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A Profitable and Excellent Poem
by Catholicos Grigor Tlay

Grigor Pahlavuni, dubbed "Tay" (1133-1193) was a poet and Catholicos (1173-1193).

He was the nephew of Catholicos Grigor Il (1113-1166) and of St. Nerses Snorhali
(1166-1173). His father was Prince Vasil Pahlavuni. Grigor has not been highly estimated

as a poet and the poetic eminence of his uncle, the renowned St. Nerses Snorhali,
overshadowed him. Recently, however, Th.M. van Lint wrote a study of his best-known
poem, Lament over the Capture of Jerusalem, and has gone a considerable way to cast
fresh light on his poetic production. Van Lint gives a good deal of information of both
biographical and literary character about this poet-Catholicos. t

The poem translated here is an expression of personal religious sentiment. Grigor knows
and recognizes the potential for spiritual perfection within himself but finds that that
potential has weakened, darkened, is asleep. The first nine of the poem’s twelve stanzas
express his sense of spiritual impotence in a series of images, growing in intensity. Each
line is formed of two hemistychs, one expressing a positive sentiment and the second a
negative one. In the first four stanzas, the negative counterpart is formulated
impersonally, but from stanza five on, the first person is introduced, "He commanded me
for good, But 1 did not perceive it". In stanza 8 he speaks of his sinfulness and in the next
he expresses powerful fear of Divine judgement. A climactic effect is thus achieved, with
the turning point in stanza 10 "But He gave hope for sins ...". From this stanza 10, the
poet faces towards hope for God's mercy and Christ's forgiveness of sin. The‘ conclusion
is somewhat anti-climactic, as if the poet's passion was exhausted by his sense of

inadequacy.

Stanzas 1-4 deal with the poet's own qualities and chara::ter{slics, and how he is
disappointed in them, and then with things outside himself to which he cannot rFshpum'E
though they summon him. In stanzas 5-6 God's demand and call through both pu :;.:_s :Le:
and the offer of the good are set forth. Because he cannot n:spnnq to ther:‘m‘t l;a t:n ;
these constitute yet another aspect of his soul's sterility. He attributes trtls f:}he s
deception and his consequent sin and punishment (stanzas 7-9). The ﬁmlﬁit Om mP s
strongly presents the poet's own sense of spiritual aridity and his incapaol lkn;t'on o? d
to God's summons. As he is, by implication, so are all humans. The mt?th Ilast s
great tension thus created 15 Christ's forgiveness and this 15 tl‘t-l‘:' message o . :l e
stanzas. On his own, the poet cannot respond to Gofj_and His summu:s,m'lI 1};1 s
forgiveness can bring him to the light. The triple repetition of the sterm [T

stanza drives this point home: "Jesus will forgive (pnngk) many things.
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Grigor uses a number of techniques to reinforce the overall movement of his
composition. Thus we find a pattern of repetitive words at the end of the stychs. This is

sustained in stanzas 1-5 as ¢ "is"; in stanzas 5-6, 10-11 line | as zayn "that"; in stanza 7
as the indefinite pronoun (ok" in line 1 and inc " in line 2); and as na "he" in stanza 11,
line 2 and stanza 12. Stanzas 7 and 8 break the pattern.

These repetitions, even if not completely consistently used, give the poem a cohesiveness
and perhaps the disruption of the pattern in stanzas 7 and 8 strengthens this effect by
deliberate contrast. That cohesiveness is enhanced by the pattern of stress. The caesura
between the hemistychs is strict throughout, preceding the fifth syllable from the end of
the line. Thus the second hemistych has five syllables and is also marked out by the
repetitive final world. The first hemistych of each line is also usually of 5 syllables, but in
some cases is 6 or even 7 syllables long. This combines with the repetitive words to
produce a first hemistych contrasting in content, sound and length with the stressed
second hemistych which gains strength from its stressed regularity. Though the imagery
is varied, the import is identical. The reader's interest is sustained by the technical means
which captivate the ear and strengthen the interesting contrasts of imagery.

It is this setting off of the second hemistych that expresses the point of each of the images
used. The range of the images is rich and complements the pattern set by the formal
aspects of this meditation. The overall effect is very pleasing.’

StUMNY 4rhanrhuh NPNE JUUbL bbb GROr
LURNLPUNULSY SEWMFL Srhanrbub th uMruhuh,
LULSEUL ALY MIhSUUh Gh SUMULLLLR

Qny jhu ghinmpmi,
Puyg fuowdpwgbwg k.
Qny Gpypen pwpbwg,
Uy zhgwlh dhgun:

E” thu G fingh
Puyg nljwpugbiug k.
MGt B o wyuagbwn,
Fuyg fuwwpbiwg 3

Uwy B Amp uppny,
Puyg vwnmgbwg k.

G finnupl pwngpuuhg’
unpawlwhiwp k3

Dtpd bY wn Uunnuwd,
Uy gripunpG dkpd k.

LUwdhd prwnigut,
Puyg noppl yuip L:

1 ;
The text is drawn from % gLalties WA
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unuunmwguie hiGd swpywpuip
G ypliljuwpuy qut.
Uuwg b fikpuinpiul,

b fiighg qhu puidwlbug,
G shiwguw) qul.

Zpwikp Gn B pupbiwg,
Fuwyg »nqqugh quit:

P ulnnpu wy wpbiguy
Npujtu wpljwp np-

b yGuiglu wy wunpbguy
bpp p GugmG piy:

Quwppu Ywimgh

G uyl Y pod.
h pniG dunh Ubinug

Gu ftgunwiguy juli:

JdwT, Lipp quupplmgnud

b Awwnnugk hGE
ml.l«lll.l.ll'l L unLuiLnLpnu

Mownl vwpuwdinudG:

Puyg gy b dtinwbwg,
G bu guh quuyli-
Uk, wuwg, quuigwlu,
b qnitigh quul:

Puwph b qrnputiG

bi Ywinwpbwg quib-
UppbiG wG6wn punh,

G quub nunyg Gw:

h oy u.[u.lrlmmmml'ihﬁ"
Gpnn b Utiq Gw.

@nngt Spunw puquug,
9np wwhwlgtiwg [HITH

A Profitable and Excellent Discourse by Lord Grigor, son of Prince Vasil, brother of the

Catholicoses Reverend Grigoris and Reverend Nersés.

There exists knowledge in mé,
But it has withered;

There exists awe of good things.
Yet 'tis ever extinguished.

digitised by ARAR@



UIM AT 8NhLMU _ FBUSBURLE 2 (3

There is a soul® in me too,
But it is enfeebled,

[ contain brilliant light,
But it is darkened.

There is love's fire too,
But it has grown cold;
And the sweet-wafting wind,
Is smitten by heat.

1 am warm towards God,

Yet the cold is close by;
| wish to sprout forth,

But the heat is wicked.

He proffered me torment,
And 1 did not accept it.
He said delight too,
Yet I did not want it.*

From the five he split me,’

And I did not understand it.
He invited me to good,

But I did not perceive it.

| was deceived in this nonsense,
Like a weak man;

I was duped in this ﬂothingnﬂss.,?
As if in something real ®

I closed my eyes,

And that by my own will;
| entered sin's sleep,

And I enjoyed it.”

* Or: spirit. .
* Reward and punishment were revealed to the poet, but he did not accept them as a guide for action.
i.e., the five senses, the sensory world in contrast to the intelligible or the spiritual one. God gave the post
the ability to transcend the world of the senses and he did not realize what had been offered to him.
Nonsense and nothingness are this world. The language evokes the serpent's deception of Adam who 1S

doubtless the "weak man". This world is vanity and nothingness, a sentiment drawn from Ecclesiastes
chapter 1.

* Literally: stable.

poet continues to blame his lack of perception. The image of sleep to designate the unenlightened
state is ancient and widespread,

digitised by ARAR@



2003

gNrLPy - FOUSBURLM  UbNY

-
L
WO

Alas, when [ shall be wakened,
And he will recompense me;
Dark and Tartarus,
Bitter terror.

But he gave hope for sins,
And | found that;

Hate transgression, he said,
And I praised that.

Good and merciful,

And he carried that out;
Loving ineffable good,

That too he taught.

In forgiving the culprit,””
He forgave us as well.
Jesus will forgive many things
Which He required.”

Translated by Michael E. Stone
Hebrew University of Jerusalem

png wupunuig

SR

1% The Armenian expression is drawn from the
those who trespass against us.

"we forgive :
' For which he would otherwise have deman

Lord's Prayer, b1 Jhg prnmdp il

ded punishment.
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