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Pips from the Pomegranate: Armenian Heyran in 18 Morsels 
 
Ravi Shankar 
 

1.   

Located between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, and bounded by Georgia, 

Azerbaijan, Iran and Turkey, modern Armenia encompasses just a minute portion of one of the 

world's oldest centers of civilization. Along the Great Silk Road at the exact crossroads between 

Europe and Asia in the classical Eurocentric sense, the Islamic Caliphate and the Christian 

Byzantium, Armenia presents a fascinating case-study in the intersections of the East and West 

(however contested and inutile those terms are) and the porousness of boundaries, especially in 

this time of increased nationalism and isolationism all over the globe.  Linguistically, Armenian 

has as much in common with Farsi as it does with Greek, and culturally, the country reflects 

Mediterranean, Near Eastern, and Caucasian traditions. It is also the home of a medieval poetic 

form even older than the sonnet, the hayrēn (or literally 'in the Armenian style'), which I went in 

search of in June of 2018.  

 

2. 

 The hayrēn (or alternately the airen) is a transliteration of an Armenian word (հայրեն) 

which means both poems in a particular metrical style as well as Armenian poetry generally. 

Primarily a folk verse form which first surfaced in the 13th century, the hayrēn grew more 

popular between the 15th and 18th centuries. Characterized by its simplicity of language, its 

urban and secular content, and its metrical precision, the hayrēn are easily as sophisticated as the 

Italian sonnet or the French villanelle. As Joseph Johannes Sicco Weitenberg writes in his book 

New Approaches to Medieval Armenian Language and Literature, hayren are “in 
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pentadecasyallabic quatrians1,” or four lines of couplets of roughly fifteen syllables each and 

written, according to The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, “on a single coherent 

theme2,” though that esteemed publication misses the metrical cohesion of the form in its 

definition.    

 “Hayrens, or hayrens are poems made up of combinations of lines consisting of seven 

and eight syllables, with stanzas consisting usually of at least eight lines,” writes Michael Stone 

in his translation of Adamgirk`: The Adam Book of Arak`el of Siwnik. “The smallest unit is the 

combination of a line of seven syllables with one of eight syllables. These are also called half 

lines, and a combination of them is sometimes referred to as bayt, or by its Armenian equivalent, 

tun...The form is attested from at least the tenth century onwards, in the work of Grigor 

Narekac'i, and is the basic metrical form for a vast body of poetry that is often but by no means 

always, anonymous. The themes touched upon are various: often love, but also the plight of the 

migrant worker, religion, and death.3“  

 Perhaps due to its proximity to Iran, the form was influenced by the ghazal, with its own 

sense of couplets that like a stone from a necklace continue to shine in vivid isolation but that 

add to its luster when set with other stones. Similarly, the hayrēn uses the concision of its form to 

achieve a gem-like clarity of expression. In his book The Heritage of Armenian Literature: From 

the sixth to the eighteenth century, Agop Jack Hacikyan  writes “traces of the hayrēn are found in 

fragments of early oral poetry ... Hayrēn were a daring and brilliant poetic genre ... with their 

strong secular reflections, their intimacy, and their freedom from restraint, they seem much 

closer to the literary creations of our own age. They are deeply emotional and moving, strikingly 

original in their character, exuberant in their use of metaphor, and vigorously imaginative, 
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ensuring that even today they are a pleasure to read. Hayrēn, in other words, are at once deeply 

traditional and boldly original poems4.” (Hacikyan p. 1029) 

 

3.  

Cut up this pomegranate here 
and count the pips inside it. 
For every pip I want a kiss – 
not one more, I’ve decided! 
 
– Leave me alone, you foolish boy, 
I thought you had more sense: 
For every pip you want, a kiss? 
Why, the number would be immense!5“ 
 
This translation of the 16th century Armenian poet Nahapet Kuchak by David Matevossian was 

once published in a handsomely illustrated edition by the Sovetakan Grogh’s Publishing House 

of the Armenian SSR in 1979. The press is now extinct and the book out of print, and only some 

fragments survive on the internet.   

 Like Sappho's fragmentary lyrics about the bittersweet qualities of love, this medieval 

hayrēn has a lighthearted quality in the verse that is both in keeping with other literary works of 

the Renaissance period, but is also colloquial and playful in a way more modern poems might be. 

There's a strong sense of voice and character, even as we can hear, even in translation, how the 

interchange is constrained by the meter of the lines, which gives the poem its nearly 

epigrammatic quality.   

 

4. 

 The pomegranate is a quintessential Armenian national symbol, representative of fertility, 

happiness and good fortune and, indeed, at some traditional Armenian weddings, the bride is 
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meant to hurl the fruit against a wall until it splits open, the scattered seeds a good omen that the 

couple would bear many fine children. Indeed, anywhere you go in Armenia, you'll find the fruit 

represented in high and low art, from oil paintings that hang in the galleries to on the shelves of 

souvenir shops where you can buy pomegranates made from ceramic or wire or textiles. Like the 

snow-peaked Mount Ararat, always visible in the horizon, this fruit has come to symbolize the 

very soul of the Armenian people. 

Interestingly, this fruit also has connections to other countries and cultures, including 

Iran, where the Persian name for the fruit is Anar”انار, which is considered a fruit from paradise 

and also considered a national symbol. In Iran, the pomegranate is used in ceremonies of 

worship, but also as source of coloration for Persian rugs, fabric, and even for hair color. In 

Islam, the Qur’an describes the fruit as growing in the gardens of Paradise and in the Jewish 

faith, pomegranates are eaten on Rosh Hashanah because it symbolises fertility and is said to 

have 613 seeds which correspond to the 613 commandments of the Torah.  

The fruit also figures prominently in Ancient Greek mythology where it features in the 

story of Persephone’s marriage to Hades, the god of the Underworld. Because Persephone ate six 

seeds of the fruit, she was fated to live in the underworld for six months of the year and allowed 

to return to her mother, Demeter, the goddess of fertility, for the other six months, thus creating 

the cycle of the seasons. The pomegranate is also celebrated in Buddhism, and in my own mother 

tongue, Tamil, the word for the fruit, maadulampazham, translates as a woman’s mind, which is 

thought to be ripe with many hidden seeds. So in its own way, these fruit connects from the local 

to the global, although I never heard it spoken about so rapturously as I did in Armenia.  

 

5.  
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 When I landed at Zvartnots International Airport in Yerevan, I knew little about the 

country or its literary traditions. The first cab I got into, I was greeted by a middle-aged man with 

thick curly hair, a wide forehead, and a meaty nose. Looped around his rearview mirror was a 

large wooden cross flared out in a floral pattern and surmounted by a nazar, the blue eye meant 

to ward off evil spirits. Unexpectedly, he was bumping Dr. Dre on the radio, which he turned 

down when I entered the car. For the first few blocks, we were both silent. Then I asked him 

about the hayrēn. He grinned and looked back at me impishly in the rearview mirror, and then 

started singing a baritone that sounded not quite Turkish or Greek, almost Arabic but with a 

distinctly Slavic twang.  It was like no other language I had ever before I heard and I was 

transfixed.   

In Armenia, like in certain South American countries where the local people can recite 

Gabriela Mistral or Pablo Neruda by heart, I found that even the shopkeepers and waiters at 

restaurants knew their national poets and would even sometimes break into song. Karoun-

Karoun! the owner of a tavern chirped as she served me chips. Spring-Spring! I still don't know 

what the cabdriver greeted me with and whether he had been taught those lyrics by his own 

father or had learned them in school. Whatever the case, it was certainly no rote memorization, 

as his song was inflected with the pathos, if not the technique, of a blues singer, and I held onto 

the memory of his song as an invitation into the Armenian identity.  

 

6.  
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 These hayrēn written by the 20th century poet Silva Kaputikyan were archived by the 

Armenian Poetry Project6, an organization dedicated to preservation and dissemination of 

Armenian poetry. We can see clearly the form of the poem, in quatrains, and the way the lines 

appear visually parallel. Kaputikyan is one of the most famous Armenian writers of the 20th 

century and recognized as “the grand lady of Armenian poetry7“ according to historian Razmik 

Panossian, and it is worth noting that she continuing working in a centuries-old form, revitalizing 

it with newly feminist and nationalistic concerns.    

 

7. 
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 The question of whether Armenia hews to the East or the West is anachronistic, for the 

very distinctions such a model proposes are innately reductive and overly general, erasing the 

vast areas of overlap and discordance that exist distinctly within cities and towns, let alone 

countries and regions. However, we can regard the way in which Armenian culture imported 

ideas from other cultures indiscriminately, so long as they had a use, as a strength. Certainly, 

Armenians, one of the oldest Christian populations in the world, might have feared being 

converted to Islam but that didn't stop them from importing elements from the Persian ghazal 

into its own versification, just as later it would absorb aspects of Turkish and Russian into its 

vernacular.  

  Critic Joseph Johannes Sicco Weitenberg writes, “in fact with a certain amount of 

oversimplification, one might argue that whereas most Armenian prose models were western, its 

poetry developed from an eastern matrix. In view of this, little time need be spent on reviewing 

the nationalist fallacy which presupposes that great art is the product of a 'pure' tradition 

untainted by alien infusions. Proponents of this theory are exercised to explain foreign parallels 

and potential sources of borrowing as deriving from a common antecedent. Regardless of the 

questionable nature of the principle itself and the problems encountered in determining what 

constituted national identity at different points within this period (which suggests the very 

criterion is rather anachronistic), porous borders and trading connections like those of Armenia 

render its application extremely tenuous. Furthermore, the approach seems motivated by the 

anxiety that artistic borrowing impairs not only the originality but also the unity and harmony of 

a given tradition. And yet this obviously depends on the mode of reception: if the process 

develops responsibly by judicious selection with a view to integration, the result is surely an 
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enhancement and enrichment of possibilities for expression within the medium” (Weitenberg, 

43).  

 Weitenberg's point is that not only is the very idea of cultural purity debatable, the idea 

that importing ideas from elsewhere diminishes one's own sense of identity is itself illogical. 

Think of what Italy did with pasta after it was imported by Marco Polo from China, or the fact 

that the Han Chinese discovered that tea could be drank for pleasure and not just for medicinal 

purposes from people who lived to their south. Practices that we might think of inherent to a 

singular culture often originate elsewhere and in time become embedded in a sense of collective 

self-identity. The hayrēn in Armenia are a perfect example of this kind of supple integration, for 

the poems simultaneously borrow elements from neighboring cultures even while elucidating a 

localized, distinctively Armenian mode and angle of utterance.  There's no contradiction in 

terms.  

 

8.  
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Map of Armenia (2019)8  

9.  

 

My mother writes: “My son on pilgrimage, 

How long beneath a strange moon will you roam? 

How long a time must pass ere your poor head 

To my warm bosom I may press, at home? 

 

“Always I sit in sadness at my door, 

And tidings ask from every crane that flies. 

That willow slip you planted long ago 

Has grown till over me its shadow lies. 

 

“ My ruined house is left without a head. 

Sometimes for death, and always for the cheer 

Of my own hearth I yearn. A tortoise I, 

Whose entrails to its broken shell adhere! 
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(excerpt from Daniel Varoujan's The Longing Letter translated by Alice Stone Blackwell9) 

 

 Daniel Varoujan was born in a village of Sebastia, Armenia in 1884. He studied at St. 

Lazare, Venice, and later in Belgium. He is the author of a series of martial and patriotic epics. 

and is believed to have perished in the Constantinople massacres of 1915. Alice Stone Blackwell, 

the translator, in a particularly appropriative move, chooses not to mirror his hayrēn's natural 

meter, instead adopting a line of iambic pentameter for the verse (e.g., “how LONG/ 

beNEATH/a STRANGE/moon WILL/you ROAM”). Still the emotion of the piece comes across 

clearly, as it is a mother's lament for a son away on pilgrimage. As it was written by a male 

author, we can consider this an example of a dramatic monologue or persona poem.  

 The image of the mother longing for her son is akin to what some in the Armenian 

diaspora feel for their ancestral homeland. This loss is painted poignantly by the imagery of the 

willow slip that started out a sprout and that has now has grown to towering plant, as well as the 

visceral image of an aged turtle whose entrails cling to its broken shell! And what prescient 

words for Varoujan would not make it out and survive the extermination of his people. He left 

behind only these remnants, words that are shards of his hopes of what might be.  Sadly, the 

mother would never see her son again.  

 

10.  

 We just can't discuss Armenia without the genocide or the Kardashians, can we? The 

number is simply staggering: 1.5 million people systematically killed and many hundreds of 

thousands more forced to flee their homeland as refugees from the Turkish government between 
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1914 and 1923. Though this atrocity transpired over a century ago, for many of the Armenians I 

met, the memory was still fresh, even if they couldn't have possibly been alive to see it. A young 

girl passed me a bookmark that says “1915: Never Forget.” A librarian showed me Verjine 

Svazlian's The Armenian Genocide. Testimonies of the Eyewitness Survivors, an enormous 

hardcover volume that collects together hundreds of first-person accounts from the survivors of 

this ethnic cleansing. It's a lifetime's labor and the result of Svazlian collecting and recording the 

oral histories of Armenian genocide survivors beginning in 1955, at great personal risk to her 

safety due to authorities in the former Soviet Union and Turkey.  

 “The Armenian Genocide, as an international political crime against humanity, has 

become, by the brutal constraint of history, an inseparable part of the national identity, the 

thought and the spiritual-conscious inner world of the Armenian people,” said Svazlian in an 

interview. “There is no man without memory. Similarly, there cannot exist a nation without 

memory10.”  

In 2015, days before the 100th anniversary of the start of the Armenian genocide, the 

Kardashian clan descended to Gyumri, a small town along the once-contested border with 

Turkey, and the town from which her ancestors fled to the US in the early 20th century.  Their 

eight-day visit was being filmed for their reality show Keeping Up with the Kardashians and 

duly recounted on Instagram. For example, there's a photo of the sisters tottering on heels along 

the steps leading to the Mother Armenia statue in Yerevan with the caption, “This statue reminds 

visitors of the strong female figures in Armenian history. I love how powerful women are and 

respected so much in our culture!11“  

 The next year, Kim Kardashian West wrote an open letter condemning the Wall Street 

Journal for running an ad paid for by genocide deniers. In part, her letter states, “Many historians 
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believe that if Turkey had been held responsible for the Armenian genocide, and reprimanded for 

what they did, the Holocaust may not have happened. In 1939, a week before the Nazi invasion 

of Poland, Hitler said, “Who, after all, speaks today of the annihilation of the Armenians?” We 

do. We must. We must talk about it until it is recognized by our government because when we 

deny our past, we endanger our future. When we allow ourselves to be silenced by money, by 

fear and by power, we teach our children that truth is irrelevant. We have to be responsible for 

the message we pass on to our children. We have to honor the TRUTH in our history so that we 

protect their future. We have to do better than this12.” 

 Regardless of what we think about the Kardashians (and while I expected they might 

shrink back a little from embarrassment, the Armenians I met were immensely proud of the 

family), her suggestion is provocative. According to historical sources, in a speech given by 

Adolph Hitler to his commanders from his Obersalzberg home in 1939, a week before the 

German invasion of Poland, contained that notorious reference. As cited by Kevork B. 

Bardakjian in his book Hitler and the Armenian Genocide and later verified by the Nuremberg 

Tribunal, this was what Hitler said: “I have issued the command -- and I'll have anybody who 

utters but one word of criticism executed by a firing squad -- that our war aim does not consist in 

reaching certain lines, but in the physical destruction of the enemy. Accordingly, I have placed 

my death-head formations in readiness -- for the present only in the East -- with orders to them to 

send to death mercilessly and without compassion, men, women, and children of Polish 

derivation and language. Only thus shall we gain the living space (Lebensraum) which we need. 

Who, after all, speaks today of the annihilation of the Armenians?13“  

 To Hitler, I would respond with William Saroyan, “ “I should like to see any power of the 

world destroy this race, this small tribe of unimportant people, whose wars have all been fought 
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and lost, whose structures have crumbled, literature is unread, music is unheard, and prayers are 

no more answered. Go ahead, destroy Armenia . See if you can do it. Send them into the desert 

without bread or water. Burn their homes and churches. Then see if they will not laugh, sing and 

pray again. For when two of them meet anywhere in the world, see if they will not create a New 

Armenia14.” 

 

11.  

 
  

From The Independent “Kim Kardashian in Armenia: Reality TV star and family's trip to 
Yerevan raises eyebrows - and global awareness of genocide15.”  

 
 

12.  

Over the next few days, I visited the Temple of Garni, a free-standing Greco-Roman 

colonnaded building and an ancient pagan edifice with Ionic columns; the Geghard Monastery, a 

medieval Christian site associated with Saint Gregory the Illuminator (c. 257–c. 331 CE); the 

Blue Mosque, an 18th century Shia mosque; and the Tatev Monastery, a 9th-century Armenian 

Apostolic monastery located high on a cliff and only be accessed by riding the world’s longest 
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non-stop reversible aerial tramway. Each of these sites, albeit representative of different religions 

and disparate historical moments, were nonetheless venerated by the Armenians as part of their 

“national identity.”  

 “The Armenian identity,” writes Nareg Seferian, “is valued by Armenians to such an 

extent that a term exists – hayabahbanoum (in Western Armenian pronunciation) – to refer to 

actions undertaken in Armenian Diaspora settings that aim at retaining the identity, such as 

speaking the language, running schools and churches, cultural or other groups, discouraging 

marriage with non-Armenians, and so on. For much of the 20th century, surely as a reaction to 

genocide and Sovietization, the fear in the communities of the Middle East, Europe, the 

Americas, and elsewhere was that the Armenian identity was facing existential threat ... Many 

Armenians would tell you for their part that their Armenian identity has no connection with the 

Armenian state, that their ancestors do not come from what is Armenia today, or that, regardless, 

their self-expression of being Armenian outdates this young republic, has existed and continues 

to exist outside of it16.”  

 The problem with nationalism is that it is often myopic; it essentializes certain versions of 

history and discards others. It ignores the fact that so many cultures have been shaped by 

immigrants and that far enough back, we have all migrated from somewhere ourselves. The 

anxiety that hayabahbanoum represents is belied by the flexibility of the Armenian diaspora who 

live around the world in communities that are a thousand years old in some cases. Indeed, nearly 

three times more Armenians live outside of Armenia than within it. Moreover, Armenia itself, as 

its architecture and history indicates, has always been a multicultural, multilingual place, and so 

its nationalism has never been static, but dynamic and adaptable to changing conditions. 
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13.  

 On the last day of my stay, I rode around the streets of Yerevan randomly, and somehow 

ended up at the Sergei Parajanov museum. Parajanov, whose work I somehow didn't know 

beforehand, is an extraordinary artist and filmmaker, who, according to novelist and Guardian 

film critic Elif Batuman, made some of the “weirdest and most beautiful movies ever seen17.” 

Parajanov was Armenian in so far as he identified foremost with that country; however, he was 

born in Tbilisi, Georgia, his first language was Russian, and he went to film school in the 

Ukraine, showing us yet again the complexity of identities and how the concept of nationalism is 

porous, for Parajanov is celebrated today as emblematic of Armenian artistic brilliance. In his 

own life, however, Parajanov spent time in prison and a Soviet gulag at different points of his 

life for committing “homosexual acts” and even for his “surrealistic tendencies.” Far from the 

mandates of Soviet social realism, Parajanov's films are ethereal, poetic, suffused with a stunning 

hermetic visual vocabulary and he was deemed a 'genius’, a 'magician' and a 'master' by other 

filmmakers like Federico Fellini, Andrei Tarkovsky, Jean-Luc Godard and Martin Scorsese. His 

film “The Color of Pomegranates,” a series of visionary montages that recount the life of the 

18th-century troubadour monk called Sayat Nova, was named one of the 100 best films of all 

time by Sight & Sound magazine18. Its significance is due in part to the way it fuses together 

ethnography, poetry and cinema, blending together magical realism with abstraction in a series 

of painterly tableaux that are both tactile and iconographic, departing from the normal narrative 

arc and social realism that was dominant in the Soviet cinema of the time to make something 

truly new and astonishing.  

 The museum featured less of Parajanov's work as filmmaker and more of his work as a 

prolific visual artist, including flat and 3-D collages, assemblages, drawings, photographs, as 



 16 

well as some of the hats, puppets, and dolls he made during his time in the gulag when he was 

forced to sew sacks and was able to scavenge enough scrap material to make these haunting 

figures and items of clothing. Parajanov's assemblages are on the level of Joseph Cornell's boxes 

and as the Armenian savant once said, “I was prohibited to make films and started to create 

collages. A collage is a compressed film19.” Or in another sense, his films are like a series of 

interconnected visual hayrēn.  

 

14.  

 

A scene from the 1968 film “The Color of Pomegranates,” by the Soviet filmmaker Sergei 

Parajanov. Credit: Criterion Collection20 
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15.  

 Monasteries for monks. A pagan temple. An active mosque. A museum for an alleged 

(most of the charges against Parajanov, it would turn out, were fabricated) criminal bisexual 

artist. A poetic form that is as Christian as it is Islamic. All being celebrated in a country once 

called by Lord Byron “one of the most interesting on the globe21.” And wandering these 

disparate sites, seemingly the only South Asian within miles, it occurred to me that there are 

nationalisms, plural; that it is possible to be, simultaneously, a globalist and a nationalist; that we 

can both take pride in our ancestry and culture, and also allow for the influence of others in 

shaping and reshaping our identity. Perhaps there's no better metaphor for this than the collage 

form itself, for what is that medium save the bringing together of incongruent materials into one 

space? The frame of a collage can be seen as the nation-state, but the elements therein—whether 

fabric, oil paint, movie poster scrap or copper wire—both retain their individuality and work in 

concert with the other elements to create something that, if not always coherent is, at least, 

unified. 

 

16.  

 

When you are reading, 

your eyes, cast down, 

are blue lakes where borrowed 

rainbows can drown.  

 

You are reading, forgive me 

if I interrupt. 

It’s just to see those 
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lake eyes open up. 

Vahan Totovents (1898-1937) translated by Diana Der-Hovanessian22 

 

 Which brings us back to the hayrēn, which does not necessarily need to hew to any 

metrical constraints, the way that John Berryman believed his fifteen and sixteen-line Dream 

Songs were variants on the American sonnet. Vahan Totovent's stunning poem is an example of 

this, showing the characteristic quatrains and patterned rhyme, but using a direct address to the 

reader and the sustained conceit of the eyes as a lake across which flash the rainbows of art.  

 

17.    

 The hayrēn is a perfect example of how the development of indigenous aesthetic 

traditions generally never happen in a vacuum. Trading cultures like Armenia have long been 

importers and exporters of goods and ideas throughout history, making their “crossroads” 

nationalism actually a precursor to globalism. Even after the genocide, the Armenians did not 

turn inward. Moreover there are a number of minority communities, from Syrians to Libyans 

living among them, so it's not useful to speak of the will of the Armenian people as a monolithic 

block. If we can speak of an inclusive nationalism though, it is in this reaching outwards and 

exchange that we find the capacity be human first and countrymen second. Armenian culture has 

always known this.  

 As Nareg Seferian writes “even the purest of the pure Armenian language, for example, 

will reveal foreign roots if one digs deep enough. The word meghedi I have heard brought up 

often as an example. How “Armenian” is that word? It’s been used for centuries, if not millennia. 

Yet, we consciously know that it is of Greek origin, the same root that gives us “melody” in 

English today, with the same meaning. So does that make it foreign, un-Armenian? The word has 
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become a part of our heritage, even if its geographic roots are beyond the Armenian mountains. 

There are hundreds of other such words that we might consider purely Armenian, whereas they 

are in fact of, say, ancient Parthian or Assyrian origin—languages of which we are not 

consciously aware, as opposed to words in English, Turkish, French, Arabic, Russian, or Persian 

that many Armenians can point out when used in conversation23.” 

 Language -- and the arts -- are often at the forefront of societal transformation and racial 

integration, the way African American spirituals and gospel music, and then later blues and jazz, 

were so integral to the American civil rights movement. Music, like literature and art, speaks a 

human language, one that is not partisan and that allows those who make and encounter it to be 

mutually empowered and to find common ground. By showing how just as the ghazal form was 

gaining popularity in Iran, a similar self-referential flourish was appearing in hayrēn of the time, 

Joseph Johannes Sicco Weitenberg writes, “medieval Armenian poetry ... is by no means 

xenophobic or introverted as the nationalist perspective tends to be.” (Weitenberg 47)  Just as 

Louis Armstrong's performances in the 1930s helped start to shift, however glacially, the 

pervasive racism of the time, so too did Armenian medieval poetry (and later Parajanov's films) 

help respond to and neutralize the animus that comes with being conquered and annexed by other 

lands.  

 

18. 

 “The more one is able to leave one’s cultural home,” Edward Said wrote in Orientalism, 

“the more easily is one able to judge it, and the whole world as well, with the spiritual 

detachment and generosity necessary for true vision. The more easily, too, does one assess 

oneself and alien cultures with the same combination of intimacy and distance24.”  
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 Intimacy and distance.  

 Isn't that the key to any good relationship?  Isn't that the way Armenia holds the world, 

closely and warily, welcoming us in, yet bound together in a grief the outsider will never 

understand? Or maybe I'm just confusing my own inner and outer spaces, the ways I've been 

asleep and then awake to myself, even when entering and leaving a new land. Still that idea of a 

plurality of nationalisms embraced within the singularity of a country with a shared, traumatic 

past seems the most sensible way, if there can ever be such a rational response, of moving past a 

genocide.  

The last meal I had while in the country was a sumptuous Armenian repast, with freshly 

baked lavash bread and a delicious pumpkin stew, which it turned out, was infused with 

pomegranate juice. As delicious as the fruit is on its own, it was made even more delectable by 

being mixed with pumpkin, coriander, cardamom, cinnamon, cumin and clove, with spices and 

traditions from other places. So it is with our poetic forms. Far from being a repository of 

“purity,” the most appetizing kinds, in the end, are the ones that mix with other ingredients, 

never losing their identity, but transcending themselves to create a dish that helps make their own 

innate flavors truly sing.  
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