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The Taviani brothers’ Lark Farm Jazz against racism

Ruben Dishdishyan 
At the forefront  

of Russia’s new cinema
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Isabel Bayrakdarian 
casts her spell at the 
Hollywood Bowl
World-renowned soprano Isabel 
Bayrakdarian displayed both her 
voice and dramatic instincts at 
the Hollywood Bowl last week-
end when she played Pamina in 
Mozart’s “The Magic Flute.” The 33 
year old has won countless awards 
and competitions, performed 
with the most respected operas 
around the world, hit the Cana-
dian music charts time and again, 
lent her voice to the soundtracks 
of Atom Egoyan’s Ararat and the 
blockbuster Lord of the Rings. Up 
ahead for the Canadian-Arme-
nian opera star is a recital with 
husband, pianist Serouj Kradjian 
on July 20 and July 22 at the In-
dian River Festival in Kensington, 
Prince Edward Island, in Canada. 
Isabel will also perform Mozart’s 
Requiem as part of the “Mostly 
Mozart Festival” at the Lincoln 
Center in New York City on Au-
gust 24 and 25.  f
connect:
www.bayrakdarian.com

Arsinée Khanjian as 
Sabah new on Netflix
Canadian-Armenian actress Arsi-
née Khanjian’s 2005 motion pic-
ture Sabah has just hit the DVD 
rental market. Both Netflix and 
Blockbuster are featuring the film 
in which Arsinée plays a dutiful 40-
something Muslim Arab who falls 
in love with a non-Muslim. The ro-
mantic comedy, directed by Ruba 
Nabba, is set in Toronto and ex-
plores the cultural clash between 
Old World traditions and modern 
love. Arsinée’s latest film The Lark 
Farm opened the Golden Apricot 
Film Festival in Yerevan last week 
and is reviewed on page C10 by 
the Reporter’s Betty Panossian-Ter 
Sargssian. f
connect:
www.blockbuster.com
www.netflix.com

Two new poetry books by 
William Michaelian now 
available
Two poetry collections by Wil-
liam Michaelian are now available 
through Cosmopsis Books, a new 

independent publisher based in 
San Francisco. According to Jason 
Bulger, founder of the Cosmopsis 
literary imprint, Michaelian is an 
incredible discovery. “His talent 
shows on every page,” says Bulgar. 

“The more deeply you read him, 
the more you are touched by his 
perceptions and humanity. Like 
Saroyan, who is an icon here in 
San Francisco, he is a true origi-
nal.” It turns out Saroyan and Mi-
chaelian’s grandmother were first 
cousins.  f
conntect:
http://www.cosmopsis.com

Saroyan plays at the Luna 
Playhouse in Glendale
William Saroyan’s 100th birthday 
anniversary will be celebrated in 
August of 2008; however, the cel-
ebrations are already beginning 
this weekend through August 
19 with Luna Playhouse’s com-
memorative productions of “The 
Ping Pong Players” and “Hello Out 
There.” Both plays are directed by 
Tamar Hovannisian and produced 
and designed by Maro Parian. The 
cast includes Karine Chakarian, 
Jonaton Wyne, and Alex Kalogno-
mos.  f
connect:
(818) 500-7200 
www.lunaplayhouse.com
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On page C1: “The new Russian cinema has a chance to present to the 
world an alternative success story – a story where the viewer is educated 
by the producer, rather than the producer is the slave of the market 
trends and of the plummeting standards of viewers’ tastes,” Ruben Dish-
dishyan says. Story on page C13.

Isabel Bayrakdarian. Photo: Dario Acosta.

Alex Kalognomos.

William Michaelian.
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German journalist 
chronicles Armenian 
lives

Who are the Armenians? What 
makes them who they are? What 
drives them to make their eth-
nicity an important part of their 
identity? What drives them to 
preserve their culture at great 
cost? How have they dealt with 
the trauma of genocide? How has 
their culture survived and thrived 
in exile and in the most remote 
corners of the world? These are 
some of the questions political 
journalist Huberta von Voss en-
tertained when she set out to cre-
ate a book titled Portraits of Hope: 
Armenians in the Contemporary 
World. The book captures Arme-
nians from all walks of life, from 
renowned artists to ordinary citi-
zens; an excerpt follows this in-
terview by Paul Chaderjian, which 
begins with a question about how 
Ms. von Voss decided whom she 
would present in her book.

von Voss: I didn’t want to do any 
kind of “hall of fame” book. To me 
this wouldn’t have been authentic. 
If you want to mirror the identity 
and character of a nation you have 
to choose stories of success and 
stories of failure, the mainstream 
and the eccentric aspects, the rup-
tures and the common ground. 
This is why I tried to have sort of 
a balanced mixture of prominent 
figures and of those who are less 
well known people. I wouldn’t call 
them ordinary, by the way – many 
of them are quite outstanding and 
particular, like the painter Anna 
Boghiguian from Cairo, who is 
a very unconventional kind of 

woman or Kevork Hintlian, a per-
son whom everybody knows in 
the Old City of Jerusalem. To me 
it was also important to choose 
people whose life story would be 
representative in some way – like 
the one of Levon Arutunyan, the 
Karabakh veteran or the one of 
Rosita Youssefian, the teacher of 
Armenian from Buenos Aires.

PC: Did you conduct in-person 
interviews, or did you correspond 
with those you present via postal 
or electronic mail?

von Voss: The first contact was 
often over the Internet. Some of 
them didn’t have a computer, like 
the photographer van Leo in Cai-
ro. So I just rang him up and went 
to see him while I was in Egypt. 
Yes, all of the portraits are based 
on interviews. If you want to por-
tray a person you have to feel the 
handshake, look the person into 
the eye, and note the various feel-
ings they reflect. We also tried 
to meet the people in their pri-

vate homes, which wasn’t always 
possible. Some people came to 
our house instead, like Professor 
Dadrian. He was giving a lecture 
in Cyprus, where we were living 
for some years. I still remember 
the first moment when he saw 
my husband. “Hello, Mr. Ambas-
sador. Let’s test your German. 
Can you tell me all the synonyms 
for the word ‘quick’ please?” My 
husband gave his very best, but 
failed. Dadrian could still add two 
or three more words. This is how 
we became friends. 

PC: How did you go about pho-
tographing the subjects in your 
book? Did one photographer or 
several captures the images of 
those people featured?

von Voss: No, the whole proj-
ect had no financial backing, al-
though I had originally tried to 
get some subsidies. The Germans 
weren’t interested yet in the mat-
ter and the Armenians turned 
down my requests as well. That 
has made my task as editor a bit 
more demanding and I am indebt-
ed to all my contributing authors 
for accepting to work for free. The 
photos have been kindly given to 
us by the people portrayed in the 
book. 

PC: Among those people fea-
tured, whose story stays with you 
the most? Whose story has made 
the greatest impression on you 
and those close to you?

von Voss: That’s very difficult 
to say and it might depend on the 
mood: Some portraits are funny, 
some are sad, some rather factual, 
some more poetic. For me it was 
a privilege to meet so many dif-
ferent people over the years and 
I feel very grateful for the trust 

A complicated kaleidoscope 
of a divided people

Huberta von Voss.
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so many people have put into 
the project. Looking back, I have 
to say that the portrait of Hrant 
Dink holds a special place in my 
memory. Hrant became a friend 
over the years and we used to 
meet when he came to Berlin. To-
gether with a friend from London 
we tried to convince him to leave 

Turkey for a while, but he refused 
to do so, knowing that he was tak-
ing a high risk. Hrant belonged to 
his soil like few others in Turkey. 
Now he’s dead and I wonder what 
will happen with his son who has 
been charged under the same 
paragraph 301 for allegedly “deni-
grating Turkishness.”

PC: How was the idea of the 
book born? Whose idea was it, 
and what did you hope to create 
when creating Portraits of Hope?

von Voss: My husband and I 
spend some years in Beirut before 
moving on to Cyprus. We met a lot 
of interesting Armenians in both 
places. One night, a friend from 
Beirut passed around an article 
about the infamous Ambassador 
Wangenheim. It intrigued me that 
I knew so little, although I stud-
ied history at various universities. 
Moving on to Cyprus I discovered 
the wonderful Moufflon book-
shop. Ruth Keshishian who runs 
it became a very close friend and 
without her hospitality I couldn’t 
have done the book. Her store re-
ally became a second home and I 
could hang out there, browse and 
read as much as I wanted. This is 
where I discovered also Nouritza 
Matossian’s amazing book on Ar-
shile Gorky. After I had read Black 
Angel I thought to myself that 
some book was needed that would 
reach out to a wider public and 

explain to non-Armenians why 
the Genocide remains such a vivid 
trauma.

PC: Let’s talk about the essays 
in the book and the chapters writ-
ten by writers and scholars. What 
were the themes and historic sto-
rylines you set out to cover, and 
how did you go about deciding 
who would contribute to your 
book?

von Voss: It was important to 
give the reader an introduction 
into the matter as sort of a back-
ground for the portraits. I have 
chosen some of the leading ex-
perts in their fields: The German 
scholar Dr. Tessa Hofmann for Ar-
menian history until World War 
II; Professor Vahakn N. Dadrian 
for the Genocide; Professor Taner 
Akçam for the history of Turkish 
denial; and the author Wolfgang 
Gust for the German role in the 
Genocide.

PC: Tell us about the places 
you’ve captured in this book. Why 
are these places noteworthy and 
were there other places that you 
considered but did not include?

von Voss: The idea was not so 
much to tell the history of Arme-
nia, but the history of Armenians 
as a wandering nation. Many plac-
es in the book are important for 
the understanding of the national 
history, like Istanbul, Bourj Ham-
moud in Beirut, and Deir-es-Zor 
in the Syrian desert, or Karabakh. 
Other places are important to ex-
plain the meaning of the church, 
like the island of San Lazzaro and 
of course Antelias and Etchmi-
adzin. Some places were impor-
tant to depict the history of the 
diaspora, like Pasadena, Los An-
geles, Moscow, Paris, and Madras 
in India.

PC: If you had another volume, 
volume two, whom would you in-
clude and what other places would 
you explore? Were there historic 
themes that you would have liked 
to address in addition to those in-
cluded in part one?

von Voss: I would probably ask 
the writer Orhan Pamuk or Elif 

Claude Mutafian.

Hrant Dink.
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Atom Egoyan.

Shafak for an essay about freedom 
of art and speech in a country that 
would like to join the European 
Union. They belong to the many 
Turks who would like to come to 
terms with their national history 
and who are feeling a strong need 
for reconciliation. 

PC: As a German, how did you 
first learn about Armenians and 
when did they pique your inter-
est? 

von Voss: I guess I learned 
first about them by reading Franz 
Werfel’s Forty days of Musa Dagh, 
which will hopefully be filmed 
next year. The German film pro-
ducer Ottokar Runze has won 
wonderful – and very prominent 

– actors for the film and is now try-
ing to secure additional funding. I 
hope the Armenians will help him 
in realizing a film that could help 
tremendously in creating support 
and empathy. 

PC: Can you tell us about your 
career, what have you previously 
published and what has your ca-
reer path been like?

von Voss: I am a political jour-
nalist by profession. After my 
master in history, political science, 
and French philology I started to 
work as a correspondent for sev-
eral newspapers in the German 
capital. Then, I became spokesper-
son of Rita Suessmuth, the speak-
er of the German Bundestag, and 
took leave from my job when my 
husband was appointed to Beirut. 
I fell in love with the poetry of 
Nadia Tuéni, a Lebanese surreal-
istic writer and translated her and 
others into German. These days, 
I am working for the parliament 
as an expert in international af-
fairs and I am writing a new book 
on child poverty in Germany. The 
only job that I have done continu-
ously over the last 17 years is the 
one of a mother of three marvel-
ous children. 

PC: Did you travel to Armenia 
to research this book and have 
you traveled to places with Arme-
nian populations?

von Voss: Yes, I did travel to 

Armenia as well as to Beirut, Syria, 
Egypt, Israel, Cyprus, Italy, New 
York, England, and of course Tur-
key to do interviews. Many other 
places in the world were covered 
by my contributing authors.

PC: The book was first pub-
lished in German. Why German, 
and how did the German-reading 
public react to this book?

von Voss: It reacted very well. 
The head of the Protestant Church, 
Bishop Wolfgang Huber, has pre-
sented the book and it was re-
viewed by the leading newspa-
pers. The reactions of the readers 
were positive and I got letters by 
many young Armenians who said 
that this book helped them to bet-
ter understand their parents and 
grandparents. When I do lectures 
or readings many Armenians come 
and tell me their stories; this hap-
pened in Buenos Aires the other 
day, where I was invited to launch 
the Spanish version of the book. 
That is something very moving. Re-
cently I discovered something on 
a German-Turkish blog. A young 
Turkish girl said that the book has 
completely changed her view on 
the Armenians. That made me very 
happy, since the book is meant as a 
contribution to dialogue.

PC: Thank You. f
connect:
www.berghahnbooks.com
www.amazon.com

Monte Melkonian.

Madame Anahit.
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Huberta von Voss

A heavy summer shower is falling 
outside. Thunderclaps drown out 
the din of horns from the yellow 
cabs, doing a roaring trade today. 
Beneath the elegant canopies 
outside the entrances on Fifth 
Avenue wait the local inhabitants 
with their expensive shopping 
bags or their thoroughbred dogs, 
until they can rush back into their 
apartment buildings. There are 
few outsiders in this area. This is 
where refined New Yorkers are in 
their element. Lightning flashes 
above the lake in Central Park. 
Michael J. Arlen suddenly gets 
up from his seat and briefly looks 
out the window. The storm rag-
ing outside is hardly audible in the 
perfect elegance of the drawing 
room. His wife felt like going out 
for a walk in the park across the 
way. He glides back onto the thick 
ivorycolored cushions graced with 
scarlet blossoms. Decorated with 
exquisite tapestries from India 
and China, English antiques, and 
books by Marcel Proust and other 
great writers, the sand-colored 
room resembles an oceangoing 
ship of which those onshore can-
not say whether it is approaching 
or departing.

With his Roman head, Michael 
J. Arlen’s aristocratic origin would 
be noticeable even downtown at 
the New Yorker office where he 
worked for many years. People 
like him simply move differently: 
more calmly, more self- conscious-
ly, like panthers. Whoever writes 
regularly for the New Yorker has 
made it, is part of intellectual New 
York, and sometimes even makes 

the rules beyond the Big Apple. 
Arlen has shaped attitudes toward 
the effects of television. His es-
says on the Vietnam War are still 
quoted today, each time images 
of new wars appear on the screen 
at dinnertime in the living room, 
when distant men die in salvos of 
bullets and men at home open an-
other can of Coke. His expression 

“living room war” has become a 
regular element in the American 
vocabulary. Everyone in the U.S.A. 
who thinks about media esthetics 
and the violence of war does so 
with Arlen’s collections of essays, 
Living Room War (1967) and The 
Camera Age (1981).

Thus the New Yorker applies to 
the war in Iraq what he wrote 
thirty-seven years ago on the 
Vietnam War:

The cumulative effect of all 
these three- and five-minute 
film clips, with their almost 
unvarying implicit deference 
to the importance of purely 
military solutions . . . and 
with their catering (in part 
unavoidably) to a popular 
democracy’s insistent desire 
to view even as unbelievably 
complicated a war as this 
one in emotional terms (our 
guys against their guys), is 
surely wide of the mark, and 
is bound to provide these mil-
lions of people with an exces-
sively simple, emotional, and 
military-oriented view of 
what is, at best, a mighty un-
simple situation.
No man whose judgments are 

simple writes that way.
Whoever delves into Arlen’s 

biography might feel that his re-
flections on the reality of images 
have to do with his childhood and, 
doubtless, with his parents, the 
question being whether one is who 

one pretends to be and how an ar-
tificial image affects the viewer’s 
life. Exiles is the name of the book 
in which the author, then forty 
years old, took up the quest of his 
already dead parents. Both raised 
questions and both provided qui-
et answers to the question of who 
they had really been.

His beautiful mother, Atalanta 
Mercati, was born on a cold Febru-
ary day in 1903, the daughter of a 
highly decorated Greek baron and 
an American mother, who aban-
doned her husband and children 
for an Austrian aristocrat. Follow-
ing the king’s forced abdication, 
Atalanta was exiled with her fa-
ther from their palace in Athens 
to a small Greek island. She spent 
her formative years among goats 
and olive trees, before the tides of 
time swept them into a new life 
between Paris and Saint Moritz. 
Or Cannes, where his grandmoth-
er lived, remarried to a wealthy 
Serbian prince, Alexis Kara-Geor-
gevitch, whose independent coun-
try had disappeared from the map 
and who drowned in a hydroplane 
accident.

Finally, Michael Arlen senior 
(1895–1956), one of the first in-
ternational literary stars, who 
earned a huge fortune with his 
novels about English society. He 
was born of Armenian parents 
in Rushuk, Bulgaria, in 1895 but 
grew up in England and expunged 
his original name when he began 
to be successful. Dikran Kouyou-
myian is an almost ridiculously 
complicated name, he later told 
his son, whenever he had to write 
thank-you letters to his uncles 
in Manchester and Argentina. A 
classy father who used to drive 
with his family in a canary-yellow 
Rolls Royce along the Côte d’Azur, 
his chosen place of residence. Ex

ce
rp

t
Shadows and Phantoms: 
Michael J. Arlen, Writer and Media Critic (New York City)

From Portraits of Hope: Armenians in the 
Contemporary World.
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Who was a friend of Hemingway 
and Somerset Maugham’s and 
was eternalized as Michael is in 
his mentor D.H. Lawrence’s novel 
Lady Chatterley’s Lover. In Lon-
don in 1924, when he was just 
thirty, he wrote The Green Hat, 
the definitive novel of a whole 
generation that, to the blare of 
jazz, tried to forget the horrors of 
World War I and the reality of the 
world economic crisis. The famous 
father, whose successful novel of 
1929 was filmed as A Woman of Af-
fairs with Greta Garbo, the “god-
dess,” the first female Hollywood 
legend. The distant father, the 
shadowy figure, who emigrated 
during World War II to the United 
States and fell silent in his new 
residence on renowned Park Av-
enue in New York.

Who he – Michael J., born in 
1930 – is in all this tangled se-
quence of events is a precarious 
question, like a trunk he has 
been lugging along behind him 
but has never opened. When, in 
1939, the door to a carefree child-
hood, brightened by the light of 
the Mediterranean, shut behind 
him and, to elude the approach-
ing war, he was sent alone to a 
boarding school in Canada on the 
other side of the big puddle, he 
thought he knew one thing with 
absolute certainty – that he was 
English. Until one day, at the table, 
the headmaster’s charming wife 
mentioned his famous father as 
an Armenian writer. This was not 
only embarrassing for the boy but 
also – and this is something he de-
clares categorically – untrue, be-
cause his father was English and 
his passport proved it.

“Har-meenian?” his little Scots 
roommate MacGregor asks him in 
surprise after dinner. “What kind 
of sports do they play there?” “I 
don’t know,” replies Michael. “I’ve 
never been there. Probably the 
same sports as here.” “Not cricket,” 
answers MacGregor categorically. 

“Yes, cricket,” says Michael. “Any-
way, I’m English.” “You can’t be 
English,” says MacGregor.

Soon, the question no longer 
needed to be answered, because 
the whole family was together 
once more in New York, and they 
became naturalized American citi-
zens. His father traveled to Hol-
lywood as a scriptwriter, where 

– like the majority of European 
literary émigrés – he would never 
feel happy. In a material sense, 
the boy’s youth carried on without 
hardships and, like other smart 
upperclass boys, he studies at an 
expensive New England school. 
Yet he was missing something ir-
recoverable that is needed on the 
threshold of adulthood if one is 
to weigh anchor and travel to new 
shores: a harbor, a firm anchorage 
in childhood. Maybe this is why 
his writing style seems so intense 
today, as though he is trying to 
sail through straits with all his 
strength against the wind, with 
an economy of movement, toward 
his home.

Some years after his book Exiles 
was nominated for the prestigious 
National Book Award and raised 
him to the rank of a writer in the 
estimation of critics and journal-
ists, he traveled to the land many 
diaspora Armenians refer to as the 

“old country,” even if their families 
have lived elsewhere for genera-
tions: Armenia, at that time a tiny 
but vital Soviet republic in the 
Transcaucasus. Passage to Ararat 
is the name he gives the book, as 
it was no simple journey but rath-
er a sort of transition through a 
space dividing the New York in-
tellectual from his undiscovered 
roots. This book was his literary 
breakthrough: it won the National 
Book Award.

With heavy luggage, he and his 
wife flew from Moscow to Yerevan. 
He had armed himself with all 
sorts of books documenting the 
3,000-year history of the Arme-
nian people. His people, he writes 

– as though he needed to recog-
nize that what he was experienc-
ing was significant. His origin, as 
he points out at the beginning of 
the book, was often a burden to 

him. “That association of differ-
ence, one’s own difference, with 
something deeply degrading, with 
sin,” unconsciously prevented him 
from elaborating everything re-
lated to his Armenian provenance. 
Because his father had kept quiet 
about everything to do with the 
family roots, the son’s identity 
took on a dual basis. “Something 
always lay between us – some-
thing unspoken and (it seemed) 
unreachable. We were strangers.”

Michael J., the American, with 
an American wife and four Ameri-
can children, is disconcerted by 
the Armenian diaspora’s extreme 
reaction to its past, which he, 
more by chance than intention, 
experiences in the U.S.A. He tells 
the story of the two old people 
who spend their time recalling the 
past and so forget to live in the 
present. “My father had commit-
ted no crime,” one of the old men 
sobs time and again, and remains 
bound even decades later, bewil-

Michael Arlen.
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dered, to his father’s violent death. 
Nevertheless Arlen also relates the 
story of two Armenian brothers 
who succeed in the building trade 
and are unable to understand how 
their host (not Arlen) has so many 
books on the genocide. “What do 
you read this for? Haven’t you 
read enough of such things?” asks 
one of the brothers. “Yes, it’s all 
ancient history,” says the other. 
How is he himself to feel, then, in 
whose veins also flows that blood, 
far from the sacred Mount, when 
he comes in contact with the peo-
ple of Ararat?

His encounter with the trauma 
almost produced a great rejection 
in him. “Those damned massacres, 
I thought. That chauvinism, such 
a chauvinism of misfortune,” he 
writes. Thirty years later, amid the 
impeccable elegance of his home, 
he repeats these words, which he 
originally jotted down amid the 
walls of Soviet buildings. In Arme-
nia a man called Sarkis guided him 
around museums and galleries and 
apparently wanted to convert Ar-
len into a dyed-in-the-wool Arme-
nian within a few days. One night 
the New Yorker said, “I hadn’t real-
ized the Armenians were so Euro-
pean.” “We’re not European, we’re 
Indo-Europeans. That is not the 
same thing,” said the other with fi-
nality. But, replied Arlen, there was 
interchange, at least, with the Cru-
saders. “There should have been a 
kinship, but there was not. For one 
thing, Armenia was so far away. For 
another, don’t you know, we were 
the rug merchants, the traders.” 
Sarkis laughed in a relaxed manner, 
while Arlen felt such a sudden rage 
at these seemingly casual remarks 
that he could hardly speak.

The memory of old insults, 
some big, others trifling, welled 
up in him. “Now don’t get taken 
in by any of those wily Arme-
nians,” a friend called out laugh-
ingly when he left.

Wily Armenians! Rug mer-
chants! Traders! What in hell 
did those things matter, I 
thought, trying to be more 

rational about it. But some-
thing had been let loose inside 
me: a shame, an anger. And 
I knew suddenly how it mat-
tered. It mattered because it 
was supposed to matter. It 
mattered because I had said 
that it couldn’t, mustn’t mat-
ter. It mattered because my 
father had said that none of 
it existed.
He was still furious when he vis-

ited a museum of Armenian art 
objects.

I remember staring dumbly 
at an enormous orange-col-
ored wine jar, peering at it stu-
diously, and thinking, My se-
cret is that I have always hated 
being an Armenian. I haven’t 
ignored it or been shy about 
it – I have hated it. Because 
I was given the values of the 
Europeans and they despised 
the Armenians. And I have 
hated my father not, as I have 
thought all these years, for be-
ing too strong a figure or too 
authoritarian but because he, 
so to speak, stepped back and 
gave me to the Europeans.
As I remind him of these words 

from his book Passage to Ararat, 
he disowns them. “I never said I 
hated being Armenian. I wasn’t 
even aware I was one,” he says in a 
pleasant but categorical tone. Time 
cures all ills, smoothing cutting 
edges that are too painful when 
one hurries past them in memory. 
Mild is the man who has stopped 
writing for quite some time be-
cause he has begun to repeat him-
self, and so it is best to keep quiet. 
He has set dozens of photos of his 
children under specially prepared 
sheets of glass out on the table in 
the carmine dining room, in the 
luminous kitchen, and even on 
the shelf at the entrance, as if he 
wanted to break the spell and di-
rect paternal regard outward, pay-
ing attention to his children and 
not losing sight of them. Pictures 
of cute little girls who all turned 
into stunning beauties. Images of 
an unspoiled world. f M

us
ic

Jazz 
A bright and jazzy evening at the Cascade. 
Photos: CMF.

by Betty Panossian-Ter 
Sargssian

YEREVAN – It is what one could 
call the Cascade experience.

On June 5 there was jazz followed 
by more jazz here at the Gerard L. 
Cafesjian Center for the Arts, the 
Cascade. During two hours of ex-
citing jazz performed by Armenia’s 
own Armenian Jazz Band, thou-
sands of jazz-loving listeners en-
joyed a warm summer afternoon 
on the stone steps, Yerevan’s now-
traditional venue for outdoor cul-
tural events and concerts.

The fourth of five concerts 
scheduled for this summer, the 
Armenian Jazz Band’s event had 
a message. Co-organized by the 
Council of Europe, it came with 
a stark black-and-white logo, “All 
different, all equal.” The message 
was against racism and xenopho-
bia, and in favor of cultural diver-
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sity and tolerance. It was no won-
der that jazz puts its notes at the 
service of this campaign, for jazz 
itself is rooted of tales of cultural 
discrimination and its struggle 
through it.

The love of jazz in Armenia is 
deep-rooted and obvious. Indeed, 
the Armenian Jazz Band was 
formed way back in 1938 by Ar-
temi Ayvazyan.

Led today by Armen Martiro-
ssyan, the Armenian Jazz Band 
performed well-known jazz tunes 
by famous performers who have 
cut cross-cultural boundaries. 
With its deeply reflective and pro-
fessional performance, the band 
spiced up the concert with plenty 
of heated improvisation, and to-
ward the end offered welcome 
surprises to the audience. Some 
Armenian pop singers joined the 
band on stage to perform some 
well-known and well-loved hits of 
popular jazz. f

Jazz is exciting 
with the Armenian 
Jazz Band.

against racism

All different,
all equal.

Surprise! 
Armenian pop 
singer Tigran 
Petrosyan takes 
the stage. 
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by Betty Panossian-Ter 
Sargssian

A wealthy household is in a deep 
sleep. All but one boy, who a grape 
in one hand, makes his way around 
the sleeping bodies to the room 
where his grandfather is in his 
deathbed. Soon the subdued nu-
ances of the scene are replaced by 
a burst of blood from the grape in 
the dying man’s hands. The shock-
ing red foretells that the drama in 
the air will soon bring about trag-
edy. There’s something alarming 
in this opening scene of the The 
Lark Farm, the latest movie of the 
Italian filmmaker brothers Paolo 
and Vittorio Taviani. The follow-
ing scenes of mourning, darkness, 
and fear set the background for 
the greater disaster yet to come.

Based on the first novel Antonia 
Arslan, an Italian writer of Arme-
nian descent, The Lark Farm is an 
uncomplicated and straightfor-
ward cinematic account of what it 
really means to experience geno-
cide, in this case the Armenian 
Genocide of 1915–17 at the hands 
of the Ottoman Turks. The film 
brings to an international audi-
ence, in a very comprehensible 
way, one of the darkest chapters 
of modern history. Without any 
lectures, an episode of the Arme-
nian Genocide is told; it concludes 
with the fact that the Genocide is 
still being denied today by its per-
petrators. 

The story unfolds in a single 
time period, but in various geo-
graphical settings. The first is a 
small Western-Armenian town, 
where the genteel family of Aram 
Avakian (Tcheky Karyo) led a life 
of affluence and comfort. Follow-
ing the death of their patriarch, 
they prepare with great enthusi-
asm for the arrival of their brother 
Assadour (Mariano Rigillo) from 
Venice, which is where plans to 
save the lives of the last surviving 
members of Avakian family will be 
designed later. The family country 
estate, the Lark Farm, is reno-
vated; luxurious gifts arrive from 
Italy; and the family celebrates its 
blissful life.

Beneath the polite and polished 
relationships of friendship and 
respect between Armenians and 

Turks, there is mounting tension, 
to which Aram Avakian and his 
wife, Armineh (Arsinée Khan-
jian) turn a deaf ear. The pleas-
ant atmosphere of the celebration 
is soon replaced by very graphic 
scenes of a massacre, as the Lark 
Farm becomes the setting of the 
extermination of the whole Arme-
nian town. Nightmarish flashes 
of blood cover the white walls of 
the mansion. The shock of having 
her husband’s head thrown into 
her lap puts Armineh in a trance 
of numbness. Now Nounik (Paz 
Vega), Aram Avakian’s sister, has 
to take care of the others. As the 
family together with the death 
caravan wanders in the wilderness, 
plans to save them are schemed 
by those closely related to the 
Avakian family. Having heard the 

Love, criminality, and history 
are at the core of Vittorio and 
Paolo Taviani’s Lark Farm

Fi
lm

Filmmaker brothers Vittorio (l.) and Paolo Taviani at the Lark Farm. 
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horrible news of the massacres in 
Anatolia (and here Taviani’s give 
an indirect homage to the pioneer 
of Armenian Genocide journal-
istic accounts, Armin T. Wegner) 
Assadour makes arrangements to 
save them, while two of the ser-
vants of the Avakian household, 
the Turkish beggar (Mohammad 
Bekri) and the Greek housemaid 
(Angela Molina) set on a journey 
and, aided by the brotherhood of 
the beggars, make their way to 
the death camp, where the survi-
vors of the desert march are left 
to perish. 

The various characters of the 
film come out of focus one by one 
on the road to agony and toward 
the end the film centers on three; 
Nounik, the spirited beauty, Naz-
mi, the beggar, and Ismene, the 
Greek maid.

Having lost her love to a charis-
matic Young Turk officer, Nounik 
in a desert-blinded moment gives 
herself to another young officer ac-
companying the convoy of women 
through their march in the deserts 
of Anatolia in exchange for some 

black bread for her three surviving 
children. She is a character who 
sacrifices herself for those whom 
she loves. Toward the end of the 
film, when the escape plan is about 
to be jeopardized, she bravely puts 
herself at the center of the Turk-
ish officers’ attention, and makes 
her lover keep his promise not to 
let the officers torture her. Beauti-
fully performed by the Spanish ac-
tress Paz Vega, Nounik’s character 

furnishes the film with its most 
heartbreaking scenes. Paz Vega 
blends in with Nounik, for she 
smiles, moves her head, holds the 
book, walks the desert, and loves 
and beats the children as though 
she had emerged from that same 
period, that background, and the 
same horrible experiences.

The other two main characters, 
Nazim and Ismene, although no-
ble in their intentions, seem to be 

Marching to their 
deaths. A scene 
from the film. 

Love in the desert: 
Paz Vega and 
Moritz Blibtreu. 
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Hesitation = rajik 3

too theatrical. However, the char-
acter of Arsinée Khanjian comes to 
life in two distinct configurations. 
The aristocratic lady of the house-
hold is played by a confident, yet 
self-conscious Khanjian. But after 
the tragic shock of her husband’s 
murder, the character is sunk into 
the sea of near-unconsciousness, 
with occasional awakenings.

The most compelling aspect of 
the film is the self-condemnation 
of the young officer (played by 
Moritz Bleibtreu) as responsible 
for the Genocide, shut down by 
the patriotic cries of the majority. 
The fanatic call of the Young Turks 
to create a “Turkey for Turks” 
soon turns into a meticulously 
designed plan to exterminate a 
whole population by whipping 
off the males, irrespective of their 
ages, and deporting the surviving 
females into a death march to the 
Syrian desert.

With this film the Taviani broth-
ers return to their favorite theme, 
the relation of individuals to his-
torical happenings. The closing 
scene is an indication that con-
temporary Turks suffer from the 

past, as do the Armenians. The 
miserable and ghostly stare in the 
eyes of the three children mak-
ing to the Italian shore could be 
seen in the gaze of the Armenians 
aware of their past.

The dramatic expressions of the 
film recount the impact of the Ar-
menian Genocide in an even tone. 
However, the march into the des-
ert is unconvincing. In spite of the 
fine acting by the lead characters 
and the employment of distress-
ing scenes, it looks excessively 
contrived. The emptiness of the 
desert is palpable, but there are 
some ingredients missing to make 
it larger than life. It is not just the 
small scale of the number of de-
ported women and children, but a 
strange sensation that floats from 
the screen of it just being a film.  
Another eye-grabbing improb-
ability is Nounik’s precious ear-
rings, which she puts on the ears 
of her nephew in order to make 
his disguise as a girl more cred-
ible during the massacre at the 
farm remain on the child until the 
gates of Aleppo. But the Turkish 
zaptiehs did not notice that one 

precious earring.
After Atom Egoyan’s Ararat 

(2002), which also featured Ar-
sinée Khanjian, The Lark Farm is 
the first high-profile international 
production (a French-German-
Spanish-Bulgarian co-produc-
tion) that tells of the Armenian 
Genocide. “The Lark film is the 
Genocide film that Armenians 
have been asking to see on the big 
screen for decades,” Khanjian said 
in an interview with the Armenian 
Reporter’s Paul Chaderjian, “When 
Ararat came out, Armenians said 
they wanted to see a film that de-
scribed what happened during the 
Genocide. They wanted to see the 
film that the Saroyan character 
in Ararat was shooting, the film 
that Atom didn’t feel comfortable 
shooting” (see the Arts & Culture 
section of the March 17, 2007, is-
sue of the Reporter). Indeed, The 
Lark Farm is a classical film that 
situates the story in its own time 
period with an account of the sto-
ry of denial. It makes the story 
universal, relevant to all the other 
genocides, to all the people con-
sidered unwanted by others. f

Paz Vega as 
Nounik and 
Arsinée Khanjian 
as Armineh stand 
out in the crowd. 
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by Gevorg Ter-Gabrielyan

In the early 1990s, film produc-
tion in Russia came close to a halt. 
Cinematography was no more 

“the most important art for us,” 
as Lenin put it after the October 
Revolution, making state-spon-
sored film production a priority, if 
only for propaganda purposes.

The most important art in the 
former Soviet Union became the 
art of survival and, as a major 
means toward that end, money-
making.

Foreign films flooded the Rus-
sian market. A black market of 
pirated videos and DVDs con-
quered the private screen. Tele-
vision became commercialized 
and, following the tastes of the 
audience, went after cheap for-
eign films, antiquated soap op-
eras, and sitcoms. Cinemas went 
bankrupt and the movie-going 
tradition all but disappeared.

Ten years on we see a different 
picture: Russian movie-making 
is on a rise. The crowd-pleasing 
blockbuster and the art-house 
ends of the market are being 
quickly filled in by domestic 
production. Local soap operas 
are preferred over foreign ones. 
Festivals abound. Movie-making 
has become one of the most vi-
brant and lucrative industries.

An agent of change
In this transformation, an impor-
tant role has been played by Ruben 
Dishdishyan, head of the leading 

film production and distribution 
company, Central Partnership.

Ruben Dishdishyan does not 
frequently appear in the me-
dia. However, he kindly agreed 
to talk to the Armenian Reporter. 
The question for the 48-year-old, 
fit, and sharp producer was what 
makes a successful modern Ar-
menian businessperson in Rus-
sia tick? 

We ask Mr. Dishdishyan about 
his parents and his childhood.

My father and mother met 
in Stalingrad (currently Vol-

gograd) in the second half of 
the 1950s. They were build-
ers, rebuilding the city after 
the Second World War. My 
mother is half-Tatar and 
half-Russian. They might 
have stayed there, but my 
grandmother was dying, so 
my father went to Armenia. 
I was consequently born in 
Kazan’, Tatarstan, my moth-
er’s hometown. We relocated 
to Armenia when I was one 
year old. I lived in Yerevan 
until I was 30. I went to the 

From the art of survival to 
the art of moviemaking
Dishdishyan on Russia’s new lucrative film industry

Above left: Scenes 
from “Doctor 
Zhivago,” the 
Russian version of 
Boris Pasternak’s 
classic set amid 
the tumult 
of early-20th-
century Russia. 
Right: Ruben 
Dishdishyan.
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Chekhov School and to the 
Architectural-Building De-
partment of the Polytechnic 
Institute. My parents still 
live there, in Aygedzor. I vis-
it them 5 or 6 times a year.
And how did he come into the 

cinema business?
In 1989 some friends and I 

opened our own architectural 
company in Yerevan. Soon we 
started additional businesses, 
bringing VCRs to Armenia and 
even assembling them in Ar-
menia. In 1991 I felt that my 
relationship with my friends 
was in a crisis. We had misun-
derstandings on personal and 
financial issues. I went to Mos-
cow. It was a tough time. I did 
not have a job for a year. 

Then I suddenly learned 
that the TV series “Dallas” 
had been sold to several 
countries and had 27 show 
seasons. So I thought: “Why 
don’t they show ‘Dallas’ 
here in Russia?” I decided 
to buy the rights to “Dal-
las” for the Russian market. 
I had no idea about movie 
rights at that time. I did not 
know any English. I man-
aged to find out the contact 
details of the guy who had 
the rights. His name was 
Bill. He was in London. He 

This page and 
facing page: 
Scenes from 

“Taras Bulba” – a 
film based on the 
story by Nikolay 
Gogol first 
published in 1835, 
itself a historical 
drama set in 18th 
century amid the 
Cossacks’ fight 
with the Polish 
Empire.
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invited me over for a visit. 
With my friend who knew 
English, we gathered our 
last money and went to Lon-
don. Bill was very nice and 
lectured us for hours about 
the entire rights business. I 
was grateful. I was ready to 
do anything to get the rights 
for “Dallas.”
Bill agreed to give them to us for 

an enormous sum: more than two 
million dollars. He asked for 30 
percent more than the real price. 
We didn’t have any money any-
way; for us two million or one mil-
lion was the same. We signed the 
contract and went back to Russia. 
I had told Bill that I was represent-
ing several Russian TV channels. 
Of course this was not true. After 
I got the contract I went around 
negotiating with the channels. 
First I was not successful. Learn-
ing our predicament, Bill went on 
to help me, despite the fact that 
I had not been truthful with him. 
He did not have a choice: the con-
tract was signed and I was delay-
ing the payments. Finally I was 
able to sell the rights to the newly 
opened independent STS TV sta-
tion. I paid a major part of the 
down payment to Bill, and then 
things became easier.

I never earned anything from 
that first deal and did not even 
pay the entire sum – we renego-

tiated it afterward. But along the 
way I established major contacts, 
learned a lot about movie rights, 
and acquired unique experience 
for the future.

Mr. Dishdishyan goes on tell-
ing about his successful film 
projects. But first, he wants to 
talk about TV series. Accord-
ing to him, the 12-part “Doctor 
Zhivago,” which went on TV in 
2006, was a major success, and 
its international sales are grow-
ing. American audiences may 
remember the 1965 Oscar-win-
ning Hollywood version of Doc-
tor Zhivago with Omar Sharif.

After Zhivago Mr. Dishdishyan 
mentions “Master and Margari-
ta,” a 10-part TV film,  broadcast 
in late 2005. According to the 
producer, these were his favorite 
projects, and they are also com-
mercially successful. They are be-
ing sold to several countries.

Central Partnership has also 
engaged in controversial proj-
ects, such as Wolfhound, a fantasy 
about the Slavic past. One could 
find there borrowings from Star 
Wars, Harry Potter, Lord of the 
Rings, and other films.  The wan-
nabe blockbuster still didn’t fly. 
One of the most expensive film 
projects in Russia, it barely broke 
even. But Ruben is not upset. He 
mentions the film in passing, say-
ing that it has been sold to more 

than 20 countries worldwide and 
still will make a profit.

Recounting his films-in-the-
making, Dishdishyan becomes 
passionate. He mentions TV 
series that are either remakes 
or new takes on films that once 
upon a time were hits in the 
USSR: “Liquidation” and “Apostle.”

The setting of “Liquidation” is 
familiar from the 1979 series, 

“The meeting place cannot be 
changed” (Mesto vstrechi izme-
nit’ nel’zia), where the poet and 
bard Vladimir Vysotskiy played 
the role of the controversial head 
of the anti-banditry police unit 
in a post–World War II city rav-
aged by crime. The film became a 
cult classic thanks to Vysotskiy’s 
talent. His mere appearance was 
sufficient for the viewer to for-
give all the discrepancies of the 
series.

“Liquidation” is a story about 
military commander Georgiy 
Zhukov, to whom some attri-
bute the Allied victory in World 
War II, and who was exiled by 
Stalin to Odessa in 1946. Stalin 
was worried that Zhukov’s great 
charisma could challenge his 
power. In the film as the com-
mander of the Odessa military 
district, Zhukov has to deal with 
organized crime in the area.

There are several advantages to 
using Odessa as a setting: one 
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can utilize the famous Odessa 
humor, the scrumptious tradi-
tions of its strong Jewish heri-
tage, and its folk songs with a 
criminal coloring, all of which 
have a nostalgic significance for 
the Russian viewer.

The “Apostle” series, accord-
ing to Dishdishyan, echo the late 
1960s cult war spy series “Shield 
and sword.” A German spy un-
der surveillance suddenly dies. 
In order to bring to the surface 
the entire spy ring, Soviet intel-
ligence involves in the game the 
dead spy’s twin brother, digging 

him out of the Siberian Gulag.
These projects demonstrate 

that Russia is reevaluating its 
past movie traditions. Nostalgia 
for past films is overwhelming. 
They have prime time on TV and 
their quality is highly praised. 
There are at least three 24-hour 
cable channels devoted entirely 
to Soviet films. Their creative re-
makes are bound to be success-
ful in the local market.

Dishdishyan’s next example is 
from the more distant past: the 
18-part “Taras Bulba” is based on 
the epic tale by Nikolay Gogol. In 

the heroic story about the Dnepr 
Cossacks, a father kills his son 
for treason. The story was stud-
ied in Soviet schools, including 
Armenian schools, and is famil-
iar to every inhabitant of the 
former Soviet Union.

There exists a similar story in 
Armenian literature. In Raffi’s 
Samuel, the hero kills his par-
ents for treason. In the Soviet 
1930s’ “Pavlik Morozov” the boy 
betrays his father to the authori-
ties because his father is a rich 
peasant hiding bread from the 
hungry. Russians today don’t 
like the topic of fathers and 
sons betraying and punishing 
each other for politics. But one 
cannot deny that the cinematic 
qualities of the Taras Bulba sto-
ry are extremely promising. It is 
being shot by the renowned di-
rector Vladimir Bortko, the very 
same director who shot “Master 
and Margarita.”

Among the big-screen project 
makers Dishdishyan mentions 
Karen Oganesyan, who is de-
buting as a director with “I Stay,” 
Anna Melikyan, who just fin-
ished “The Mermaid,” and Anton 
Megerdychev, who did the sequel 
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to a local blockbuster, “Fighting 
the Shadow.”

“There are many Armenian 
names in your business. Is 
there any special policy you 
have vis-a-vis the Arme-
nians?”

Well, cinema is an interna-
tional art and business, so 
nationality does not matter 
much. What matters is the 
talent. But if I see an Arme-
nian name on the scenario, of 
course it catches my attention. 
The project gets the fast track. 
As for Karen Oganesyan, he 
has worked for several years 
as a film cutter. He read the 
scenario and said he wanted 
to do it. He even blackmailed 
me that if he were not given 
the project he would quit. My 
alternative director was also 
a novice, so the risk of giving 
Karen the opportunity was 
not that high. It proved to be 
the right decision: the film is 
going to be a huge success.
Anna Melikyan’s film has al-

ready been shown on Kinotavr 
– the main Russian internal film 
festival, and on the Moscow Inter-
national Film Festival. Anna Me-

likyan has directed and produced 
a few films and has won awards. 
According to Ruben, her new film 
will be a success, but what hinders 
the Russian new wave movies 
from conquering the internation-
al screen is that they violate some 
of the key rules, such as the happy 
ending requirement. Needless to 
say, it would be strange if the film 
whose title associates with the fa-
mous Danish fairy tale would have 
a happy ending.

Q: Do you do Armenian 
projects at all?

A: We did “My Big Armenian 
Wedding,” which despite its 
drawbacks is watched well in 
Russia but disliked in Arme-
nia. It did not find the right 
way of presenting Armenian 
humor and traditions. Also, 
allowing a view on them-
selves from beyond is not the 
strongest point of Armenians, 
particularly of the women.

This is not my only Arme-
nian project. For several years 
now I have been looking for-
ward to producing The Forty 
Days of Musa Dagh. It will be 
a great international success. 
Unfortunately, the rights of 

that oeuvre are in the hands of 
a person who so far has been 
refusing to accept our idea. 
But we do not abandon it and 
will be trying insistently.

If not “Musa Dagh,” per-
haps there could be some oth-
er projects based on the rich 
Armenian past.

None of them compares 
with “Musa Dagh” in terms 
of its cinematic qualities. The 
only other idea I have current-
ly is to make a film about the 
1988 earthquake with Karen 
Oganesyan.

Q: So how do you feel being 
part-Armenian and part-Ta-
tar? While on one hand Ar-
menians and Tatars have had 
a history of friendship, on 
the other hand, the capital of 
Tatarstan, Kazan, where you 
were born, is the very place 
where the ideology of Pan-
Turkism was also born in the 
beginning of the 20th centu-
ry. Do the two parts of your 
identity fit well together or do 
they fight?

A: I have never thought 
about my origins from that 
angle. I feel totally comfort-

This page and 
facing page:Scenes 
from “Fighting the 
Shadow” – a crime 
drama set in post-
Soviet Russia.
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able with my identity. Of 
course I am Armenian rather 
than Tatar. I like the Tatars, 
I have great friends among 
them, such as the star actress 
Chulpan Khamatova. But I 
feel myself Armenian, a Rus-
sian-Armenian. I am a citizen 
of Russia of Armenian origin.

Q. What would you wish for 
the readers of the Armenian 
Reporter? 

A. I wish them to follow the 
events that concern us all. To 
build networks and alliances. 
To know about each other. We 
lack connections, we are too di-
vided. I am not in politics, I am 
not interested in power games. 
I love Russia, my country, and 
Armenians, my nation. I want 
us Armenians to use the op-
portunities that present them-
selves because we all belong to 
the same nation in different 
parts of the world.
Why would Ruben Dishdishyan, 

unusually for the people of his 
trade, be so fixed on the great clas-
sical literary work as a basis for 
his new projects? One could find 

On this page: 
Scenes from 

“Wolfhound” – a 
miniseries set in 
Russia’s medieval 
past.
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a business reason in his approach: 
the new Russian culture lacks 
branding, whereas the old classical 
stories can be easily converted into 
brands. But the interview dem-
onstrated another reason: his be-
lief that one can make a profit on 
complex projects. The movie mar-
ket does not have to be orientated 
only toward the lowest common 
denominator. The new Russian 
cinema has a chance to present to 
the world an alternative success 
story – a story where the viewer 
is educated by the producer, rather 
than the producer is the slave of 
the market trends and of the plum-
meting standards of viewers’ tastes. 
Thus, Ruben Dishdishyan brings 
another meaning to the thorough-
ly mocked concepts of “new Rus-
sians” and “new Armenians.” f

This page: Scenes 
from “Master 
and Margarita” 

– an adaptation 
of Mikhail 
Bulgakov’s 
seminal work 
of the same 
name. The book 
and the film are 
part biblical 
interpretation, 
part satire, and 
part love story, 
portraying a 
reluctant Savior, 
a devil incarnate, 
and his agents 
causing havoc in 
Stalin-era Moscow, 
and a woman who 
seals a pact with 
the devil to rescue 
her loved one 
from human evil.
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Satellite Broadcast Program Grid 16 – 22 July
Watch Armenia TV  
on Dish Network.  
To get a dish and subscribe,  
call 1-888-284-7116 toll free.

EST PST

10:30 7:30 Good Morning, Armenians!

11:30 8:30 News in Armenian

11:58 8:58 The Clone- Serial

12:44 9:44 Super Duet

13:07 10:07 Big, Fat Armenian Wedding

13:30 10:30 The Making of a Film 

14:07 11:07 Armenian Film

15:44 12:44 News in Armenian

16:12 13:12 Cool Program

16:33 13:33 The Week

16:58 13:58 News in English

17:16 14:16 Exclusive

17:38 14:38 The Century

18:02 15:02 When the Stars Dance/Concert, repeat/

19:08 16:08 The Clone- Serial

19:54 16:54 News in Armenian

20:22 17:22 Yo-Yo

20:30 17:30 Women in Love - Serial

21:15 18:15 News in English

21:33 18:33 In Reality

22:09 19:09 Belissima - Serial

22:52 19:52 Express

23:22 20:22 Blitz

23:38 20:38 News in Armenian

00:06 21:06 Cool Program

00:26 21:26 Super Duet

00:49 21:49 Big, Fat Armenian Wedding

01:12 22:12 The Making of a Film 

01:35 22:35 Armenian Film

03:26 0:26 Before Sleep

04:00 1:00 News in Armenian

04:25 1:25 The Century

04:44 1:44 Exclusive

05:07 2:07 Armenia-Diaspora
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Satellite Broadcast Program Grid 16 – 22 July
Watch Armenia TV  
on Dish Network.  
To get a dish and subscribe,  
call 1-888-284-7116 toll free.
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ce

by Tania Ketenjian

“Armenian dance” may evoke mem-
ories of  weddings and church ba-
zaars – a line of men and women, 
pinkies clasped together, throwing 
one leg or two up and following the 
steps of the leader who is usually 
carrying a scarf of some sort, wav-
ing it in the air as he or she prances 
about. Sometimes, a bold person 
enters the center of the circle and 
shows off his moves, tossing a foot 
up, and slapping it with his hands, 
jumping down onto the floor and 
rising back up. Armenians know 
the dance well; it’s in their blood, 
and the pleasure associated with 
taking part is rarely diminished.

The tradition of Armenian dance 
goes back centuries, and for a few 
hours on a Saturday evening in 
San Francisco, the community at 
large had the opportunity to expe-

rience these traditions as specta-
tors at the Palace of Fine Arts.

Most of the crowd at the Arme-
nian Folkloric Dance Ensemble 
performance was of Armenian 
heritage. As one walked through 
the room, the familiar sound of 
hushed Armenian voices could 
be heard, families greeting each 
other, babies being held, priests 
making their rounds.

People of all ages had come to 
see the dancers from the Vanoush 
Khanamirian Dance School and 
hear singer Razmik Mansourian. 
A young man, Minas Bekerejian, 
who had recently moved from 
Beirut to San Francisco reflected 
on how much the performance 
spoke to his soul, “The klots, the 
beautiful colors, the traditional 
music. I feel at home seeing this 
performance. I feel comfortable, I 
can feel my grandparents when I 
see this.” And that sentiment was 

felt by many in the crowd who 
clapped along with the dancers 
and evidently felt their Arme-
nianess.

The performance consisted of 
some 16 individual dances, all 
quite different from each other 
but all connected by the same 
roots. Vanoush Khanamirian’s 
definition of Armenian dance en-
compassed dances from regions 
close to modern-day Armenia 
that are now in Iran and Georgia. 
The music played that night was 
not all familiar to Western-Arme-
nian  ears. 

Brilliant costumes
The costumes were brilliantly 
crafted. In one performance, the 
women wore flowing white dress-
es, gliding across the stage like 
angels or swans. In another, the 
dresses were made of green velvet 
with golden embroidery.

From the Caucasus to San Francisco, 
dancers celebrate life with joy and gusto

A sense of history through dance.
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The men seemed less elegant, 
more macho and militaristic. They 
had a  strong presence and fit well 
on stage. They often wore vests 
and usually one performer carried 
the ubiquitous red scarf in hand. 
In one dance, called Ossetian, 
all the female dancers moved in 
a circle in unison, as if held per-
fectly together, sinuous and seam-
less, moving on an invisible hinge. 
There was nearly a trompe l’oeil 
where the dancers seemed like 
they were flying.

In another dance, Old Tbilisi 
Scenes, a woman dressed clearly 
as a westerner was tempting her 
very eastern courtiers. These were 
men dressed in traditional klots, 
doing their best to woo this fair 
maiden, as they tried to upstage 
each other with brilliant foot 
movements. The movements and 
energy of the men were remark-
able, well choreographed and 
executed. In fact, this particular 
dance ensemble came from Los 
Angeles where there is one of the 
largest Armenian communities in 
the diaspora. These dancers from 
Vanoush Khanamarian Dance 
School have performed all over 
the country. As an onlooker, one 
would never suspect that this en-
semble is from America. The danc-
es are so aptly reproduced, one 
almost feels like they are moving 
back in time.

A young woman named Susan-
nah from Uzbekistan was over-
joyed at seeing the performance. 

“The dancing, the music, the cos-
tumes! I used to always watch-
these on Youtube and now I can 
see them in person.” 

Also attending was a woman 
from Nebraska, Wendy Bantam. 
Her love for dance led her to this 
performance. Having never seen 
Armenian folk dancing, she was 
curious and ultimately amazed at 
what she was seeing. “You feel a 
sense of place, a sense of history 
when you see these dances. We 
don’t have that here in America. 
And even though I cannot under-
stand the words, I know there is 

a story, a beautiful story within 
these movements.”

One thing that stood out tremen-
dously in each of the dances was 
the beautiful use of hands. Women 
and men used their arms creating 
a sense of growth, of fantasy, like 
flowers moving with the wind. 

Mansourian on stage
Along with the dancing, the per-
formance included several solos 
by the well-known and respected 
baritone, Razmig Mansourian.  
Mansourian walked onto the stage 
with the presence of a substantial 
singer. He is evidently passionate 
about singing and it came through 
in his voice. As he sang of love 
and loss, of longing and lament, 
he moved across the stage much 
like an actor might, changing his 
movements with the words he 
belted out from a place beyond 
his vocal chords. The crowd was 
fixated, silent, and reverential 

and Mansourian seemed right at 
home.

Some of the most fundamen-
tal ways to hold onto culture and 
understand its history is through 
the arts. In a single movement, 
in collected moments, count-
less stories are told and passed 
on. Art allows for these stories 
to be accessible and maintained 
regardless of language or age. 
Armenians have survived many 
persecutions, and in spite of that, 
they relish in celebration. As 
Hartley Appleton, another guest 
at the performance, noted, “This 
performance is a vivacious cel-
ebration of life.” 

Armenians know that life is 
precious and they believe that 
dancing is a way to celebrate life 
and embrace the past. That is 
precisely what happened at The 
Palace of Fine Arts that Saturday 
night: a celebration of life was en-
acted on stage. f

A dancer weaving  
a story with her 
hands.

A taste of different 
cultures.




