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THE EVOLUTION OF EASTERN
ARMENIAN ASHKHARHABAR

ALONG THE HISTORY
OF THE
ARMENIAN LANGUAGE

The first half of the nineteenth century marks the beginning of the
renaissance in Armenian literature as a final stage of the nation’s socio-
political revival which took a slow but steady course of more than a century.
During this long process, the Armenian intellectuals tried in vain to create
literature in classical Armenian (Grabar) and revive the language. This rich
and sophisticated language of the Golden Age was intelligible onlyto a very
small circle of intellectuals; it could not possibly serve as a means of
disseminating enlightenment and educating the youth. Thus, the writers and
educators reluctantly abandoned Grabar and turned to the vernacular.

‘“Even though the ancient Armenian language is superb in so far as its ex-
ternal richness, its perfection and its literary qualities are concerned, never-
theless, this language is the only prohibitive cause that the unfortunate masses
until now have been deprived of the means of progress’’.

This was Khachatur Abovian’s verdict expressed in the preface to
‘‘Nakhashavigh’’, the first Armenian textbook in vernacular (Ashkharhabar),
which he prepared in 1839 in the hope of educating the Armenian youth in a
language intelligible to them.

Many intellectuals shared Khachatur Abovian’s views and felt the necessi-
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ty to produce literature in vernacular. But which vernacular would eventually
develop into a literary language to replace the Grabar? This was difficult to
answer since the spoken Armenian, due to centuries of political separation and
the diversity of foreign influencies, and, most important, due to the poor net-
work of education in Armenia, had taken diverse courses of evolution, mark-
ing a drastic departure from the literary language and branching into more
than forty distinct dialects.

In the movement to create literature in vernacular and to disseminate
enlightenment and progressive ideas amongst Armenians, it was only natural
that the writers would choose a dialect most intelligible to all and less deviated
from the Grabar in terms of its syntax and grammar. It is, however, unfor-
tunate that, due to the political separation of Armenia, this movement was
launched in two separate fronts, namely, Western Armenia — subjugated by
the Ottoman Sultans — and Eastern Armenia — incorporated into the Russian
Empire. The eventual creation of the two literary languages — Eastern and
Western Ashkharhabar — was the final product of this duolateral endeavor.

In the limited scope of this article, let us try to trace the various stages of
development of Eastern Ashkharhabar — the literary language of Soviet
Armenia, the Armenian community in Iran and some writers in the Diaspora.

TRACES OF EASTERN ARMENIAN ASHKHARHABAR IN THE
PRE-NINETEENTH CENTURY ARMENIAN LITERATURE

The concern of being understood by the masses did not exist only among
the nineteenth century writers but it also pravailed in the Middle Ages.
Renowned writers like Nerses Shnorhali (11th century), Mkhitar Gosh (12th
century), Vartan Aigegtsi (12-13th century) and others, besides their literary
creations in Grabar, produced literature in the spoken language of their time.
This vernacular, later called Middle Armenian, however, was not a uniform
language; it represented a mixture of Grabar with various dialects. A study of
this literature in vernacular enables us to trace the first evidence of dialectal
predecessor of Eastern Ashkharhabar.

G. Vantsian attests that Vartan Gandzaketsi’s (12th century) ‘‘Universal
History”’ (Spbgbpuljests Quwmdnof@fet) is the first written example in which
the nef ending — a characteristic of Eastern Ashkharhabar derived from the
locative case and used for the indicative — is encountered: f wpuned qpfry ...
'Pb‘l mrlop‘g k% whnced. .. (1).

““The Lamentation of the People of Julfa’’, by Stepan Vartabed, written
in 1605 in the monastery of Nakhavka, is another good example of early
Eastern Ashkharhabar.

(1) G. Vantsian, (qmm"mqul ebpuwljwiin fhiiy, Tiflis, 1906, ps 27,

190



N wip [Frngdwl qocp, np giuwd wp .
l““‘lt" lll[ﬁl[rr", np fnmwined wp
buvgbu pussypbipp puliqud @nqbgpe (2):

The forms [frwrypEufly for Swypbifp, Frgdwh for Prqincd, wp and wd
for £p and &+ are actually unique features of the dialect of Julfa (Jugha).

Zakaria Sarkavak’s inscriptions in Hovhannavank is another example of
early Eastern Ashkharabar in the dialect of the Plain of Ararat.
qullnl_ bu pubfil J[rfnuffl wybeuy, [froup gl ke Junw gk wuuy ne fupuy

With the increasing use of the printing press, along with many other
publications, some books in Eastern Ashkharabar were also published, «Shpe
np Yngp pulieyf gpinncfhwiy by K. Sarafian, in 1788, in St. Petersburg, or
«8ydwppn ffwunn sy by F. Zakarian, a Persian-Armenian clergyman in
the Philippines, to mention some.

Despite these attempts to promote Eastern Ashkharhabar, all the pre-
nineteenth century writings remained dialectal with a mixture of unusual and
foreign elements and a strong influence of the grammatical and lexical patterns
of Grabar. A book of grammar for Eastern Armenian Ashkharabar, publish-
ed in Amsterdam in 1711, stands out as a single effort in the development and
shaping of this language. When Western Armenian intellectuals like Hovhan-
nes Kolot, Nalian, the Mkhitarists, and later Cheraz, Russinian, and others
were already in a systematic and continuous endeavor to shape the dialect of
Constantinople and to promote it into a literary language, no such conscious
effort could be seen in the Eastern front. Each writer, for the sake of in-
telligibility, produced in vernacular, using the dialect most familiar to himself,
Nevertheless, despite the lack of a conscious effort before the nineteenth cen-
tury, the dialects of the n.#f branch(4) were undergoing important changes.
The Grabarian elements were gradually being discarded and the caracteristics
of the future Eastern literary language were taking shape; for example, the
prepositional prefix g in the accusative and the enclitic # in the ablative case
was eliminated; the plural markers 4; and b4, were widely used in place of the
Grabar p. Nouns were being declined by external declension — the internal

(2) Gurgen Sevak, (J'uufmflwllwq[rg 4uqbl14'fl/r Suwilwnown ulwmnfnl_p[n_il), Erevan, 1948,
p.40.

(3) Hrachia Acharian, «duynyg jbgncp upumdncffficiiy, Vol. 2, Erevan, 1951, p. 445.

(4) According to H. Acharian’s classification of the Armenian dialects, the ».«# branch con-
sists of seven dialects, namely, the dialects of the Plain of Ararat (Erevan), Tiflis, Gharabagh,
Shamakh, the dialect of Persian-Armenians and Astrakhan, Agulis (Zogs), Djulfa. The other two
branches are the 4 branch consisting of 24 dialects (among them the dialect of Constantinople),
and the &; branch consisting of 5 dialects (among them the dialect of Maragha). For more detailed
information on the classification of dialects, see H. Acharian op. cit. pages 324-361.
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declension was preserved in very few instances; the case ending fg was being
used in ablative and ~««f in locative cases. However, the use of these elements
was not consistant; even in one single text they were used interchangeably with
Grabar forms. Naghash Hovnatan, despite his purely dialectal language, uses
Grabar enclitics and declensions: $n4winull'R ASPULVE np nethUR ubguis:
or DwpunhlR piunpky Qpeupncfdpcs fhpdty b UEBLL 22U.LPU (5):

Although the pre-nineteenth century writings in vernacular did not con-
tribute much in terms of the development and shaping of a literary language,
their widespread popularity (like the poems of Naghash Hovnatan and Sayat
Nova) was evidence of the general tendency to prefer the vernacular to Grabar.

The difficult task of creating a uniform and disciplined literary language
fell upon the shoulders of talented and daring scholars and writers of the first
half of the nineteenth century.

THE DIALECT OF THE PLAIN OF ARARAT AS THE BASIS
OF THE EASTERN LITERARY LANGUAGE

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, Grabar was still the language
of formal education, but it was a difficult and complicated medium to serve in
teaching science, mathematics and other subjects in the school curriculum.
The teachers, thus, were compelled to teach these subjects and even prepare
textbooks in the vernacular. Moreover, students throughout the schools of
Eastern Armenia brought with them their own dialects and the school environ-
ment provided an opportunity for the merger of these dialects. The outcome
was a language very close to the dialect of Ararat (the language of the majority).
This spoken language was more or less intelligible to all and, under the direc-
tion of the teachers, was constantly being polished and purged of foreign
words. In short, it was beginning to find a sound raison d’etre. Meanwhile, the
socio-economical conditions and the fast growth of the nation’s awareness
bolstered the need to produce literature in an intelligible literary language.

Khachatur Abovian was the first staunch supporter of this movement. In
the preface of his novel ‘“Verk Hayastani’’, to justify his utilization of ver-
nacular in a major literary work, he writes:

oo olpup np wggp b jhgundp sh puouncd, Lh gy §p Swulpplincd,
uul'g[r Cbily Flz[uuil[ygrl. 4‘[ nulu‘r 1[4‘[1 u.lb-[r[r, ncd “l;‘"’-@ bt wobu. .oy

He was right. What was the use of creating literary gems in Grabar when
the mass of the people did not speak or even understand the language?

Abovian’s stand in this movement is very unique and most interesting. He
fought for the creation of literature in vernacular not for the sake of pro-
moting a new literary language but for educating people. His intentionwas to

(5) In this quotation the Grabar elements are underlined.
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attract people to Armenian Literature and prepare them for the final stage:
the revival of Classical Armenian. Despite his conviction to educate people in
an intelligible language, he did not envision the total replacement of Grabar by
the Ashkharabar. In any event, due to the opposition of the clergy,his text-
book, ‘‘Nakhashavigh’’ was banned, and eventually, his mysterious disap-
pearance put an end to his endeavors.

Years later, his novel ‘“Verk Haiastani’’ (1858) and then ‘‘Nakhasha-
vigh”” (1862) were published. By that time, the Eastern Armenian
Ashkharhabar had already passed beyond its preliminary stages of develop-
ment, and Abovian’s views were already outdated. From the point of view of
the linguistic development of the new literary language, the novel ““Verk
Hayastani”’ did not serve its purpose, but it became and will remain one of the
gems of Armenian Dialectical literature.

Needless to say that in the 1830’s when Kh. Abovian was active, it was still
premature to envision the total replacement of Grabar by a new literary
language.

Stepanos Nazarian, another advocate of the movement, in the first period
of his literary career proposed a new language which was a mixture of Grabar
and the dialects of the Plain of Ararat and Tiflis. This language did not gain
popularity because it was artificial. Then he compromised by proposing a new
literary language which was closely interwoven with Grabar and included only
those dialectal forms that were in compliance with the rules of Grabar.

Rafael Patkanian, another scholar of this era criticized S. Nazarian’s
views advocating that Nazarian’s language was artless and its grammar was
contradictory to the rules of Ashkharhabar. He believed that one should write
the way one speaks. Nevertheless, he was not consistant himself. The use of £
and pg for ablative endings interchangeably and the archaic plural marker p is
common in his writings.

M. Nalbandian was on the right track from the beginning. He believed
that the syntactical rules of dialects have conformity with Grabar and,
moreover, dialects are not the distorted form of Grabar but the outcome of the
evolution of the language, and therefore, more applicable to the modern use.

The consistant struggle of these scholars and their various experiments, as
well as the experience of the Western Armenian intellectuals, brought them to
realize that grammar of the future literary language had to be based upon a liv-
ing dialect (a living spoken language). The adoption of the dialect of the Plain
of Ararat, being the most popular and most intelligible dialect in Eastern
Armenia, occurred almost automatically. This step was a turning point in the
history of Eastern Ashkharabar. The selection of the dialect of Ararat endow-
ed the vernacular literature, which was developing within the traditions of the
Middle Armenian under the strong influence of the Grabar, with uniformity
and provided a sound basis for its development into the future Eastern Armen-
ian literary language.

In a short period of time, a relatively large number of writings in the
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dialect of Ararat were published. The following exerpt from a book called
«zuuftun_om ,gflflrn.ﬂ[n_b epﬁumnfl“wémfl CmmenJ b JmC:’buuullwfl 1”1071[1
ll.uz[umpCul[zw[r zm[uurl.[rlnul Jnu.flnnlt 4n1.lru[vlrt [1 u[“mu ulul[rquu’uuug»
published by the Lazarian Institute is a good example of the language of these
publications.

b fhgug 4uu.f1.u[1 uinwupmpiemd iy be wogo ﬁwinuzlrg[ﬁl F" nppul u[';‘me
§ mp spplfrs gy be Unpuby wquunky hplh be Shapgh uppl. .- (6):

The abundance of Grabarian elements are evident in the dialect of Ararat
used in this writing.

Another example is a series of books of religious propaganda put out by
protestant missionaries in Shushi. The title of the first volume speaks of the
quality of its language: «Uibmumpubp gqopncfdpitip fued fpt Upup Gunwgp

Many scholars including H. Acharian blamed the Eastern Ashkharabar
intellectuals for short-sightedly promoting Eastern Ashkharabar when the
Western Armenian literary language was already in existence and could have
easily been adapted to the needs of Eastern Armenians (7). A close study of
prevailing circumstances proves that in the process of the formation of Eastern
Ashkharabar, influenciary factors other than the intervention of intellectuals
were instrumental. In fact, these intellectuals, in their struggle to disseminate
enlightenment and revive the nation, could never interfere in the course of the
natural development of a common vernacular into a literary language, and in-
troduce Western Armenian Ashkharhabar which was in those days as unintel-
ligible and unfamiliar to the populace as Grabar itself.

THE FORMING OF THE EASTERN ASHKHARABAR
LITERARY LANGUAGE

The dialect of the Plain of Ararat had many advantages; it was intelligible
to most Eastern Armenians; it was phonetically closest to Grabar; it was com-
paratively rich in syntactic style and compound tenses of the verbs. In spite of
all this, a long process of development was necessary to transform it into a
literary language. This transformation occurred gradually. With each literary
creation, by a consistent and sustained effort of the advocates of the cause,
Eastern Ashkharabar was pushed a step closer to its perfection. However, this
process was not a smooth and easy one. Many were the writers and scholars
who disdained the vernacular considering it inconsistant, unpolished and un-

(6) For the quotation see S. Gh. Ghazarian, «dwdwhwlhulpy Swyng hynch be rncubpbip
qbpp bpuw Supumwgdwl be gupgugdul ££9y, Erevan, 1955, p. 109.
(7) H. Acharian op. cit., volume 2, p. 497.
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worthy of being used in serious literature. This was a trend continuing from
the turn of the century when authors, like Harutiun Alamdarian, out of
necessity, ventured in writing in vernacular but strongly insisted upon the use
of Grabar in their serious literary creations. This attitude towards the ver-
nacular grew into a serious opposition when the newly formed literary
language, with a rapid progress, was on the verge of replacing Grabar. A.
Bagraduni, in an article in ‘‘Bazmavep’’ (1846, issue No. 13, p. 196), admits
that Ashkharhabar is gradually spreading and endangering the position of
Grabar (8).

The partisans of Grabar launched an increased opposition against the new
literary language. Besides their profound veneration for Grabar as the sacred
language of the Holy Scriptures and their strong determination to preserve this
language as a valuable vestige of the ancient Armenian culture, they firmly
criticized the new literary language. They argued that this language was poor,
full of errors in terms of grammatical usage, full of foreign and purely dialec-
tical elements and phrases, devoid of clarity, stable grammatical rules and
regular syntax. This opposition, however, did not hinder the development of
the new Ashkharhabar; on the contrary,it became instrimental in motivating
the advocates of the new literary language to work harder to improve it and to
eliminate the shortcomings.

This literary conflict between the Grabarian and Ashkharhabarian
scholars, the Grabaikar (gpuwuwuypuwp), was less fervent in the Eastern front.
Interestingly enough, S. Gh. Ghazarian attributes this mildness to the in-
fluence of the modern Russian literature which was an outcome of a criteria
adopted in the nineteenth century to let modern Russian develop based upon
elements of the current, living, spoken language (9).This could be true to some
extent, but an equally important reason was the fact that the literary conflict,
unleashed by intellectuals like Garagashian, had already taken its toll on the
Western front and was a good lesson for Eastérn Armenian intellectuals. In
fact, as H. Acharian asserts, the literary conflict on the Western front lasted
up until the 1890’s procrastinating the final institution of Western Armenian
Ashkharhabar, whereas, by that time Eastern Ashkharhabar was already an
established literary language (10).

THE REFINEMENT OF EASTERN ARMENIAN
ASHKHARHABAR

The individual writings and the press were the best fields of experiment
devoted to the refinement and enrichment of the newly established Eastern

(8) «zﬂll fln[v q.[uullminu.pbmfl uluulufnLF[ILil»y Erevan, 1962, Vol. 1, p. 69.
(9) S. Gh. Ghazarian, op. cit., p. 129, 138.
(10) H. Acharian, op. cit., p. 505.

1956



Ashkharhabar. S. Nazarian’s «lwpguwwbmnefhesi hpolify, Swumpuljuy
SeguifpounsfFhuwdpy (1853) and «whigbu Gnp CWJMﬁlouanbmfl» (1857),
Camar Katiba’s «lUgguypt bpgupus 2uyngs (1856) are examples of individual
publications in that period of time. Among the periodicals, ‘‘Hussissapail’’,
published in Moscow, played the most important role. Its publication was the
result of S. Nazarian’s unfatiguable efforts. Convinced of the importance of a
periodical, Nazarian began appealing to the tsarist government of Russia for
permission to publish a periodical. It was only in 1858 that permission was
finally granted, and, from then on, during eight years of publication,
““Hussissapail’’ became the stage for the progressive ideas of Mikayel Nalban-
dian, Stepanos Nazarian, and others.

M. Nalbangian, the most sagacious theoretician of Eastern Ashkharhabar
in his articles advocated 1. to let the language develop in its unique way and ac-
cording to its own grammatical and lexical rules without imposing the rules of
Grabar on it; 2. to adopt the new borrowings from Grabar or foreign
languages to the rules of the new language. Nalbandian believed that the new
literary language could not immediately become the spoken language of the
populace, but at least it would be intelligible to all.

S. Nazarian, aware of the insufficiency of the literary language to meet
the needs of scientific works, suggested to borrow words from other languages
or to make up words particularly after the Russian pattern. For instance, he
translated the corresponding Russian terms for conductor and insulator and
came up with ynfueqpps and sspnfumgpps; these words were later changed in-
to uwgnprps and SEhncufs . With the same criteria he suggested wpnpned for
friction, which was also changed into y¢nesf later.

The language of the ‘‘Hussissapail’’ and the guidelines it set forth in-
fluenced writers like S. Shahaziz, Raffi and others, who in their turn con-
tributed to the improvement and refinement of Eastern Armenian
Ashkharhabar.

To give examples of some improvements and unification of grammatical
usages: prior to the 1860’s there was no general rule for the transliteration and
declension of foreign proper nouns. For instance, the genetive case of Bulgaria
appears as Pwguppuyf in ‘“‘Hussissapail;, 9mfynppn in ‘“Chrakagh’ and
Rrjgeuppn in ‘““Meghu Haiastani’’. Again, prior to the 1860;s, under the Rus-
sian influence, some nouns, such as the names of nations, months and scien-
tific terms, were capitalized. In the early stages of the development of Eastern
Armenian Ashkharhabar the Grabar form of some pronouns and verbs were
still in use. bmpw (for bpwip), Sbp (for Lhup), skpdp (for skphp), pup (for
br), bepbuwig (for ppbig), pupkwip (for ppkip), the plural marker (for &p-
or Libp), dinuiiby (for siniiby), yupdnacdh (for ywpdncd). Dialectical elements
were also present in writings of these early stages, like the third person in-
dicative « for & (fuowncd w instead of fuouncds k) or the suppression of me
(gupes w instead of gincf £), the suppression of diphthongs like £pewé (in-
stead of wypemd), j£5 (for jusyh), spu (fOr ynyu), or the demonstrative pro-
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nouns 4w, &b, Ly (instead of wyu, wyl, wyq).

The adopted criteria for the refinement of the new literary language,
besides the steps mentioned above, also included 1. purging foreign words, 2.
replacing purely dialectical or severely distorted words by their original form
found in Grabar, 3. making up new words to meet the needs of the new world.

In this process, many words which were borrowed from Grabar assumed
new meanings. The following are a few examples.

Borrowed word Original meaning New meaning
in Grabar
syuinun dress material screen
[reumiiljusp bright, luminous photograph
gl rock crystal ice cream
glnugp the act of going train

Several words were created by individual writers to convey new ideas or to
translate a specific foreign word. Some of these new words were soon discard-
ed, like ymegesspunjin (matches), wwniing, (ice cream), etc. and others survived
and found their way into literature, like bphw@ninp (railways), byl sunf
(thermometer), JSbbwgpncffpehs (monograph), wgguwgpn fpch
(ethnography), §pwsps (hydrogen), fFfnewdpis (0xygen), Suwhpk (microbe),
etc. Several phrases were adopted from Grabar, like f Swphl, wylinmcwdh-
Uurglifre y wil byl Suwewbwlwincfdbwdp, f pog wnbey, etc. (11).

By the end of the third quarter of the nineteenth century, the archaic or
purely dialectical forms were rectified, the new literary language was endowed
with new words to replace the foreign ones or to convey new meanings. In R.
Patkanian’s «L'fnl.Culfuu_p mbunz_p/ujl ul[rbl_blul4ul/ bnp q.luuq‘ufl bgnch
{uryngy the new literary language had already attained a high level of improve-
ment. Balasanian’s «Rbpwlhwbncf@pis duwypbip bgnefy, published as early
as 1874, already gives evidence to firm and consistant grammatical rules and
regulations to make the new Eastern Ashkharabar compatible with the modern
literary languages of the world.

Today we proudly witness the progress of the Armenian literary language
in its two branches and its eloquent expression in Armenian literature. The
Modern Armenian language is one. It is the result of the evolution of Grabar,
as a natural process in the history of languages. Due to circumstances prevail-
ing in the nineteenth century, the development of Modern Armenian has taken
two separate courses resulting in the eastern and western branches of the
Armenian literary language (12).No arbitrary imposition is able to bring these

(11) For a more complete list of above-mentioned examples see H. Acharian, op. cit., pages
478-488.

(12) The Soviet Armenian orthography, which is different from what is used in Eastern
Armenian literature in the Diaspora, does not make a third literary language as some erroneously
believe.
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two branches together; in fact,the efforts of intellectuals, like M. Abeghian,
G. Vantsian, G. Artsruni, at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the
twentieth century grew into unwholesome disputations that were not advan-
tageous to the evolution of the Armenian language. As we said in the begin-
ning of this article, geographical and political factors were instrumental in the
duolateral growth of our literary language. New influenciary factors in the
future can bring them closer or even give birth to a new literary language en-
dowed with the rich resources of the two.

1983, Los Angeles RUBINA PEROOMIAN
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