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1. Introduction

I believe it is safe to say that the defining moment in modern Armenian history is the
Genocide; Armenologists have therefore rightly focused on the Genocide in their work
since 1915. This work has primarily involved three activities: investigating the
contemporary political climate that led the Young Turks to develop and implement their
program for the systematic elimination of the Armenians while Europe watched; collecting
documentation to convince Turkey and the West that the Genocide actually occurred; and
recording the experiences of Survivors during those fatal days.

The survivors of the Genocide did not just live for those few dark days, though.
Before the Genocide, these ill-starred Armenians led rich lives in the hundreds of
Armenian villages throughout Turkey that are now in ruins or inhabited by Kurds.
According to the survivors I have spoken with, they led happy lives full of song, dance,
humor, stories, and tradition. Here is an example of a typical song sung in those happier
days by the Zoks, the Armenians of Agulis in southeastern Naxichevan [PLAY
MOUSSIAN SONG].

(1) transcript of Zok song

Elders such as Ervand Melik-Moussian, the 96-year-old Zok who after seeing most
of his family killed by the Turkish Army in 1919 lived to sing this song to myself and
James Russell in New Jersey in 1995, are the last witnesses of true Armenian culture, as it
was preserved in the villages of historical Armenia long after the intellectual centers of
Istanbul, Erevan, and Tiflis had abandoned their ancient traditions in favor of Western
industrial culture. When NAASR was founded in 1955, these survivors who were adults
in 1915 were already advanced in age. Now, forty years later, the last few remaining
survivors are in their nineties, and we lose more of them every day. It is therefore
imperative that we devote our attentions to these elders immediately, and learn whatever
we can of their lives, traditions, and culture before they are gone forever. For this reason I
have devoted my energies since arriving in Boston six years ago to working with these
survivors and their families. 1 have accomplished a fair amount in this time, but much
much more remains to be done. Here in America we have the best combination of
Armenian communities and technological resources to carry out this work, yet it is not
done. I hope my words can encourage some of you to take up this calling.

Now, what exactly is involved in this traditional culture that we wish to preserve?
At the heart of culture lies language. Humor, for example, relies heavily on language-
specific wordplay: only Armenians can appreciate the affinity between a brother (asbar)
and a garbageman (axb-ar). Only Armenians from the Van area can appreciate that the
adjective ker ‘crooked’ can also be used to refer to Kurds, sev ‘black’ refers to a Yezidi,
mazvur ‘hairy’ can also mean ‘priest’, bararj ‘unleavened bread’ also means ‘moon’, koc¢
‘knuckle bone’ also means ‘old woman’, yur ‘cottage’ also means ‘man’, and so on.



(2)  metonymy  ker ‘crooked’ = ‘Kurd’
sev ‘black’ = ‘Yezidr’
mazvur ‘hairy’ = ‘priest’
replacement  bararj ‘unleavened bread” = ‘moon’
koc¢ ‘knuckle bone’ = ‘old woman’
xur ‘cottage’ = ‘man’

The heart of a culture is also reflected in its idiomatic expressions, which again are
highly language-specific. The Armenians of Hamshen on the Black Sea, for example, who
call their language Homshecma, have a saying vur keci Sebecu yeci, literally ‘hit, goat, hit,
so that it falls down’, used to goad someone into action (3).

3)  vur ke Sebecu yeci
hit.imperative goat hit.imperative fall-3sg.subjunctive
‘hit, goat, hit, [so that it] falls down’

The efficacy of this idiom crucially depends on the linguistic tools available exclusively to
the Homsheci: living in a Turkish-speaking milieu, he can play the Turkish verb vurmak
‘hit” against its Homshecma equivalent Sebecnus--which, 1 should mention, does not seem
to be used in standard Armenian, though it is found in the dialects of Van, Erevan, and
Ghazax. Similarly, he can rhyme the Turkish word ke¢i ‘goat” with the Homshecma verb
yecus “fall’, which again is rare in standard Armenian.

When a detested person sneezes, a Homsheci can say sadga!, literally ‘die like an
animal!’. This usage may strike a chord with those of you who grew up in Armenian-
speaking households. The same basic meaning can be expressed in English by saying ‘die
like an animal!’, but this concept clearly does not have the status in the lexicon of English
that it has in Armenian, and the appeal of the expression is lost. Wordplay of these types
is clearly highly dependent on the language and culture in which it is formulated.

Another of the important manifestations of culture, poetry, relies on linguistic
devices such as alliteration, rhyme, and meter, which do not transfer happily to other
languages. Let us return to Hamshen, where minstrels traditionally compete in composing
songs in the town square. One such song that my informant Temel Yilmaz remembered
began as follows:

(4)  monin ive ellosum I’ll go up the oak tree
moni mole va tosum I drop the oak leaves down
ce kyasin aycganoun Your village’s girls
govu bes tarmanosum I’ll feed like cows

One of the poetic devices employed in this verse is rhyme of the final sequence -ouN,
which for a number of reasons is only possible in Homshecma in this particular case.
Homshecma has assimilated many features of Turkish phonology, including a rule that
optionally allows deletion of intervocalic /. This rule allows ellosum, fosum, and
tarmanosum, each of which has an underlying /#/, to rhyme with aycganoun, which does
not. Homshecma forms the future tense by adding the participial suffix -o# to the verb



root; this allows the verbs ‘I’ll go up’ and ‘I’ll feed’ to rhyme with the present subjunctive
tosum, in which the -or sequence is actually part of the root. This would not be possible in
standard Armenian, which would use bidi ellem (in SWA) or kelnem (in SEA). The same
is true with the Homshecma dative plural suffix -noun, which is well-suited to rhyme with
the first person verbal forms employed here, whereas the corresponding SWA and SEA
forms -nerun and -nerin respectively would not work at all.

It should be clear from these examples that Armenian culture would not and could
not be what it is without the Armenian language. But what exactly is the Armenian
language? We all know that there is no single entity that can be called the Armenian
language: we minimally have to deal with SWA, SEA, Classical Armenian, and Middle
Armenian. Armenian encompasses more than just these literary languages, however. In
addition to a number of distinct languages, such as Zok (which I mentioned earlier),
Kyeraconeren (the language of Zeytun), Kesbhanok (the language of Kesab), and perhaps
strangest of all, the language of the Armenian gypsies, there are well over 120 remarkably
different dialects of Armenian. Like the local cultures they represent, each of these
dialects has its own unique archaisms and innovations. You can get an idea of how
different these dialects can be from one another from the versions of Tumanian’s story
“The Liar” that I’ve collected in (5).

[Can anyone identify any of these dialects?]

(5) Sutasana ‘The Liar’, by Hovhannes Tumanian

Version 1: yapore

gonna gu ¢'gonna gu mek' kKoral me gonna gu. as korales uune milldtin anons gena: ‘vov
u oyle bir yapaana ves asim yapelu ¢a im Korallouz gese garnu. ku kKa hoyiv me gasa,
‘Korale sary elli, im babas hast meg pir me uner, an pire isti ergencenelov havayin
astagniye yarne gur.’ ‘elli gaa,” korale jevab gu da. ‘im babs a mek' pipo me uner meg
Jare piane tene gur meg al jare aakagan kole gur. yapore keloye kivelov heruna gu.
terzi me ku ka gasa, ‘af aa, koral, tez me ka ama usaca. eek Sat Cay evev SimSeknere
gajgedecin havan baderecav gargaus kenaaj €.’ ‘ha, bedk' € asajues,’ Korale gasa, ‘ama
soy gargede Carcaj es. asakvan a Kic me Cay eyev.’ terzin a tus kella. aykad mart me
mecnuz mednu gu tevin dage kova me. Korale harcena gu, ‘tun inc Kuzes ta?’  ‘inji meg
kova me altun dalik unes; donus egaj im.” Sasirmis gena korale, ‘meg kova me? yapes
gu, yes kezi altun dalik cunim.”  ‘madem ki yapi gum na, Korallopot gese du.” ‘Ca ca,
Sidag yarbe gus,’ korale astaje tarcena gu. ‘astajes Sidag a ta a na, du kova me altune.
Caresiz Korale kova me altune gu da.

Version 2: sot dsoka

imim a Cimidm min takavor a imim. €s takavora i’ dn yerkrim tardcum a: ‘hu min sot asi,
ver ves dsim sot a, im tokavorutydn ke'sa tirdn kotdm.” min ¢Sban kyam a asim,
‘takavéra dprac kend. im hdr min kopal a iinec al ver este’xic me' knum er yerkinki
astse’ rner ydrnum. ‘kopatdhi, takavéro asum a. ‘im papn el min Clibuy dner min céra
piranin er timim en min cern er me’ knum a arevic vdarum.' sot dsosa kaldya korelav tiis d
kyinum. min dérjak a kyam dsum, ‘nersutyiin tokdver, ves €' kiic' piti kyd’'i uSaca. yerke'
Sat tor yekdv. koacikoraknéra torakecin ye' rkinks conve’l er kyecal i korkote’lu.’ ‘ha, lav
as ardl, asum a tokdvera, ‘bayc lav &as korkdtal. es ardvut €l mi yore’ gy anjre’v ye'ka.’
es €l a tiis kyimim. min Kydsib Sindci a ni matnim, koto kiirna tdkin. ‘tu hinc as dzum ay



mart?’ tokdver harcniim a. ‘inj min kot va'ski as patk’. ye'kal om tanim.” ‘mi kot vaski?’
zormdnum a tokdvera, ‘sot as asum. yes kez va'ski Cem patk’  ‘dever sot am asim,
tokavorutydnat kesa inj to.” ‘e e, diiz as asiim,’ ydsko poyum a tokdvera. ‘devér diiz
um asum, mi kot vaskis tur.

Version 3: sot yusuaro [Qaladuran (Kesab)]

gicir i &1 gicir i takdviir ma. it tékdviira gesi er ihalen: ‘uv ar mic sedd ma yiisd, is esim
sedd i, tekeviiriitiines geso gudum er.”  gu ku huvev mo gesi, ‘tekeviira say gino. im diiad
guniar huest veriic ma, zdn gidndn go mingier torvir zerginken zarastas ginnira go
xyeringer.” ‘garnu annu,’ gesi tekeviirii, ‘im dueds gunier gelun ma mieg jarks biruna go
tonior midl jarko gorgenconior eriven go varier za. sot yusuara go harvono kaloya
koriluon. gu ku terzey ma, gesi, ‘nerosutyun tekeviir, is evild wytuav bidd ukerem himicd
iriek’ Suot enjoriv igik.  gojgadilien gardilien ergenks badoricuav gecuaj erem zo
gergedila.”  ‘Suat dpiir iruaj is,’ gesi tekeviiro, ‘ommo dptir ¢i gergeduaj ere za. ds
sobdiytin key mo enjoriv igik’’ terzeyn ili turici gonni. niksi go monnd dykuat kepecey
ma gulueyo tiven duaks. ‘teon ey hd uzis ay mort?’ go harconi tekeviira. ‘onji mieg
guluak isgd buordk is. iguaj im zo denila. ‘guluom isgd?’ go SasmaSonno tekeviira,
‘sedd hd yuseys. is ki isgd buordk ¢im.” ‘dn ki seéd hdi yuseym, tekevurutunet giese deo.’
‘CU G, usurt hd yuseys, yuesko hd peyi tekeviira. ‘ti usurt i im esuaja, deo inji guluomo
isgd.” umddoa gadoriluan tekeviira gu dueyer guluomo isgd.

I’d now like to summarize quickly for you the work that has been and is currently being
done on the dialects of Armenian.

2. The Past

2.1. Proto-Dialectology

In a sense, the first Armenian dialectologist was the fifth century theologian Eznik, who
observed that in his time there were two dialects of Armenian, one in the north and one in
the south. Speaking of the Classical Armenian form ays, he says:

(6)  yorZam mek' asemk’ 1 sik' $Sncé, storneayk asen” ays snce
‘when we (i.e. Armenians of Koghb and northern Armenia) say sik Sncé for ‘a
wind is blowing’, the southern Armenians say ays snceé’.

The form ays was in fact used in the north, but in the meaning ‘evil spirit” or ‘demon’; the
southern Armenians preferred dev for this function.

Armenian dialects are next mentioned by the early Armenian grammarians; the
sixth century translation of Dionysus Thrax refers to the dialect of Gordayk’, for example,
and the eighth century commentary of Step’anos of Siwnik’ mentions eight dialects:
Korgayk’, Tayk’, Xut’ayk’, Fourth Armenia, Sperk’, Siwnik’, Arcax, and Central Armenia
(Ararat).

2.2. The Beginnings of Armenian Dialectology: 18th Century
The first analysis of significant amounts of dialect material was Rivola’s Dictionarium
Armeno-Latinum, published in Paris in 1624, which contained numerous lexical items from



New Julfa and other dialects. Rivola did not distinguish between the dialects he employed,
however.

Schroder’s immensely useful Thesaurus Linguae Armeniacae, published in
Amsterdam in 1711, provides extensive samples of Agulis, New Julfa, and other Armenian
dialects. Both of these important works are available on microfilm for those of you who
are interested.

2.3. The Heyday of Armenian dialectology: 19th Century

The nineteenth century saw an explosion of interest in the dialects of Armenian. Shahan
Jorbed (Cirbied), a Tokat Armenian who was professor of Armenian in Paris, devoted an
entire section of his 1823 Grammaire de la Langue Arménienne to the nonliterary dialects
of Armenian, some 30 in number. In 1850, Shirmazanian published his Patmutiwnk'i Lezu
Erewancoc ‘Stories in the Language of the Erevancis’, which discussed general features of
the Erevan dialect. In 1852, Haxverdian’s Sayat-Nova appeared in Moscow, the first
portion of this landmark publication was devoted to the grammar of Haxverdian and
Sayat-Nova’s native dialect of Tiflis. Aydanian’s important Knnakan kKerakanutiwn
asSyarhabar kam ardi hayeren lezui ‘Critical Grammar of the Modern Armenian
Language’ appeared in Vienna in 1866. Aydonian postulated the existence of Armenian
dialects already in the fifth century, citing a mention by Koriwn in the fifth century of
Armenian dialects in Siwnik’ and in the land of the Medes (Agulis). He divided the
modern dialects into four groups: Eastern Turkey, Western Turkey, Europe, and
Russia/Persia/India. Petermann’s study of the Agulis dialect appeared in Berlin in the
same year.

Spurred on in part by the nationalism and romanticism sweeping through Europe,
Armenian dialectology reached its zenith in the second half of the nineteenth century. Just
as the brothers Grimm scoured the 19th century German countryside in search of pure and
ancient Germanic folklore, Armenians such as Garegin Srvancteanc returned to their
village roots in in search of a lost epic past that could rival those being produced in
neighboring countries. Srvancteanc’s discovery of the Sasun epic is one of the many fruits
of this halcyon period of intellectual curiosity. Numerous works on the language and
ethnography of Armenian villages followed in quick succession, documented in books
such as Allahverdian’s Ulnia kam Zeytun (1884), Sedrakean’s Knar MSecwoc ew
Vanecwoc (1874), Sherents’ Vana Saz (1885, 1899), Haykuni’s Eminean Azgakrakan
Zogovacu (1900-13), and Lalayean’s Vaspurakan (1912, 1914), and in journals such as
Mur¢, Biwrakn, and Azgagrakan Handes.

The first true Armenian dialectologist was Patkanov, whose Izsledovanie o
Dialektax’ Armjanskago Jazyka ‘Treatise on the Dialects of the Armenian Language’
appeared in Saint Petersburg in 1869. His monumental work provided phonological,
morphological sketches of the dialects of Astraxan, Erevan, Tiflis, Agulis, Karabagh, Xoy,
New Julfa, Mush, Poland, and New Naxichevan. Soon thereafter, a veritable flood of
dialect grammars began to pour out of Europe and Armenia: notable examples include
Petermann’s 1867 grammar of Tiflis dialect, Sargseanc’s 1883 grammar of Agulis dialect,
Hanusz’s 1886 dictionary of Polish Armenian, Tomson’s grammars of the Axalcxa and
Tiflis dialects (1887, 1890), and Mserianc’s various works dealing with the Mush dialect
(1897).



The pinnacle of this period was of course the work of Hrachea Adjarian, who
studied with the French Indo-Europeanist Antoine Meillet in the early 1890’s, and was
probably responsible for Meillet’s intense interest in Armenian. Adjarian was the first
scholar to bring contemporary European linguistic tools to bear on the manifold intricacies
of the Armenian dialects. He was also insanely productive, and not only churned out
dozens of groundbreaking books on Armenian dialects and the Armenian language in
general, but also singlehandedly founded the modern schools of Armenian linguistics and
dialectology that still survive in Armenia today.

2.4. The Fall of Armenian Dialects and Dialectology: 20thC

The twentieth century began with Armenian dialectology still at its peak. Meillet’s
students Adjarian, Davit Bek, Maxudianz, and Benveniste produced an abundance of
excellent dialectological studies. The school that Adjarian began in Armenia would
ultimately produce such productive dialectologists as Jahukyan, Gharibyan, Grigoryan, the
two Muradyans, and Adjarian’s niece, Amalya Xachaturyan.

Despite the massive interest in Armenian dialectology and folklore, however, at the
turn of the century there were far more Armenian villages, dialects, songs, stories, and so
on than could be collected by the army of amateur and professional Armenologists.
Unfortunately, this changed forever in 1915, when most of these villages were eradicated.

Dialectological work has continued since 1915, with notable products such as
Malxasianc’s Hayeren Bacadrakan Bararan (1944), the dialect grammars and dialect
survey produced by the Institute of Dialectology in Erevan, Dumezil’s studies of Hamshen
and Musaler dialects, Pisowicz’ grammar of the Pharpi dialect, and the memorial volumes
produced by the various compatriotic organizations. Sadly, though, the popular interest in
the language and culture of village Armenia has largely faded away.

3. The Present

At the present time, very little is being done on Armenian dialectology. The Institute of
Dialectology is still technically active, and engaged in the collection of materials for its
monumental dialect atlas. In practice, however, these plans appear to have been put on
hold indefinitely, as Armenia has more pressing matters to attend to.

One of our best living linguists and dialectologists working on Armenian is Andrzej
Pisowicz, who I mentioned earlier. Unfortunately, the materialistic malaise that is
currently afflicting American universities has also struck Poland, and as a result professor
Pisowicz is currently working at the Polish embassy in Teheran.

The bright light of contemporary Armenian dialectology is the University of Leiden
in Holland, which currently features two excellent dialectologists, Jos Weitenberg and
Uwe Blasing. Professor Weitenberg is primarily concerned with reconstructing the
chronology of linguistic developments between proto and modern Armenian, using
evidence from manuscript ‘errors’ and from dialects. Professor Blésing is a Turkologist
by trade, but his wife is a Hemshin Turk, and he has consequently done a great deal of
immensely useful work on the Armenian lexical material that survives in the Turkish
dialect of Hemshin.

Since Holland does not have a very significant Armenian population, these
professors have not devoted much energy to field work with Armenian informants. This is



where I come into the picture. With the possible exception of California, Boston is the
ideal location for working with the last speakers of Armenian dialects. It may not have the
same variety of dialects that one could find in Armenia or Lebanon, but it has enough to
make a large dent in the dialectological work that remains to be done, and it has the
techinical facilities that are lacking in those countries. In my six years here I have thus far
worked with speakers of fifteen distinct dialects of Armenian. My work on these dialects
has been directed toward four main goals:

1) To save as many Armenian dialects as possible. Unfortunately, it may not be possible
to save any variety of Armenian other than Standard Eastern, as I will discuss in a minute.
2) To record as much dialect material as possible on audio and video tape; the
information gathered in this way will be of more use to future researchers than simple
transcriptions, which never capture all of the nuances of actual speech.

3) To revitalize the field of Armenian dialectology by demonstrating to Armenologists
and to scholars in my own field, theoretical linguistics, that the Armenian dialects are a
rich and important source of untapped information.

4) To make the wealth of Armenian dialect materials available to the interested public, via
circulation of my tapes, translation of rare dialectological works and publication of new
dialect materials.

4. The Future

Now, what are the future prospects for Armenian dialectology? At the moment the future
looks bleak, because all of the nonstandard dialects are dying. Many dialects, such as Akn
and Nicomedi,a appear to be already dead; many more are alive but have only a handful of
speakers remaining, such as Marash and Van. A fair number of dialects still have
communities wherein everyone speaks the dialect, but in some of these, such as Zeytun
and Agulis, the communities do not have a permanent location and will probably disappear
in the near future. Those which do have permanent locations, such as Hamshen, Kesab,
Anjar, Diarbekir, and the various dialects in Armenia proper, stand a much better chance
of surviving but are already beset by the pressures of the official languages of the countries
in which they are spoken.

The key to understanding the future of these dialects is to look not at the number
of people that speak them, but rather at whether or not the children are learning them.
Thus, for example, the number of Zeytun speakers is fairly large, but of my Zeytunci
friends 1 know none whose children speak the dialect. By this measure, in fact, even
Standard Western Armenian is in trouble; the Armenians in the audience can readily see
this by considering the number of American Armenians they know under the age of 21
who are fluent speakers of Armenian.

Now, some of you may ask: Is it worth saving these endangered dialects of
Armenian? The answer is emphatically yes. 1 have already argued that language is an
essential part of culture; without the Hamshen language, for example, we cannot fully
appreciate the culture of the Hamshen Armenians. It is also important to know something
about these dialects in order to appreciate Armenian literature. Literary Armenian was not
created ex nihilo, nor does it exist in a vacuum; it draws its strength from the dialectal
sources from which it was derived. Consider for example the influence on the standard
language of such writers as Sundukyan, who wrote in Tiflis dialect, Raffi (Salmast



dialect), Patkanean (Nor Naxichevan), or Shirvanzade (Shamaxi). Finally, by preserving
these varieties of Armenian, we also preserve the oral literature, songs, games, and
traditions that are the backbone of Armenian culture.

So, what can we do to save the endangered dialects of Armenian? I can think of
two obvious possibilities. First, we can kill two birds with one stone. Children need child
care, and in our industrialized American society, more and more of our elders are ignored
and abandoned. Why not establish child care centers where the elders, who are the
repository of our culture’s language and traditions, care for the children, who can acquire
languages effortlessly?

Secondly, we must provide incentive for Armenians and odars to study Armenian.
At present, students do not perceive Armenology to be a viable course of study, because
there are so few jobs available. By the same token, no university is going to create such
jobs when there are no students! The Turkish government has seen the way to break this
vicious circle, namely by forcing universities to create professorships. The only way that
universities will offer Armenian courses is if they are provided with funding for positions
by the Armenian community. The only way that students will ever take these courses in
significant numbers is if they feel that they have a good chance of getting a job;, we
therefore must create a certain critical mass of positions.

Supporting Armenian studies can have other benefits as well. Consider, for
example, the fact that Armenian has never been studied by theoretical linguists, though
neighboring languages such as Turkish and Arabic, which are no more interesting than
Armenian, have played central roles in linguistic theory over the past few decades. For
example, the standard textbook on phonological theory devotes 7 pages to Turkish and
almost 100 pages to Arabic, but does not even mention Armenian. Why is this? The
perceived unviability of Armenian studies that I mentioned earlier is largely responsible.
Without a critical mass of students entering the field of Armenology, Armenian will
continue to be ignored in the fields to which it can and should contribute. Once that
critical mass is reached, however, the field can mushroom again like it did in the time of
Meillet, and it is only a matter of time before the next Adjarian, who had previously been
considering Law School, decides instead to major in Armenology.



