THE HERALD OF SPRING. IMAGE OF ARMENIAN HERO IN THE
POEM OF AHMAD SHAMLU "VARTAN"

Lilit Safrastyan

Doctor of Philology
Yerevan State University, Faculty of Oriental Studies
1 Alek Manukyan St, Yerevan
E-mail: lilit.safrastyan@gmail.com
The article has been delivered on 23.05.2021, reviewed on 15.06.2021,
accepted for publication on 28.06.2021
DOI: 10.53548/03208117-2021.2-240

Preface

Ahmad Shamlu (1925-2000) is one of the most prominent representa-
tives of contemporary lranian literature. His life and creative activity are
connected with important historical, political, cultural and social events of both
pre-revolutionary and post-revolutionary Iran. In the very first period of his
career, Shamlu was persecuted and imprisoned many times as a dissident.
Many of his works, including translations, literary works, were censored and
burned in printing houses.

Shamlu is a singer of love, rebellion, justice and life. Armenians have a
special place in Shamlu's personal and literary life. The main heroine of
Shamlu's inspiration was his wife Aida Sargsyan, to whom he has dedicated the
most beautiful poems of modern Iranian love poetry. Armenian revolutionary,
hero Vartan Salakhanyan's character has also been immortalized by the poet in
the famous poem "Vartan" or "Death of Nazli".

In the current article, we present the poem "Vartan" about the struggle,
scramble and cruel death of the Armenian hero in the context of the historical,
political, social, literary and cultural reality of the time.

Ahmad Shamlu and the poetry of rebellion

In the 1960s new ideological perceptions came into life in Literature
along with the socio-economic and political developments in Iran. It was the
ideological and political orientations of the country's intellectuals, particularly
those of writers that underwent changes. In the 1960s and 1970s, writers were
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directly involved in the anti-monarchist struggle waged by underground
organizations. In this atmosphere of revolutionary-political uprisings, the
literary movement "Committed Literature" originated, replacing the ideological
movement "Persianism" which was widely spread in Iran at the beginning of
the century'.

The literary movement "Committed Literature" has always been kept in
the spotlight of researchers. Many modern Iranologists were trying to view it
as an era of modernism. According to the well-known literary critic E.
Yarshater. "Persian literary arts have established a new idiom and a new
identity"2. Many researchers consider them modernists, defining them as
revolutionary, progressive and innovative. T. Ricks notes. "...The engage
writers are referred to as "progressives", "modernists", "experimentalists",
"social writers" or "revolutionaries..."3.

The literature of the 1960s and 1970s was a major force in the public
consciousness. The writers adhering to the Marxist leftist movement taught
their contemporaries to illustrate many socio-political issues in a systematic
metaphorical literary language. According to K. Talattof. "As a result of these
author’s tendencies toward Marxism, a socialist realism became a distinctive
feature of literature in this episode, and Committed writers deemphasized
form, as opposed to content, arguing, that the letter has a larger capacity to
serve the people".

Writers have had a special role in the political and cultural life of Iran in
1960-1970. They were fighters for freedom of expression. Iranian researcher
M. Ghanoonparvar in his book "Prophets of Doom: Literature as Socio-Political
Phenomenon in Modern Iran" points. "The role of 20th century writer in Iran
becomes that of a prophet, a prophet whose mission concerns not the next,
but the present world">:

One of such writers-prophets was Ahmad Shamlou, an outstanding
representative of modern Iranian poetry. A. Karimi-Hakkak in his article notes,
that "Shamlu’s long and successful career, both as a poet and as a public intel-

! Talattof 2000, 65-67.

2 Rahimieh 1992, 39-40.

3 Ricks 1984, xvii-xxvii.

4 Talattof 2000, 70.

5 Ghanoonparvar 1984, 27, Ghanoonparvar 1992, 42.
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lectual inseparably linked with the social and political conditions in modern
Iran. His life is paralleled the life of his country, inspiring its future
direction..."%.The most interesting poem in the context of Shamlu as revolutio-
nary is "She’ri Keh Zendigi-st" (Poetry that is life) (1956), where the poet says:

Today

Poetry

Is the people’s weapon’

The collections of poetry "Abraham dar Atash" (Abraham in the fire)
(1973) were written for executed revolutionaries. In his "Deshneh dar Dis"
(Daggers in the dish) (1977) he gives the image of revolutionaries as "children
of the storm" who stand before the thunder, light the house and die. Shamlu’s
tribute to the "revolutionaries”, the true movers, who shape the history, reach-
es a new zenith, when the rebel - poet states. "We are living without a "why"/
they are aware why they die®. "Starange times my dear" (Ruzegar-e gharibi ast
Nazanin) refers to Shamlu the message of difficult and heartless times in his
poem "Dar in Bombast" (In this Blind Alley) from the book "Tarane’ha-ye ku-
chek-e Qhorbat" (Small Songs of Exile) (1980). As M. Karimi-Hakkak points in
his book chapter "Of Hail and Hounds. The Image of the Iranian Revolution in
Recent Persian Literature” "Shamlu’s "In this Blind Alley", perhaps the most
successful single poetic depiction of life in post-revolution Iran"®.

The Writer’s Association of Iran (Kanun-e Nevisandegan-e Iran was
founded in 1968 and was in many ways a unique experience in Iranian intellec-
tual history'®.

Shamlu was one of the founders of the Association. The Writers' Associa-
tion became one of the strong ideological and cultural pillars of pre-
revolutionary lran. Shamlu made his rebellious voice heard during the ten
poetry evenings "Dah Shab" organized by the Writers' Association of Iran and
the Goethe Institute in Germany in October 1977, which became known as the
Ten Evenings. 57 famous Iranian writers represented their works against the
violence, censorship and difficult social conditions of the country.

6 Karimi-Hakkak 2019, 135.

7 Alishan 1985, 379.

8 Alishan 1985, 400.

9 Karimi-Hakkak 2019, 116-117.
10 Karimi-Hakkak 2014, 189.
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Nazli as reincarnated Vartan. Portraying of an Armenian hero

Shamluh's "Fresh Air" (Hava-ye Tazeh) collection was published in 1957,
the most famous poem of which "Death of Nazli" (Marg-e Nazli) is dedicated to
the Armenian hero Vartan Salakhanyan. It is worth mentioning, that the poem
was originally called "Vartan". Shamlu explains the title of the poem "Death of
Nazli" by the existence of censorship, explaining in the footnotes the name of
Vartan Salakhanyan, whom the poem is dedicated to.

Vartan Salakhanian is an Armenian-Iranian born in Tabriz. He was ar-
rested during the coup in 1953 and cruelly assassinated; he did not betray his
friends. In order to get rid of the tortured body he was thrown into the Jajrood
river.Renowned lIranian studies scholar E. Abrahamian in his monography
titled "Tortured Confessions. Prisons and Public Recantations in Modern Iran"
points, that after the 1953 coup, the secret police- first the Second Bureau and
then a newly created SAVAK selectively used torture on Tudeh activists. A Tu-
deh book of martyrs documents eleven torture deaths in the period 1953 and
1958. The victims most of whom succumbed from brain hemorrhages - in-
cluded Farhi, Lieutenant M. Monzavi (the son of the religious scholar Ayatolla
Bozorg Tehrani), Galoust Zakharian, an Armenian intellectual described by
Kianuri as the party’s "ablest theoretician" and Vartan Salakhanian, another
Armenian intellectual, whom Ahmad Shamlu, the country’s preeminent poet,
eulogist, as a heroic martyr, who preferred to die, rather, than betray his com-
rades'.

Vartan

Under the window in our house, the old lilac has blossomed.

Dispel all your doubts!

Don’t wrestle with the ominous Death!

Being is better than not being, especially in spring..."

Vartan didn’t say a word:

Gloriously

He suppressed his anger and then went away...

- "Vartan, say something!

The bird of silence

is waiting for the offspring of a horrible death

to hatch its egg!"

" Abrahamian 1999, 89.
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Vartan didn’t say a word:

Just as the sun,

he rose in the dark,

set in the twilight of blood,

and then went away...

Vartan didn’t say a word.

Vartan was a glowing star,

momentarily glistened in the dark,

and then vanished for good and all.

Vartan didn’t say a word.

Vartan was a violet:

He came into blossom

and gave us the good news,

“Winter has fallen apart",

and then went away

- "Vartan, spring has arrived and the Judas tree is in flower'™..

Vartan Salakhanian and Morteza Kayvan, were close friend of Shamlu.
The poet pays a tribute to their heroism and sacrifice. In the end of his poem
"A Poetry that is Life" Shamlu wrote.

Kayvan has sung

The song of his life in blood

Vartan his life’s bellow

In the framework of silence,

But even the rhyme of life

therein

is nothing but the protracted blow of death

in both poems

the meaning of each death

is life"

This work dedicated to the heroic image of Vartan became a dedication
of heroism, devotedness and struggle. According to E. Abrahamyan. "Leftists,
including Tudeh opponents, were reciting Shamlu’s ode to Vartan, even as late
as the 1980s"™.

12 Rajapour 2017.
13 Alavi 2019, 220.
14 Abrahamian 1999, 89-70.



The herald of spring image of armenian hero... 245

Armenians have a great historical role in the liberation and revolutionary
struggle of XX century Iran. Yeprem Khan (Eprem Asribekean) (as a youth, he
participated in Armenian nationalist groups and partisan activities in the
Ottoman empire)"™ is one of the most famous revolutionary-military leaders of
the Constitutional Revolution (1905-11). The role of Iranian-Armenians has
become a subject of serious study during the years of the Iranian
Constitutional Revolution, as well as among Armenian and foreign scholars.
One of them is H. Berberyan, who several times has explored the political and
ideological activism of Iranian-Armenians at the end of the nineteenth century
and during the Iranian Constitutional Revolution (1905-11)'°.

The heroic image of the Armenian is also reflected in the post-
revolutionary literature. After the Islamic Revolution in Iran the topic of the
Iran-lraq war obtained special importance, which was based on the concept of
heroism and martyrdom. To such topic is devoted the story "The Mystery of
Masih" of Ibrahim Hasanbeigi'/. Among the Iranian war-prisoners in the Iraqi
camp at Mosul was an Armenian Masih, a green-eyed, blonde, bantamweight
guy, who was highly esteemed by his friends due to his heroic, unbending and
brave behavior. For his disobedient behavior the Armenian soldier was trans-
ferred to the colony of "Rashide" where he became subject to inhuman tor-
tures after he refused to applaud in honor of Saddam Hussein'®.

Symbols and hidden massages in the poem "Vartan"

The literary generation of Iran in the twentieth century entered the
Iranian cultural and social life, bringing with it a new way of thinking and a new
metaphorical language. The poets of this generation were influenced by
Nima'®and Nima's poetic philosophy. Through metaphorical language authors
expressed their social concerns. Metaphors directed writer’s inspiration,

15 Arkun 1998, 513.

16 Berberian 2001.

"7 Hasanbeigi 2006, 12-22.

18 Safrastyan 2018, 6-8.

19 Nima Yushij is a founder of modern Persian poetry. He is famous for his style of poe-
try She’r-e Now (New Poetry).
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shaped their language, and, like ideology guided the conceptual and percep-
tual system, through which their readers thought, communicated and acted®.

Words like "winter", "night", "tulip", "forest" (because its association with
the guerrilla movement in the northern forests of Iran) and "gol-e sorkh"
meaning "red rose" in Persian had to be vanished in contemporary writing,
this last because it evoked the last name executed revolutionary guerilla, poet
and journalist Khorsrow Golesorkhi?': It is important indicate the symbolic
character of Persian modernist poetry. "In this engage Persian sense symbol-
ism was born out of the "committed" poet’s needs to escape the censorship. The
more conscious censor became, the more the modernist Persian poem evolved in
symbolic and ambiguous form?2. Shamlu, who used the non de plume "Alef Sobh"
(A. Morning) up to 1953 and henceforth, "Alef Bamdad” (A. Dawn) has always
utilized "night" as a symbol of evil and oppression. Thus, when he states. "He
writes poetry, meaning, he opens sleeping eyestoward the rising morning...", here
Shamlu clearly indicating, that the poet’s function is to "awaken" the people and to
assure them of the inevitable "morning", the dawn of revolution and light*.

Metaphor helped to understand the meaning of the text and hidden
ideological massage of "Death of Nazli". Throughout of poem Vartan
represented as symbol of resistance. "Bird of silence” and "Nazli didn’t say a
word" are the hidden codes of resistance. "Dark, twilight of blood, and the win-
ter" are metaphors, that symbolize the dictatorship, repression and torture. In
the contrary "blossom, spring, violet, glowing star" symbolized new days, hopes
and the bright future. As K. Talattof notes. "Accordingly Iranian readers tend
not to take the word "night" for night, "day" for day or "spring" for spring. In-
stead, readers take these words as metaphors"?*.

The poem contains the "Tree of Judas" (arghavan), which reveals the
cooperation of Vartan's friends with the opposition, and according to the other
view, the purple flowers of the tree, which bloom before the opening of the
masters, symbolize the body of the tortured hero.

20 Talattof 2000, 12.

2 Karimi-Hakkak 2019, 66.
2 Alishan 1985, 407.

23 Alishan 1985, 380.

24 Talattof 2000, 12.
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Shamlu is one of the few Iranian poets who has read both the Bible and
the Koran as poetry. His lyrical poems remarkably influenced by Song of the
Songs. Christ’s character and his Passion have always held a fascination for
Persian poets. His life can easily identify with the lives of thousands of name-
less heroes who were betrayed and tortured because of their free spirits and
their love for humanity®.

Conclusions

Thus, the Iranian literature of the XX century, which was revolutionary in
nature, had a decisive role in the historical, social, political and cultural life of
the country. The writers acted as leaders who, in their own words, led the
masses into struggle. Ahmad Shamlou, as a writer and a public figure, was
standing close to the roots of that Struggle. The metaphorical language of his
poetry symbolized the unbreakable spirit of the times. "Death of Nazli" was a
literary work dedicated to the Armenian hero, which is the best reflection of
anti-dictatorship times.
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QUMLUL UdGSUPGMe. U3 <6MNUb 4sMNUre UKUUa cuwuLnirp
«1uMrUL» MNEUNKU

Lhthe Uwbpwuwnjwu
Udthnthnid
Uhdwn Cwdiniu XX n. hpwuwlwu gpwlwunygjwu hwnup ubpyuw-

jugnighsubiphg &, npu hp U unbndwgnpdwlwu, U hwuwpwlwlwu gnp-
ontubnipjwdp Ywuquwsé tp hwywpniwwbnwlwt wwjpwph wyniupubpnud:
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Gwdinth hbnwihnfuwlwu wuynwpnd nghtu, ubpp nbwh hwptuppp W dwpnp
qun wpwnwhwjnnyenu Gu unwgl] upw unbndwgnpdnieniuutpnud: Cwdjnwu
hp unbindwgnpdwlwu wnweohu huy 2powtund, npwtiu wywfunh, pwqdhgu ht-
wnwwunytp b pwuwwpyyby £ Lpw pwgnud  unbindwgnpdnyeniuubip, win
prUNW' pwpgdwunieniuubp b gpulwiwghnwlwl woluwwnwupubp, Gupwply-
Jby bu gpwpuunpywu b wipdby hbug nwwpwuubpnwd: Swdinh W wuduwyw,
U unbindwgnpdwlywu Yuwupnd wnwuduwhwwniy wbn niubu hwbipp: Lpw
ubippuswuph gfuwynp htpnunithhu Ypuu Ep' Upnw Uwpquywup, nppu wnbwnp
anubi| £ wpnh hpwuwywtu uppbpgnigjwt wdbuwagbintighy wnbdutipp: <wjwqgh
hGnwihnfuwywu, htpnu Ywpnwu Uwwuwujwuh Yepwywpp Swdintt wudw-
hwgpb| b «dwpnwu» Jud «Lwghh dwhp» hwnup wynbdnwd: Uhdwn Swdiniu
wju wnbdnw  hnfjuwpbpwlwu  |Ggyny wwwybpnwd £ hwjwggh  hGpnup
ufupwupubipp' Upwu wudwubny «Fwpuwu wybnwpbps:

Pwuwih pwnbp' bpwu, unp wnbighw, hbGnwinfuwlwu, dbnwdnp,
htinwwnfuniegyntu, hwjwqgh htipnu, punnhdnipeniu:

NMPOBO3BECTHWK BECHbI: OBPA3 TEPOA-APMAHNUHA B NO3ME
AXMAJA LLUAMITY «BAPAH»

Jvnut Cadppactan

Pestome

Axmap, LLlamny oguH 13 cambix U3BECTHbIX NPeACTaBUTENEN MPaHCKOW Nu-
Tepatypbl XX B., CTOABLUMIT Y UCTOKOB aHTUAMKTATOPCKO 60pbbbl. HeykpoTu-
Mblii peBONIOLMOHHBIN ayx LLlamny, ero niobosb k PoanHe u Kk Yenoseky Halunu
oTpa¥eHune B ero npoussefeHusx. B nepsblii nepuop ceoeil nutepatypHoit
peatenbHocTn LLlamny HeogHOKpaTHO MoaBeprancA roHEHWAM Kak AUCCUAEHT U
Aaxe Obin 3aKnoyeH B TIopbMy. MHorne ero npoussegeHus, B TOM Yucne nu-
TepaTypHble MepeBofbl, YAOCTauBaNNCb KECTOKOW KPUTMKM LieH3ypbl, npece-
KaBLUeil uX usgaHne. ApMAHE 3aHNMatOT 0coboe MECTO B IMYHOI 1 TBOPYECKO
#u3uu LLamny. MnasHoli My3oii 1 repovHeit ero nponssepeHwnii bbina ero cynpy-
ra — Anpa CapkucaH, KOTOpOil OH MOCBATWN Camble KpacuBble Nt06OBHbIE
ctuxu. Obpas apmAHcKoro pesontoumoHepa u repos Bappana CanaxaHaHa nost
yBeKoBeuun B CBoeli U3BecTHoli noame «Bappan» nnu «Cmeptb Hasnux». B aTom
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ctuxotBopenun Axmapg, LLlamny metadbopuyecku onucbiBaeT NoABUIMM apMAH-
CKOro repos, Ha3sbiBasA ero «[IpOBO3BECTHNKOM BECHbI».

Kniouesbine cnosa - VpaH, HoBaA No33uA, peBontoLMOHep, MeTadpopa,
PeBONOLMA, repoit-apMAHUH, OMMO3NLMA.
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Abstract

Ahmad Shamlou is one of the most prominent representatives of the Iranian
literature of the 20th century, who stood at the roots of the anti-dictatorship
struggle, carrying out creative and social activities. Shamlu's unbreakable
revolutionary spirit, love for the homeland and a human being have found their
vivid expression in his works. In the very first period of his career, Shamlu was
persecuted and imprisoned many times as a dissident. Many of his works,
including translations, literary works, were censored and burned in printing
houses. Armenians have a special place in Shamlu's personal and creative life. The
main heroine of Shamlu's inspiration was his wife Aida Sargsyan, to whom he
dedicated the most beautiful poems of modern lIranian love poetry. Armenian
revolutionary hero Vartan Salakhanyan's character was also immortalized by the
poet in the famous poem "Vardan" or "Nazli's death". In this poem Ahmad Shamlu
depicts the heroic feats of the Armenian hero in metaphorical language, calling
him "The Herald of Spring".

Key words - Iran, New Poetry, revolutionist, metaphor, revolution, Arme-
nian hero, opposition.



