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Introduction 

Among the grammatical manuscripts, there are Primer Collections which are 

textbooks for teaching children. Handwritten Primers were written mainly as 

handbooks for teachers, unlike printed ones, and were not given to pupils for the 

simple reason that they were quite expensive2. Primers were often called 

Grammar or Primer , Grammar, which is Primer  or were given other similar 

names due to the fact that they served as a basis for future teaching of grammar. 

Probably, this was the reason why Abgar Evdokatsi published the first Armenian 

printed Primer in Constantinople in 1567 called it Small Grammar or Primer 3. 

The first textbooks on literacy were created by Mesrop Mashtots in the V 

century and have undergone some changes over time by different authors. Since 

the XVI century printed Primers were created in parallel with the handwritten 

Primers, but this did not prevent the later creation of handwritten Primers which 

lasted until the beginning of the XIX century4. Mamikon Gasparyan was engaged 

in the examination of Mesropian handwritten and Printed Primers of different 

centuries5. 
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M 2448, M 9408 HANDWRITTEN PRIMERS 

For our study, we have selected two handwritten Primers from the 

Matenadaran Armenian manuscript collection: M 2448, 9408, which have so far 

not been investigated. In this article, we present a detailed examination 

supplementing the general picture of the study of Primers as a whole. We present 

the material in chronological order. 

The first Primer is the M 2448 manuscript, written in 1687 1689, in 

Istanbul. It is a collection of different materials. On pages 2v 35v of the 

manuscript, there is a copy of Voskan Yerevantsi's printed work Primer and 

Christianity6 . The Primer7 is written in a question-and-answer form, which was 

especially specific to grammar textbooks. The Primer does not contain only 

grammatical passages. 20v 35v pages are about religious education presented in 

six chapters. The first chapter discusses what it means to be a Christian, the 

second chapter lists the degrees of faith, the third one deals with the teaching of 

the Lord's Prayer, the fourth one contains the ten commandments of God, the 

fifth chapter deals with the seven mysteries of the church, and the last sixth 

chapter presents the divine virtues: hope, faith and love. 

The subject of our study in the manuscript is the grammatical material 

covering pages 2v 20r, which are about the need to teach the letter, the syllable 

and the word. It has the following title: «      

,      ,      

     . 

 

   

     (On Teaching Letters to 

Children). It begins with the question of how important it is to educate children 

                                                   
6 The Primer was published in 1666, in Amsterdam. There are several examples in the 

scientific institutions of Venice, New Julfa, Isfahan, Constantinople, Budapest, London, 

Amsterdam. see , ,  1988, 44. There is no printed example 

in the RA  neither at the National Library, nor at the Matenadaran. There is only a microfilm 

that is kept at the National Library. Due to this fact, we put the handwritten example of the 

Primer in scientific circulation. 
7 The Primer is not complete. There is only the first chapter in the manuscript, starting 

from the second chapter, the material is incomplete as a result of the loss of pages. Mamikon 

Gasparyan did not study the printed example of this Primer in detail, but only mentioned it in 

one of his articles. See  1960,  , 37: 
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from an early age, and the answer follows immediately: the learner should be 

properly 

letters of the Armenian 

alphabet, emphasizing the importance of teaching them. The author singles out 

 

 ,    

presents the Alphabet in four different layouts: in the first and second versions, 

the Alphabet is presented in the usual, traditional sequence of the letters. For all 

that the second version is introduced in double letters ( , ,  ... , , 

, ...). In the third version, the letters are divided into groups of three letters in 

each. Each group begins with a sequence of letters of the Alphabet which results 

in 13 groups ․ In the fourth version, the 

principle is the same, but the groups of letters consist of four units. Each group 

includes letters of equivalent units, tens, hundreds and thousands (3v-4r)8. After 

that, the author mentions that the letters should be separated from each other 

and the children should get information about the differentiation 

questions «Which are the vowels?» and «Which are the consonants?» are put 

forward. The explanations follow: there are seven vowels, and they are called so 

because they are pronounced independently, without the help of other sounds 

consonants 

(  ») are thirty, and they are pronounced in 

 

After having learned the letters the learners are supposed to study the 

syllables ( the syllable is provided with the 

following definition: syllable is a unity of letters 

syllable is conveyed 

through two parallel Armenian terms (« » and « »). The 

                                                   
8 We see the same layout of the Armenian Alphabet in the early Primers. see -

  1723, ,  , 1781, 4, , 1797, 4,  

, 1838, 2,        , 1859, 3 etc. 
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following rankings of syllables are presented in this section: the second degree of 

letters, composed of one vowel and one consonant (   

,          

vowel and two consonants 

 ,  

6r), and the fourth degree of letters which are composed of a diphthong and one 

consonant ...     

6v). 

The object of study in the next section is the word which is defined as a 

combination of syllables, 

 

Separated by six grades, monosyllabic, disyllabic and polysyllabic words are listed 

here: the first degree of words which consist of one syllable («  

 ,     -12r), the second 

degree, consisting of two syllables (« ...  - -

-14v), the third degree, consisting of three syllables («   

- - - - -17r). the fourth degree, consisting of four 

syllables («    - - - - - - 19r) 

and so on. The fifth and sixth degrees of words are arranged similarly  according 

to the amount of syllables they contain  - - - - - - -

- - - - - - - - - - -

- - - - -20r). For all that, the examples in all sections are 

given in alphabetical order, resembling small dictionaries. 

In the closing part of the grammar section of the Primer the Armenian and 

Arabic numerals (      are presented. 

Here the combinations of the Armenian letters are introduced in such a way as to 

support the teaching of numerals and the numerical equivalents of the letters 

. 

The next manuscript is M 9408 Primer, which does not provide any exact 

data on the manuscript because of the lack of colophons, the author is not known 

either. It is only due to the external features, that the Primer is dated to the XIX 

century. The manuscript contains only the Primer, which covers pages from 2v to 

17r. 

The opening part of the Primer starts with a preface entitled "Azd", where 

the author mentions that at first sight the Primer is a simple reading book for 
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children though a carefully picked up unit for reading guarantees a reliable basis 

for learning («

», 2v). Continuing to 

stress out the importance of the Primer in teaching children, the author attaches 

a lot of attention to the way knowledge should be conveyed to learners. He 

believes it can be transmitted in any possible way but it should be done correctly 

and flawlessly (  

», 2v), as the mind of a child is like a clean sheet of 

mind, and erasing it will have its consequences (  

», 2v). The author also draws attention to the fact that the alphabet is 

written to suit the specifics of the language (  

», 3r). The preface of the 

Primer ends with the hope that children will have success in their studies. 

The Primer also includes sections on letter recognition, syllables (including 

monosyllabic words) and syllabification (with reference to the reading of disyllabic 

and polysyllabic words). Traditional Mesropian Primers used to have a similar 

structure, as evidenced by the V century author Hovhan Mandakuni: connecting 

one sound to the other easily produces a syllable (    

  9. 

The Primer begins with the letter recognition section, where the forms of 

letters are listed: majuscule writing (erkatagir), capital letters, handwritten and 

printed ones (3v). Then the Armenian letters are grouped in columns in 

alphabetical order, each with its own name and phonetic name (pronunciation): 

    , ,     , ...     , ). 

One of the innovations of the XIX century was the marking of their phonetic 

names in parallel with the letters starting from the very first lesson of literacy. 

This can be found in the Primer published by Garegin Srvandztyan10. One of the 

                                                   
9   1860, 27: 
10  1875, 10: 
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advantages of the primers of the time was the simultaneous teaching of reading 

and writing. This might be the reason why primers often began with a notrgir 

Alphabet teaching to recognize the forms of letters through writing and then write 

by recognizing ( 11. The 

benefit of such literacy was that children learned reading quickly, the process of 

learning was regulated, they did not imitate like a parrot, and learned spelling in 

, 
12: We see a similar manifestation in M 9408 manuscript, in 

which the Alphabet is given in majuscule writing (erkatagir), capital letters as well 

as handwritten13 and printed forms of letters. It should be noted that here they 

are written not only in the traditional sequence of letters, but also in different 

combinations, so that the pupils recognize all the letters quite well, without any 

mechanical drills. 

In the first section14 entitled   » (A Syllable 

with Simple Vowels), monosyllabic - -

- . Two-letter syllables are described as closed 

if the vowel precedes the consonant as in , », and as 

open if the vowels follow the consonant  , » (4r 5r). 

The lists of syllables are given in seven columns according to the vowels 

syllables are formed with the corresponding vowel and the 

next consonant of the Alphabet. In the case of three-letters, only the closed 

syllable is represented, again in columns. In one of them, syllables in which the 

vowel precedes two consonants ( , », 5v) are listed, while in 

syllables presented in the other column, the vowel occurs between two 

consonants ( , », 5v). It is only one type of four-letter 

syllables that consists of one prepositional and two postpositional consecutive 

consonants: , » (6r). In the case of dissyllabic words, the 

following types are singled out: an initial syllable with one vowel (  

- - », 6v 7r), an initial syllable with two 

                                                   
11  1875, 6: 
12     , 1865, 1: 
13 He means the notr  
14 In the manuscript the sections are called « »: 
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letters (  - - », 7r), an initial syllable 

with a consonant (  ` - , - ...»,7v). 

Then trisyllabic words as well as four syllable and five syllable words follow in 

alphabetical order without any differentation. 

The second section  » (A Syllable 

with Two Vowels) refers to the syllabification of a pair of vowels. First, the 

syllables in which the pairs of vowels are divisible are given in columns: - , 

- - - » (9rv), then follow the syllables in which the pairs of 

vowels are united in a diphthong 

» (9v 10r). This is followed by syllables with a pair of diphthongs which 

are exemplified (        -

, - , - ...», 10v 11r) and with a pair of diphthongs in different 

syllables (« - -

- - », 11r 12r). 

The third section entitled    (A Syllable 

without a Vowel) refers to the hidden " " [ ]. Here examples with the hidden 

at the beginning and in the middle are listed (  - -

- - - - »), then come examples with this hidden 

syllable at the end (   - - - - », 12r 13r). Words 

with an initial « » [z] and « » [s] are presented here: - - - -

- - - - - » (13v 14r). At the end of the section 

the list of polysyllabic words (from 6 to 10 syllables) can be found: - - -

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - » (14rv). 

The Primer ends with a section of "Notes", with some additional information 

about each section and subsection. For instance, it is explained that the letter 

« » [w] is never used separately in the syllable, but together with the vowels a, 

e, i, o (  

», 15r). This is the reason why it is 

Simple V  

 »). It is also noted that the letter « » [y] is not pronounced in 

a final position, except in some rare cases: ». 



 Two Armenian Handwritten Primers     

205 

 

Conclusion 

Primers contain the traditional structure of Mesropian Primers, except that 

each grammatical form is presented in detail, with broad definitions, abundant 

examples, often very simplified, comprehensive and easy to understand for pupils. 

The study of these Primers once again proves that the system of literacy 

created since the time of Mashtots has undergone various changes over time and 

improved, and the final goal is the development of the Armenian language. 
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