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TWO SONGS OF LOVE BY HOVHANNES T‘LKURANC*I

(Armenian and English)

Introductory Remarks

The lyric poems of Hovhannés T‘lkuranc‘i, an Armenian poet of the fourteenth century,
are extraordinarily rich in language and feeling. He is celebrated for his wealth of imagery
drawn from the natural world employed for his appreciation of beauty, which he expresses with
a bounty of comparisons. Here we present two of his love poems that sing the praises of beau-
tiful women, and both expressing the poet’s ambiguity about human beauty. The poet knows,
together with his admiration of the subjects of his paens, that such love is not unambiguous and
together with its praise he expresses reserve about it. In the last stanza of Poem No. 2, addressing
himself he says: “Cast worldly love from your heart, Bless the increate, existent Word”. In the
final stanza of the poem, he recalls that all beauty is transient and that “the beautiful countenance
turns to dust.” This apostrophe in the last stanza is a trade mark of his lyrics and it always com-
mences with the words, “Crazy Hovhannés T°‘lkuranc‘i.” Are these last stanzas almost a formal-
ity, or do they express some resevations that the poet has about his love of beauty, particularly,
perhaps female beauty?

The freshness and imagery of his poetry are entrancing. Both poems translated here are
marked by sustained metaphors and similes that are evoked throughout. Both are written in qua-
trains. The second and fourth lines rhyme, and sometimes one or both of the other two lines also
rhyme with the second and fourth lines: so in Poem 1, stanza 2 the first, second and fourth lines
end in -wé “-an”, and so forth. Indeed, the whole poem, bar the first stanza, has “-an” as its only
rhyme. Basically the lines are of four feet with a caesura after the second. He apparently also set
the poems to music and used to sing them.'

The poet Hovhannés of T‘lkuran, author of these “songs of love” is to be distinguished
from the Cilician Catholicos of the same name who was of a later vintage.? Archbishop Bogh-
arian dubs the poet, who lived approximately between 1320 and 1400, bl 3nJhwbtu “Crazy
Hovhannés,” following his own self-designation in the final stanzas of his poems. Nothing is
known of his life and background, except that his work is deeply anchored in the Armenian
poetic tradition.

The Armenian text printed below is drawn from E. Pivazyan (ed.) (1960), 3nJhwfiku
[ ynirwiigh. Swnbkr [Hovhannés T lkuranci. Poems], (Erevan: Academy). Pivazyan’s text has
been compared with that edited by Archbishop Norayr Bogharian.? The chief differences, apart
from one reading, are that Pivazyan follows the rule that when a normally “unwritten” p is
counted in the scansion of a line, it is actually written.

The poems were previously translated by James R. Russell, who added explanatory and

! Srbuhi Hayrapetyan (1988), Zwyng 2hi b Upglwnurbwé Sruljubnpbwb Mundnphd History of Ancient and
Mediaeval Literature (Beirut: Catholicisate of Cilicia), 537.

2 This problem is discussed by Archbishop Norayr Bogharian (Potarean) (1971), 2wy %rnnlike Armenian Writers.
(Jerusalem: Sts. James Press), 385-387.

* N. Bogharian (Potarean) (1958), Hovhannés T ‘lkuranc ‘i. Swnbir Poems. (Jerusalem: Sts. James Press), 12-13.
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comparative notes to his translation, often setting an idea or an expression in its context in Medi-
eval Armenian poetic tradition.* Deliberately, we translated the poems without consulting Rus-
sell’s work and have subsequently compared his translation with ours, noting where they differ
in sense. Our translation incorporates suggestions of the Jerusalem Armenian Reading Group in
2020-2021, together with whom we read these two poems.

Our hope is that this translation, with the en face original text, will enable readers both of
Armenian and English to enjoy the beauty of this gifted medieval Armenian’s poetry.

Poem of Love No. 1.5

1. llp’b/l[, wp’l?/l[, pd funcwy unepuff,
Puinp ne wyunnfie pn wnkgdngfil,

Gypbdwlwh qpuwpinbl o guo,
0[14illnul wihnch pr® Gwfuyngfpi:

2. UF,l?/lf, wpl qupliwiwgfil,
Up’ bl wipiiw s wpuigSwn neufil,
Upuw np Sugpf (pbug fioofkp,
Skupy Skphp b pid puidfis:

3, Skupy pdpioly b Apowfigfil,
Unmlglulz}‘[uil ghpdpiininfili,
Rlputipy puiggp £ puiggudpib:

4. Ungq b gpuwpun winfuwSn i,
[yl qupdik qbjuwé Angfl,
Ny fbnwif, ny Skpuiiuyg,
Ny bpkupl guiniuyg ghgpi:

S Ywqnuphbli nod np® Swligfuyfu’
f own Ejuk qopl i pruppl,

My np unepuffpy Swdpnp b’
ot ifmf whglk gpapnp wwphi:

6. 9nyf gne upipnyf b ibpu &ELku’
Ownlhfr pwl géwnph fuphlEif,

M fynen dhywygpn qpph wot’
Yty dpliwyg puwl ghpgupfi:

1. Come, O come, my fair of face.
Glory and honour (be) to your Creator.
You come from the Edenic Garden,
Blessed be the name of your Adorner.

2. Come, you springtime sun.
Come, you shining autumn moon,
Sit so I may gaze up on your face,
The sight of you is portion enough for me.

3. The sight of you is a physician for the ill,
Healing for the febrile.

Your eyes are a sea for the thirsty,
Your mouth is ambrosia for the hungry.

4. Your bosom is a garden of immortality,’
It makes the wandering soul turn back.
It does not die, it does not age,
Nor does the face! turn pale.

5. Whoever you meet in the morning,
His day dawns wholly for good.
He who kisses your face,
Passes the whole year in joy.

6. He whom you invite in lovingly,
Flowers more than the incense tree.

He who embraces your waist constantly,'!
Remains greener than the hornbeam tree.

* James R. Russell (1987), Hovhannés T ‘lkuranc i and the Mediaeval Armenian Lyric Tradition. (University of
Pennsylvania Armenian Texts and Studies 7; Atlanta: Scholars Press), 26-38.

> Pivazyan, No. 1, 119-121.

nf: Literally ‘picture’

7?2 ¢ wr’l’ Bogharian

8 Bogharian omits. In terms of

9 i.e. the Garden of Eden; See stanza 1.
10 Russell: Alluring to the risen soul.

" Russell: your ? waste
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7. bl BuySwhiiby Paylynpwigh

d’wnuun[rb quJp N qﬂ[n[.ﬁ‘
U:lnan unipwffl fr 4ng I;Luniuu.{,

h 6‘I1L[1il lllilztz /'IL[1 ulllﬂbl[lil:

Poem No. 2 (Pivazyan p. 122)

L. Skuwy wpunnlbpp df qbnkypl,
Qb qupbgquli np pngu o g,
Skuwy wybp qbin pgdmfkp,
Nibp puis quiduy ne qufipug:

2‘ ﬂL[llul[ ﬁ'llll[llllﬂ nmL Kﬂ/ll Fbﬂlllil,
Owdis ne uwpubph bp Sng b4,
Ongl b jpgwd uwyfrinwly duwppnd,

Ukypti ne Philynciiph pufs gnin Kouii:

3‘ blﬁg /l!ﬁll 4[.1.!2!5 4I1L[1 nL Fﬂg,
ﬂ[1 l[ﬂL l.lllll‘l/‘llf Ll0[1il fl ll}‘luil‘
l],ﬂllgl.u.! qﬂLlIﬂLLrEiI qﬂ[1 ﬂLil/l,

4. Buwgh' Uhpt qpu, Snf wybp,

?lw!14 LLILILLIH‘ wwAkd quiyu frofEpuh,
U np Auyfd bpbung b odfbp,

UpkL» hwghp fud (Eplowi:

5. Buinnuwd nygnpdkp's pid, bypuigpp,
Np quighs bpku pU& wpuimwu fuw,
PE sk Stigfr fule fuybyne,

P hopnepyg fhne qp puil gy quiguib:

6. PL puin [FE pfiy fr gl &gk’
Uphpt wighf Sncpu fr fuwifid,

7. Crazy Hovhannés T*‘lkuranc‘i
Glorify the Father and the Son,

The beautiful countenance returns to dust,
My beloved, to eternal'® fire.

1. I saw a beautiful face,!”
Like the sun which shines.
I saw eyes like'® seas,
Eyebrows like clouds and the deep.

2. White brow and splendid mouth,
Her breath-taking locks and hair,
Her bosom filled with white roses,
Back and shoulder,' a swaying willow.

3. She filled me like fire and flame,
And I burn the whole day through.
I forgot the learning that I had,
I remained an empty laic.

4. 1 said, “Love me, eyes like the sea.”
She said, “My eyes I keep on high.”

“Sit so I may gaze on* your face.
Come, be a vision for me.”

5. God had mercy on me, brothers,
that she gave me this answer,
If not, I would stay ensorcelled, crazy,
I*' would pace around® like a wild wolf.

6. If I recoil a lot or a little,
Will this fire become quiet?

12 Literally: unextinguishable. This is an allusion to Isa 66:24. There are Armenian texts, still unpublished, that
bear the title, “Concerning the Undying Worm and the Unextinguishable Fire.” These are, presumably, descrip-

tions of Hades.
13 Pivazian, No. 2, pp. 122-124.

'* Bogharian omits {iwmy on grounds of scantion this seems correct.

'» Bogharian reads jirwl] “always”
'“Boghrarian: nnnrdbwg
17 Literally: picture. Russell translates “image”.

'8 Thus translating according to fw2 in R.S. Lazaryan and H. M. Avetisyan (1987), Uhghti Zwjbrkih Funwrwé
[Dictionary of Mediaeval Armenian]. 2 vols (Yerevan: Yerevan State University Press).

19 Literally: like.

? Russell: upwards at.

#! Litrally: And L.

22 Russell: a wandering about more than the.
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Uw'y ubpl fr ufpunu fp ibpu I bpffuyg
h’ bll l[nL lf[lilull}a lfblzulg II_lUIIluil:

7. Rbpkdd whgplibsd quit i dpufo,
ﬂL qu_oln[lung 4‘I1L[1L luill.llufllﬁlllil‘

lf[l ﬁ’wqwm[u}' wu hppwlku,
ﬂp _(luill[luul[lué pua L[lunbgwil:

8. bl 8nifSwtitibu Prylynepuwigfr,

8pul qfunpfnpgpny qfomlwh,
yam?, fuppikyg ukp wofuwp4fiu,
Op sk quiliby putids bulyu i

Behold,” love penetrates my heart,
And I stay snared by sin.

7. I bring, I pass the fear in my mind,
And the eternal fire of Hell,

Will I be freed from this fire,
In which they surely burned me?*

8. Crazy Hovhanngs of T ulkuran,
Disperse your devilish thoughts,

Cast worldly love from your heart,
Bless the increate, existent Word.

MICHAEL E. STONE

The Hebrew University of Jerusalem

23 Russell: Such.
2 Russell: With wich I was ignited unawares.





