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HELENE PILIBOSIAN. History’s Twists: The Armenians. Watertown, MA: Ohan
Press, 2008. Pp. x + 93.

Mihran Manoukian’s Sails of Nostalgia (1996), the well-chosen painting
adorning the cover, speaks of Pilibosian’s proclivity to “share the artist’s as-
cension/to an unknown haven” (“Sails of Nostalgia by Manoukian,” p. 78).
The semi-abstract sailboat leads the way, and the nostalgic journey into that un-
known haven, which must have existed in the past, begins: A quest for peace
and equilibrium in an existence that rose from a chaotic mix of two worlds al-
ways in conflict with each other, contradicting each other and refusing to reach
a synthesis. Helene Pilibosian is a product of history’s twist, an identity of a
survivor with her umbilical cord still attached to that idyllic parental village
she has never seen, “. . . their birth village swallowed/by the history of Arme-
nia” (“Wisdom Jam,” p. 39), a village, a homeland where suddenly the hands
of tyrants destroyed everything and hurled away the survivors like the shrapnel
of a huge explosion. These stories are her stories too, and she keeps on telling
them to the world: “My mouth is dry/with stories of the desert/of Der-el-Zor
so long ago” (“Grandparent Herbs,” p. 7).

Beginning with her first book of poems, Carvings froman Heirloom (1983),
Pilibosian lives and guides the reader to live the beauty, the primitive simplic-
ity, the authenticity, the pride, the love, the pains, the customs, the hard work,
the joys, the fears, the superstitions, the religious fervor, and the unfulfilled
hope for the future of the “Anatolian Village—1913” (also the title of her first
poem in that volume), the birthplace of her ancestors. She paints the peaceful
life in that typical Armenian village in complex metaphors and a masterful ar-
tistic expression: the wheat grinding, the fruit drying, the bread baking, a tran-
quility nonetheless with “the delayed suspense of tomorrow” (Carvings from
an Heirloom, p. 3). In another poem, she describes a generation of survivors
having taken refuge in America, working hard in factories, stores, and hospi-
tals, then going through “The Great Depression” when “Some had frostbite
of psyche/from more overtime than work” (“A Bit of Self,” Carvings, p. 39).
This is the world into which she was born, “[b]Jut a bit of myself/had caught
upon the edge/of a tree in that older orchard/a tree calcified/with it into the
statue/of a poem” (Carvings, p. 39), and the makeup of her sensitive soul, the
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source of her being, AND the root of the dichotomy she had to cope with all
her life, the dichotomy that is so beautifully reflected in her poems.

After Carvings from an Heirloom and At Quarter Past Reality (1998), His-
tory’s Twists: The Armenians is fresh evidence of an endless grapple with histo-
ry, affirming and confirming her relationship or the dialog of the self with the
Armenian past—the collective historical memory—in the context of American
present.

What sets Pilibosian’s poetry apart from other ethnic American texts is the
omnipresent yearning for the place of origin, in this case the origin of her an-
cestors. Her focus explains a specific historical background, a forbidden home-
land, and a denied genocidal process of emptying that homeland, which are
key characteristics to most Armenian-American literature. In particular, they
stand as the root/source of Pilibosian’s vibrant, rich, and colorful metaphors
and images: Armenian letters are the “39 swords,” “39 favors” “of Armenian
words” (“The 39 Letters,” p. 24). Armenian life in the Diaspora is thin,
unassuming, inconspicuous but strong and unremitting as rills made of steel:

29 &

The rills of steel wove new lives

into a diaphanous spider web

of international diaspora.

It catches no-one,

only shows silver treads

in the tranquil moonlight (“Grandparent Herbs,” p. 8).

Pilibosian dedicates the book to her mentors and begins the volume with
the confession of her futile attempt to refuse that deep submergence into the
folds of Armenian history that her teacher offered (“A Factual Fact”). The Ar-
menian in her is a strong presence. Her poetry, even in verses with no appar-
ent relation with that aspect of her being, flows like beads of a pearl necklace,
each bead as a token of her understanding and acknowledgement of that senti-
ment: her “Armenian shoddy,” her worship of the Alphabet as divinity, her
religion, as “the will of my parents,/my children’s wishing well,/. . ./my call,
not my calling” (“Triptych,” p. 6).

In “History’s Twist,” the poem that gave the volume its title, she tries to
define her identity in relation to Armenian history, tradition, culture, the
horrors of “The Turkish sword,” and the suppressive “Soviet Union hammer”
(p. 10). At the same time, “Ideas on the Peg” is an affirmation of the influence
of her gender and the American factor shaping her identity:

My castle of being is here,

American by repair,

Armenian by necessity

or by life’s glare,

a hoary history,

blessing of Boston for me

and a final ring for women (pp. 49-50).
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Beyond her sharp focus on sdentty 2nd language, Armenia, before and af-
ter independence, is a novel 2nd recurrent theme as well as a physical presence
in this collection of poems. The seres of Nazeli verses speak of that relation-
ship which began with the Earthguake of 1988. “Earthquake Monument” is an
unusual poem in the foru: of 2 momument, in which she makes an uncommon
turn to prose that physically resembles the base or pedestal of the monument,
a base that spiritually rses . zhove the initial shock and personal involvement
in the relief work of the survivors. o launch a future of renewal and repair.
Then comes independence: ~Stames of idealogues were crushed/and mixed
with soil of United Namons S homeland knot a newer fruit” (p. 31). But the
new developments puzzie her. Db they have the tools to play the game they are
playing? She contemplzs=s 2 phwsical contact with Armenia freed of the shack-
les of Stalin, Khrushchev's ‘-;-rm_ and “Gorbachev’s new wording/melting
the iron with new demands™ | I Chose the Poetic,” p. 32). But her initial phys-
ical contact is “a handfal of soil™ (p. 29) and an amber necklace that someone
brought her as a souvenir. These souvenirs were the signifiers for the entire
history of the nation. from past kings and queens to the present and for all the
sentiments they aroussd. comgezled in amber (“Souvenir”).

Helene Pilibosizn’s poetry fzlls under the category known today as ethnic
American literamre. The 5eld is new, and since it is not possible or plausible
yet to define an ethmic Imerary canon, it is not with any canonicity that her poet-
ry should be judged. It clz '<iﬁ\mion within that field, however, can be based
on the predominance of ethmic identity, a significant element in ethnic writing,
as hyphenated American m general and Armenian-American in particular, his-
torically grounded m Wese=rn Armenia and regionally inflected in the birth vil-
lage of her parents.

Remarkably. muinculmralism is a new phenomenon in America, less than
40 years old compared w0 2lmost two centuries of white male American litera-
ture. Pilibosian. 2 first generation Armenian-American, has secured her unique
place in the new realm. Because of the brevity of the entry entrusted to me
in The Greenwood Encyclopedia of Multiethnic American Literature on Arme-
nian American litsrzure. T only mentioned Helene Pilibosian as a name among
American born writers and poets who write in English but whose literature is
deeply rooted in their ethnic heritage. “Or, as William Saroyan has character-
ized, it is ‘the English tongue, the American soul, and the Armenian spirit’”?
that surge in these wriiers. in this case, in Pilibosian’s poetry.

With her poems. Pilibosian builds a monument of memory, a symbol of
remembrance of the Armenian past, yet, as a product of the culture, the edu-

! See Paul Lauter, “Introduction,” in The Greenwood Encyclopedia of Multiethnic
American Literature, ed. Emmanuel S. Nelson (Westport, CT and London: Greenwood
Press, 2005), vol. 1. p. xlviii.

2 Rubina Peroomian, “Armenian American Literature,” in Ibid., pp. 190-204.
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cation and civilization, and the lifestyle of America, she adroitly sails in the
most sophisticated bumps and turns of the language and poetic art.
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