childhood
developments affect a child and his future in
enormous ways. A strong believer of this philo-
sophy is litarary critic Eric Erikson, a man whose
own personal identity shaped his beliefs through-
out his entire life. Erikson explained that accept-
ing ones historical past was a necessity to be able to move on. For
Arshille Gorky, a famous and admired arrist, his past was an
inspiration, by playing a major role in the art that he produced.

Arshille Gorky was born Vosdanik Adoian, on April 15, 1904,
in Khorkum, a small village on the southeast shore of Lake Van
in the Van province of Armenia. Vosdanik was named after his
mothers birthplace, Vosdan, the ancient Armenian city situared
on the southermost shore of Lake Van. In 1908, his father Setrag
Adoian emigrated to the United States to avoid conscription into
the Turkish Army. Many Armenians fled at this time to avoid
the unjust harassment by the Turks. Serrag, left behind a wife
and four children, On leaving, he left Vosdanik a pair of red
Armenian slippers; these slippers were later found in a number
of his paintings, perhaps used as an attempt to retrace his
history.

In the years following, Arshille attended many schools where
he studied writing and drawing. His interest in drawing
stemmed from his childhood, when his mother, who felt a deep
arrachment to art, would encourage him by giving him money to
purchase pencils and paper. Gorky was raised by his mother, and
was therefore involved with art from a very young age.

Between 1914, to 1915, the genocide of the Armenian people
perpetrated by the Turkish government began. For four years
Gorky and his family struggled for survival. They were quickly
forced 1o leave their home. With the naive hope of returning,
they buried their belongings underground, and took with them a
small amount of money, and only a few days supply of bread.
They never returned. In the fall of 1916, his two sisters fled to
America, while he stayed behind with his mother and other
sister. Soon conditions worsened. In 1919, his mother, to whom
he was extremely attached, died from starvation, at the young
age of 39, This traumatic loss was one Gorky would never
avercome.

In February of 1920, Arshille and his sister boarded a ship to
Athens and soon arrived at Ellis Island. His quest for identity
soon led him to assume a new name: Arshille Gorky, and to seek
a career in art in New York. His new surname was adopted by
Maxime Gorky, a well-known Russian writer. In Russian 'Gorky’
means ‘bitterness,’ or 'the bitter one.' He often spoke of himself
as Maximes cousin. This, of course, was not true. Perhaps he was

A self-portrait

searching for some sense of 'belonging'—family, for him, was
now only an abstraction.

Though the post-war era was not very promising for artists,
he chose to remain in that field and struggle through the hard-
ships. He belonged to a movement known as " Abstract Expres-
sionists,” where he presented his subjects in a rich variety of
disguises, transforming shapes and human figures to abstract
and organic images. His Armenian heritage always remained
crucial to him, and this was evident through his art. He continu-
ously desired to return to the ‘old country;’ a wish that was never
fulfilled.

Gorky's painting career flourished as he grew more and more
popular for his innovative style. In 1927, he painted "An Artist
and His Mother,” a memorable work that became one of his
most famous. Here, he depicts himself and his mother. An
emotionally intense image. The painting, was taken from a
photograph taken in 1912, that was going to be sent to his father
in America. Here, Gorky is seen wearing the famous red slippers
his father had left for him. Twenty-five years after the photo was
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taken, Gorky relived the hope and anger on a canvas. This
painting strongly reveals a quest for contact with his own past.
There exists a sense of alienation and sadness in both the photo-
graph and the painting,

Throughout his painting career, he returned to his roots.
Gorky's ethnic and national past formulated his identity. His
memories of his childhood came to people through a canvas. His
expression for the love of his country turned profound when he
returned to “nature paintings,”

In 1941, he painted "The Garden at Sochi,” referring to his
birthplace in Armenia. This specific garden was located near his
home, at a place where he often played. Gorky disguised and
abstracted all natural forms, (trees, birds, flowers...) to capture
the essence of a garden, withour actually depicting it.

This new interest in “nature painting” focused on returning to
biological roots—perhaps referring to his own roots, and depict-
ing some sort of growth and development. (Similar to his own
growth and development outside of Armenia.)

For “The Plow and the Song," a title of another painting from
his "native period,” Gorky writes:

... I bave been occupied in drawing the Armenian
plows with which we used in our Adoian fields near
our house... You can't imagine the fertility of forms
that leap from our Armenian plows, the plows our
ancestors used for thousands of years in toll and
gaiety, bardships and povetry... I smell the apricots
bot on our orchard trees and they move for me in
dances of the old... and the songs, our ancient songs
of the Armenian people, our suffering people... this I

am painting, and I'm sure you will appreciate it ...”

The early 1940's for Arshille Gorky, was a time when he
emerged as a major innovarive figure in American paining. He
was passionate about Armenian heritage and was also engaged
in a monumental struggle to create a new direction in painting.
He often recalled the times when his mother would take him to
her family's fifth-century ancestoral vank (an apostolic church
and monastary complex), to shrines and tombs in the area and to
the church of the Holy Cross on the Island of Akhtamar.
Although Gorky may have been too young to have formed more
than a vague impression of these treasures, the memory of them
stayed with him throughout his lifetime.

Arshille Gorky never escaped his past. His concepr of identity
was tracing back to his birthplace, and reliving the love and the
freedom of his homeland. He was forever haunted and obsessed
with the past. Did he feel guilty for having survived? He was too
young, and unable to defend himself against the brural arrack on
his family and his people. He was unable to shield his loving
mother from the harsh realities that existed.

On July 21, 1948, at the peak of his career, Gorky took his own
life. A growing poet, as well as an influencial artist, he was a man
who had experienced extreme suffering and poverty that he
could not seperate himself from. He could not find a long-lasting
harmony within himself, and therefore, chose to end his life.

Gorky recorded his life through his art and left a legacy behind
for people to learn and understand. It is true to say that he lived 2
fragmented identity. He was an Armenian living in exile, driven
away from his homeland and forced apart from his family. Gorky
was given a new identity, an identiry he could not live to the
fullest. |

Read articles from AYF Alumni.
Browse the HAYTOUG.ORG online archive.
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Ascend .

What could cause us to turn our
heads? Us. A civilization of people
as old as us. Us. Who claim to have

invented most modern technolo- iz

gy (and, as it turns out, we have the
patents to prove it). Us. Who created
the first Stonehenge, brewed the first
beer, smashed the first grapes of vir-
gin wines, sewed the first shoe...us.
What would cause us to turn our
heads?

How about a man who founded an automobile compa-
ny with technology all experts doubted would propel a car
more than a mile? What could one learn from the same man
who created a higher standard for humans to live by? From
the same man, what can be learned from his actions, or
when he says: “If something is important enough, even if
the odds are against you, you should still do it.” What if that
man, ready at the starting line — turned on his engine and
went at a speed of 25,000 MPH passed his skeptics full of
doubt and disbelief. Would anything stop this man? Would
anything stop Elon Musk?

A dense description of this polymath’s accomplish-
ments aside — Elon Musk has been known as the “real life”
Tony Stark (a.k.a — Iron Man). Not because he wears a suit
of armor — but because he makes the impossible become
reality while an army of naysayers tell him it can’t be done.
Musk has recently made headlines for his innovations in the
auto industry as the creator and founder of TESLA motors
— a revolutionary company that challenges the conventions
of classic auto-mechanics and powers its sleek and luxuri-
ous cars with a battery that can go nearly 300 miles strong
in one charge. 50 years ago, when one held a flashlight in
their hand — would they have ever thought the same sys-
tem of mechanics using a switch and battery could propel a
two ton automobile to 60 m.ph in 4.2 seconds? That is the
same speed as a Lamborghini sports car, the most coveted
sports car in the world. But it was done, accomplished, and
left a crowd of doubting bodies speechless. This is where
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the act of being ambitious has its day.

In an active diaspora like what the Armenian com-
munity has, a word like “denial,” and feelings such as
doubt are never far from a daily occurrence. It’s an im-
migrant mentality, a post-Soviet mentality, and it’s deuce
been hardened by the annual battle to gain recognition
of atrocities passed. We have a lot going against us as
a community, as a people - and 3,000 miles over - as
a nation. That’s the outside world on top of our shoul-
ders we have to shake off. Yet, what of our own burdens?
We have naysayers among our ranks. From those hold-
ing protest signs next to us, to those in our community
centers and our TV personalities. It seems unbearable to
have so much riding against each one of us when it’s
written out like that. For the doubtful, the flame flickers.
For others — like Elon Musk — it’s just the right amount of
darkness to understand why the light is so important.

There is going to be a time in your lives — no, really,
| mean you, you Armenian-American individual - when
you’re going to have to make a choice. It’s going to take
a long time for that choice to wither and die, or grow and
blossom - but the day will come. The choice is whether
you want to be Armenian in this life, or not. The choice is
how much of the Armenian heritage you're willing to pre-
serve through your actions, and how much you’re willing
to give up. It’s a fair question. It’s a rendition of that ques-
tion that Elon Musk had to answer before his endeavors
led him to found another company that questioned the
very ideas of humanity’s place among the stars. He de-
cided that there was a place for humans in space, and
that it wasn’t a luxury — it was a necessity for human life
to explore the cosmos. So he founded the first commer-
cial space company: Space X



If you think you might have it bad, having your parents
or friends be your mountains of skeptics during your choice
— think about Elon Musk, and how he had to climb a planet
of doubt and challenge the world’s most powerful space
agency at the summit to get what he needed — what he be-
lieved was the right step towards progress — done.

If this is the choice that you eventually decide to take,
to include your heritage, and embrace it, then look to inno-
vators and influences within our community. Life for those
who accept their reality, become proud of their decisions.
When they embrace their own actions, and stand by their
choices, our kingdom full of kings sees that confidence, and
is absorbed into it. For an empire full of kings and queens,
we must set the precedent, we must battle for greatness.

No one else will do it for us.

If you’re not on board yet, then pay attention before you
get on the train. Take the journey with programs such as:
Birthright Armenia, AYF Youth Corps, Repat Armenia, the
Allen and Sose Foundation, Armenia Tree Project and One-
Armenia. Learn from the paths they have paved, and either
widen the path, or create your own. But whatever you do,
be masterful in its execution.

Take initiative and know that there is more power and
success in our community beyond the limits of a “heritage
night.” Look to: Michael Aram, Karoun Dairies, VoiceBoard,
GugoCo, Karas Wines, Ameria Bank, TUMO center, PicsArt,
ArmTab and many more companies that have been started
to cater to the community, or by members
of our community. Members who have made
the choice to embrace their fate and steer it
where they choose boldly.

There is a fundamental similarity be-
tween Armenians and the philosophies of
Elon Musk. We can live a better life. We can
live in a world to our making, and to our stan-
dards. We can live in a time when innova-
tion, ingenuity, and collaboration can meet,
and craft wondrous things together to initiate
awe, and accomplish excellence. We can. It
has been done. It will be done. The question
remains — where will you be when the rock-
et ship rolls to launch? In the spaceship, or
watching from a mile away?

Patrick Bairamian
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The fact that the Armenian Apostolic
Church has had a major influence in
the history of the Armenian people
can hardly be denied. Armenians are
historically identified (by themselves
and therefore by scholars) as an ethno-
religious community [1], meaning
religion and ethnic identity are
historically very much intertwined for

the Armenian people. In the pre-Christian as
well as Christian eras, religion has not been confined to
prayer and holidays, but has been part of every form of
cultural expression — dance, song, intellectual tradition,
architecture, art, and so on. Since its founding in 301,
the Armenian Apostolic Church has been a powerful
force in the development of the Armenian nation and
its people. While it is an expression of the universal
Christian faith, it bears the imprint of a particular nation
and is the expression of that nation’s understanding
of their existence - a collective people’s worldview,
regarding relationships with other human beings, the
universe, and the divine. It has influenced and been
influenced by, formed and formed by, the Armenian
way of life. Equally important to a nation’s cultural
expression is its political expression, and the Church
has also been a powerful socio-political force, a point
that will be the primary focus of this article. The great
contributions to Armenian thought and culture, as well
as political destiny, on the part of the Church, have
been the subject of as much praise as criticism, and |
hope to discuss the former elsewhere, but focus mostly
on the latter here. Many charges are brought against
the Church, for their role in Armenian history, and for
the fate of Armenians due to their Christianity, and so
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a consideration ot these criticisms is imperative for the

understanding of Armenian faith, nation, politics and
their intersections.

Proceeding within a framework of historical
chronology, the first of these is the argument that the
polytheistic tradition of the pre-Christian Armenians was
purely indigenous, while Christianity was a foreign colo-
nizing force imposed upon Armenians. The first problem
with this reasoning is that it presumes a “pure” Armenian
religion where there was none. Religion and spirituality
are never formed in a vacuum, but rather through cultural
exchange of narratives and ideas. Though Armenia had
a distinct mythology and pantheon, it borrowed heavi-
ly from Zoroastrianism (e.g. Mihr = Mithra, Aramazd =
Ahura-Mazda, Anahid = Anahita). There is a good deal of
scholarship on the connections between Armenian, Per-
sian, Greek, and Assyrian deities and rituals, but even if
Armenia was the first civilization, it does not mean that
we’re the sole source of inspiration for religious imagi-
nation in the world, while those around us have not had
any influence on us. Unlike their neo-pagan counter-
parts, Pre-Christian Armenians thought of religion not
merely as an expression of national identity, but rath-
er, as an understanding of their existence and of reality.
They were prepared to exchange their ideas with those
around them and construct their worldview according to
their reason and imagination. They approached truth the
way the later medieval Arab philosopher al-Kindi would
prescribe, “We must not be ashamed to admire the truth
or to acquire it, from wherever it comes. Even if it should
come from far-flung nations and foreign peoples.” [2] In
this way, many Armenians were compelled by a new ac-
count, or Word (Logos in Greek means account, word,
reason (Fwl in Armenian)), and thus set up Christian
communities in Karin, Taron, and so on. The English writer
G.K. Chesterton says, insightfully, “Paganism... is an at-
tempt to reach the divine reality through the imagination
alone.” [3] The pre-Christian Armenians were humbled
by the natural forces around them, which sometimes be-
stowed life and good fortune, and other times brought
death and havoc. Later, they began to view the world as
ordered, and this made for a smooth transition from the
idea of a supreme deity ruling a pantheon of other dei-
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ties, to the concept of a single divine loving Creator who
ordains and sustains the laws of nature. Thanks to the
sphere of influence of Hellenism, Platonic metaphysics
would have been long since acculturated by Armenians,
when Christianity, which was in many ways a synthe-
sis of the Greek and Jewish traditions, made its way to
Armenia. The sloppy theorizers of this alleged coloniza-
tion conspiracy also often overlook the fact that it was
not Gregory the llluminator who brought Christianity to
Armenia. Agathangelos’ account bears witness of the
apostle Thaddeus’ missionary activity in Armenia in the
first century A.D. In addition, contemporary scholarship
cites that “the early appearance of Christianity coming
to Armenia from Palestine by way of Syria and Meso-
potamia is equally beyond doubt. The second century
African church father Tertullian already listed the Arme-
nians among the people who had received Christianity,
and the mid-third-century letter of Bishop Dionysios of
Alexandria to an Armenian bishop named Meruzanes
indicates a sizable community.” [4] Thus, Christianity
was from the beginning, an organic development of the
spiritual lives of the Armenian people, through cultural
exchange and the pursuit of existential understanding.
And, far from being hierarchically imposed, it first took
root among the people. Any further doubt of this can be
countered with the multitude of accounts of early Chris-
tians as non-violent evangelists through the power of

Had we remained a pagan people with

Zoroastrian ties, Armenians would likely
have been consumed by Iranian culture, if
not the Persian Empire directly.

their spoken word and compassionate disposition, who
were martyred for exercising their yet unacknowledged
right to free speech.

Another favorite critique inclined towards our pa-
gan past, says that because of our Christian faith, the
Armenian people have suffered centuries of otherwise
avoidable suffering, and that we’d be better off if we’d
never become Christian. A quick consideration would re-
veal | think, that in this alternate history, not only is it un-
likely that Armenians would be a strong and prosperous
nation, but it’s unlikely that Armenians would be at all.
Had we remained a pagan people with Zoroastrian ties,
Armenians would likely have been consumed by Iranian
culture, if not the Persian Empire directly. The second
likelihood is that we would have been converted anyways
by Imperial Byzantine Christendom, and without a strong
cultural backbone, would have plausibly assimilated into
Byzantine culture. And if we somehow managed to main-
tain that supposedly “pure” Armenian paganism until
the 7th century, the forces of Islam would have proba-
bly swept us, and with the importance that faith places
on Arabic, we wouldn’t have our own alphabet either. It’s
possible Armenian might have survived colloquially, but
our language and alphabet were what drove our strong
national character. These aren’t mere hypotheticals ei-
ther. These were actual threats Armenia faced and sur-
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vived, thanks to forces of resistance such as Mashdots
and the Mamigonians.

A century after adopting Christianity, Armenia
faced the ever increasing problem of cultural assimi-
lation. Since there was no Armenian script, the Gospel
was studied in Persian, Greek, and Syriac, and Arme-
nian literary culture was expressed in these languages.
When a people cease to express their cultural identity
through language, and the primary mode of expression
is through another language, that culture assimilates
ever quickly. That is why English culture, for example,
didn’t form its distinct identity until the second millen-
nia, when it began to form a literary tradition, though
arguably, Old English formed between the 5th and 9th
centuries. In addition, it was difficult for people like
Mesrob Mashdots to implement Christian teaching,
due to the constant need for translation and interpreta-
tion. Thanks to the leadership of the Armenian Church,
years of journeying and inquiry, Mashdots’ genius and
talent, and a touch of divine inspiration, 405/6 A.D. saw
the discovery of the Armenian alphabet, and the mon-
umental works of his successors made the 5th centu-
ry the golden age of Armenian literature, or nuytnuwn.
The result of Mashdots’ work, says the 7th century
pope St. Martin, “was to separate forever the Arme-
nians from the other peoples of the East, to make of
them a distinct nation... To Mesrob we owe the pres-
ervation of the language and literature of Armenia; but
for his work, the people would have been absorbed by
the Persians and Syrians, and would have disappeared
like so many nations of the East.” [5] About half a cen-
tury later, a more direct threat came from Sassanid Per-
sian King Yazdegerd Il. When he attempted to destroy
Armenian churches, sent Zoroastrian magi to Armenia,
and build temples in their place, it was the people who
rebelled, and the commander in chief, or sparabed,
Vartan Mamigonian, who came to their aid in 451. The
notion that Armenians were somehow kept weak be-
cause of their Christian commitments, disregards the
fact that for centuries, we had standing armies along-
side a church that blessed its soldiers before battle.
Quite the contrary, we had a chivalric code of honor,
much like the Samurai in Japan and the knights of Eu-
ropean Christendom, except centuries before them.
In his study of this code of honor, Armen Aivazyan, a
madenataran researcher, says, “This code of honor, in
hierarchical order, requires selfless loyalty to: (1) their
fatherland, the Armenian “world,” country and inde-
pendent kingdom; (2) chivalric honor; (3) the king as
the most important state institution of Armenia; (4) the
people of Armenia, all of its inhabitants, irrespective of
their social status; (5) the Christian faith, church and
clergymen; (6) family; (7) their kinsmen; (8) their com-
rades-in-arms.” [6] The existence of a military code of
this style, if it reflects the warrior cultures of the knights
and the samurai, as Aivazyan argues, shows that while
the Church demanded virtue from its warriors, this
promoted rather than stifled a strong warrior culture.
Though Vartan was martyred and the battle of Ava-
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rayr was lost, his nephew Vahan Mamigonian carried
on the resistance, until 484, when the Persians signed
the Nvarsak Treaty, guaranteeing religious freedom to
Armenia. These instances are clearly national victories
and not merely victories for the Church.

Thus, the Armenian Apostolic Church struggled to as-
sert a uniquely national identity for the Armenian people,
where other forces, such as the ever-divisive nakharars,
would have directed Armenia towards assimilation into the
powerful surrounding empires. The subsequent centuries
also saw ceaseless pressure to convert the Armenians to
Eastern Orthodoxy and to be consumed by Byzantine cul-
ture, but the Church was able to resist this in large part be-
cause of its strong national character. In fact, the accusa-
tion from Roman Catholics has traditionally been this very
charge — that the Oriental Churches have always been too
national, but this is the only natural way for a people as a
nation to develop, and is the reason why places like Ireland,
for example, are both very Christian and very Irish, rooted
in their historic cultural traditions, with connections to their
Celtic and Druidic past as we are with our own. This is why
neither our church, nor others’, has raised doctrinal issues
with the dances, symbols (hwLtpdnyebwl Lpwl), holidays,
and other links to our pagan past. Far from being mere
pragmatic political moves, these were seen as meaningful
expressions of our relationship to the Divine. And while it is
true that Armenians have suffered much for maintaining a
distinct identity from those around them, after all is said and
done, the Armenian nation can straighten its back and take
a cue from Frank Sinatra, and say, “I did it my way.”

Khachig Joukhajian

(For further account of the role of the Armenian Church in the nation’s his-
tory, await future articles in the works.)
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You’ve come to learn the excitement
of seeing the name of your next destination
shining bright on the next arriving train.

There is pain in leaving but the pain is worse in waiting.

And while you often find yourself debating
in the dreadful autumn heat

you find that truth is always buried

in the ground beneath your feet.

And the songs seemed sweet

until you sang them to a crowd that could not hear
the vibrato of a longing for her golden, shedding
autumn leaves.

And the operratta makes them crumble

dry and broken on the floors,

and then the snow comes down to blanket them
with the purity of her winter’s cold.

The folding mountains open up in spring
and the melodies of ancients ring with every blossom
she may sing the song to bring us out of the wrong soil.

It boils down to roots in foreign gardens,
the older you get the more you harden,

your trunk gets heavy with too many things,
and you no longer hear the songs she sings.

We’ve been planted in
a foreign garden,

And they’ve watered us
with all these needs.
We’re growing in

this foreign garden
Where we’ve learned
to hurt before it bleeds
We’'re dying in

this foreign garden
Filling up our trunks
with things,

And we’ll be buried in
this foreign garden—
hard and heavy,

filled with tears.

Raffi Semerdjian
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