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Iranian Festivals and Political Discourse
under the Abbasids

Massimiliano Borroni (Universita Ca’' Foscari Venezia, Italia)

Abstract Celebrations of the two main festivals of the Iranian calendar, Nawr(z and Mihragan,
are part of the general phenomenon of presence of Iranian strands in social and political culture
of the Abbasid centuries. Through a critical approach to the sources, the author verifies the as-
sumption that Iranian festivals were a politically relevant element of Abbasid culture and customs.
The political relevance of Nawriz and Mihragan is then discussed with regard to its relations with
contemporary Islamic political discourse as awhole, in order to verify two recent interpretations of
Islamic political theory and practice in the formative centuries. Sources hereby considered lead to
the conclusion that Nawriz and Mihragan are clearly embedded into Abbasid political discourse.
Those festivals, in fact, concurred to the construction of a hierarchic legitimacy. At the same time,
incompatibility or competition between them and Islamic political theory remained merely excep-
tional.

Summary 1. Opening Remarks. - 2. Nawrtz and Mihragan Occurrences in Abbasid Literature.
- 3. Competitive Celebrations in the K. Murtg al-Dahab. - 4. Gifts and Celebrations: Political and
Religious Issues. - 5. A Clue of the Financial Relevance of the Iranian Festivals. - 6. Al-Muhtadi’s
Rejection of Mihragan. - 7. Concluding Remarks.

Keywords Abbasid. Festival. Nawrdz. Politics.

1 Opening Remarks

It is a well documented fact that Iranian festivals were incorporated in the
etiquette of the Abbasid courts? and that they were celebrated in private
circles orbiting caliphal palaces. Moreover, it can be soundly argued that
Nawriiz? and Mihragan - respectively New-year’s day and Autumn day of

1 The definition of courtly social environments for the Early Islamic age is still in develop-
ment. I will adhere here to the work of E1 Cheikh (2010) on the court of al-Mugtadir for a
first outline of courts and private circles in the Abbasid era.

2 This festival is most commonly called by sources of the centuries hereby considered as
Nayruz or Nawrtz alternatively. The former is by far more common than the latter and, in
my translations, I left the name of the festivals spelt as I found it. In my commentary I fol-
lowed the customary spelling in scholarly studies, that is Nawrtz. The spelling of Mihragan
is unequivocal.

DOI10.14277/2385-3042/15p



Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie orientale, 51, 2015, pp. 5-24 ISSN 2385-3042

the Iranian calendar - were part of Umayyad courtly life as well.3 Nev-
ertheless, mentions of Iranian celebrations abound in Abbasid literature
and that is hardly surprising. The revolution which ultimately brought the
Abbasid dynasty to caliphal power had its homeland in the eastern lands of
the Iranian plateau.* It is also accepted that the Abbasid era saw a revival
of Iranian customs at the caliphal court (Yarshater 1991, pp. 54-74) and
that the political customs of the long lost Sasanian empire were regarded
as the main model for the caliphs who were, in many ways, conceived as
their moral heirs.

It should be stressed here that this does not mean that the ancient kings
were behavioural models in competition with the Prophetic sunna. The dis-
tinction between these two figures, Prophet and King, is attested through-
out the cultural production of the time. In this regard, al-Azmeh has recently
argued that caliphal authority should be considered as the Muslim expres-
sion of royal power «in alliance with the sacred» (al-Azmeh 1997, p. 9) and,
therefore, not a sui generis institution but a set of «specific redactions and
inflections of a generality, that of sacral kingship and ecumenical imperial-
ism» (al-Azmeh 1997, p. 15). On this point al-Azmeh disagrees with Crone,
who retains the source of the state in Muslim polities of the medieval era
to be Islam itself (Crone 2004, p. 8). This debate is tangent to the subject
of this article, but we will focus on the significance of Iranian strands in
Islamic political and cultural life and their relation to the broader ideologi-
cal context. The subject has been increasingly studied in the past years,
with special regard to pre-islamic Iranian heritage of theorizations about
kingship in the Abbasid era. From a general point of view D. Tor (2012)
argued that the Abbasids, as well as the dynasties that later inherited the
actual government of the empire, found in Iranian kingly traditions a much
needed tool for legitimization independent from the Islamic background
while not antagonist with the Islamic background of the political thought
of the time. How deep their need for legitimization was and, more impor-

3 Asnoted by al-Azmeh, we can find mention of this practice in a couple of works composed
in the Abbasid era (al-‘Askari, Awa’il, pp. 34, 38 and 50; Ibn al-Zubayr, Dahd’ir, pp. 4-25). It
is anyway beyond reasonable doubt that the custom of gift-giving at Nawriz and Mihragan
was alive under the Umayyads, since the fiscal reform of ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 65/685-86/705)
included those gifts among the taxes abolished by the decree. As my scope is here limited
to the Abbasid centuries, I just wish to point out that these festivals were already politically
relevant under the Umayyads and that it can be argued that were part of Umayyad courtly
life. The political and economical relevance of gift-giving practices in general is not peculiar
to the early Islamic state (Cutler 2001).

4 The nature of this uprising and its original aim has been subject of debate throughout
all the history of this field fo studies, both in regard to the ethnic composition of Abbasid
supporters and to the actual leading role held by the Abbasid branch in its beginnings. Here
I will focus on the Abbasid era until the mid-fifth/eleventh century, when the Seljuk Turks
closed the formative period of the caliphal institution (Wellhausen 1927; Shaban 1970; Agha
2003; Daniel 2007).

6 Borroni. Iranian Festivals and Political Discourse under the Abbasids
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tantly, the causes of such necessity are questions laying beyond the scope
of this article. It will suffice here to say that the Abbasid establishment
as a whole felt an ideal link with the kingly tradition of ancient Persia. By
mean of this connection, Abbasid elites sought both teachings on sound
administrative practices (Duri 2011, pp. 124-141) and legitimization of their
authority (Tor 2012).

The subject of political authority in the Abbasid era has been addressed
in recent years also by S. Ali (2008) who, while not dealing with Iranian
strands in the political and cultural Islamic milieu, sees two competing
models of sacrality in Abbasid society. The first, labelled by Ali as monothe-
ist, is the model of the masayih and nussak, who recognized power and au-
thority to one absolute deity only. The second, labelled as henotheist, toler-
ated and even favoured the emergence of secondary authorities structured
in a state hierarchy. This second kind of authority would gain strength from
open or implicit statements of transgression against its monotheist coun-
terpart. It would also be reminiscent of ancient Near-Eastern traditions.
I would not go as far as Ali goes in defining patrons and caliphs as «other
deities» (Ali 2008, p. 18) to be supplicated. I believe that his definition con-
cedes too much to the religious aspects of power, somehow disregarding
what is eminently political and, by doing so, it posthumously favours the
point of view of masayih and nussak. Nevertheless, in some of the examples
I put forward in this article a tension of uncertain intensity emerges in the
coexistence of the authority of rulers on one side and of the Islamic law
and the masayih on the other. Alj, in his article, speaks of two competing
systems of sacrality operative in Abbasid society. Since these two systems
actively managed to construct power, it seems that he is defining as well a
couple of voices dealing with the issues of political legitimacy.

These two broad statements on the political life of the Abbasid age, elabo-
rated by Tor and by Alj, are the framework in which I am going to answer to
the main questions posed in this paper, that will be centred on the role of
Iranian festivals, namely Nawrtiz and Mihragan (Cristoforetti 2009, 2013),
in the political discourse of the Abbasid era. I will consider this pair because
they are the most frequently encountered ones throughout Abbasid litera-
ture. In addition, according to sources, they shared with each other most of
their peculiar features, for instance gift-giving practices, royal dignity and
being date marking the beginning of seasons (pseudo-Gahiz, Tad, p. 149).

Firstly, I aim to verify whether Iranian festivals were a key element in po-
litical life of the Abbasid courts in ways similar, for instance, to the adoption
of titulature of Sasanian origin (Madelung 1969). Even though the political
relevance of the aforementioned revival of ancient Iranian customs, titles
and symbols has been studied in several of its particular expressions and,
recently, also as a unitary phenomenon in its own right, the role of Iranian
festivals at the Abbasid courts still lacks a dedicated study. The political
relevance of Nawriz and Mihragan may not be unexpected, but it still

Borroni. Iranian Festivals and Political Discourse under the Abbasids 7
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awaits source-based evidence that would allow us to evaluate the scale
and nature of their political meaning.

Secondly, I intend to discuss the relation between the celebration of
Iranian festivals, that are unequivocally of non-Islamic origin, and Islamic
political theory on the basis of available literary sources, in order to assess
how the well-attested celebration of Nawriz and Mihragan in the Abbasid
milieu operates on two fronts. On one side, the assimilation of Iranian
kingship ideals in Islamic polity addressed by Tor and, on the other, the
competition between the two different systems of legitimacy of rulers, be
they caliphs, amir or high functionaries, and masayih, as defined by Ali.

From the methodological point of view, I will rely on a variety of literary
oeuvres composed in the Abbasid era. I will analyse those passages that
seem to show in a straightforward fashion the political weight of these two
celebrations, thus including sources drawn from biographical dictionaries,
belletrist literature and madih poetry. The unsure truthfulness of the infor-
mation derived from some of these sources is, of course, problematic and
it will be dealt with on a case by case basis. This seems the most suitable
approach because the sources we will study are heterogeneous in nature.
As a general rule, I will attempt to address the imaginative expression of
political thought of the authors considered, assuming them to be repre-
sentative of wider sections of Abbasid society.

2 Nawriiz and Mihragan Occurrences in Abbasid Literature

As a matter of fact, the celebration of Iranian festivals is well attested
throughout the Islamic age in its entirety and mostly in the Abbasid age
(Shahbur 2012). But, given the limited scope of the present article, only
some texts will be considered. I favoured those texts I believed to be more
politically eloquent. Even so, I tried as much as I could to reflect the variety
of themes and genres of the general harvest of sources about Nawrtuz and
Mihragan that I collected during the writing of my doctoral dissertation on
Nawruz. These two festivals can be found in most kinds of belletrisitic pro-
duction of the Abbasid period. Occurrences are common in poetry, with spe-
cial regard to madih poems, and in adab prose, in which Nawriiz, Mihragan
and their customs are treated sometimes as topics of their own, and some-
times as the context for courtly anecdotes. A larger portion of these passages
revolves around courts of the mid third/ninth century, but later caliphs, such
as al-Radi, are nevertheless adequately represented. A few sources describe
popular celebrations, but a generalized lack of interest of our authors in
the matters of the ahl al-‘amma puts a limit to the information on popular
celebrations of these two festivals that can be drawn from literary sources.
Still, at least in the case of Nawriz, it can be said that it was already present
in early Islamic Mesopotamia before the so-called Abbasid revolution.

8 Borroni. Iranian Festivals and Political Discourse under the Abbasids
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3 Competitive Celebrations in the K. Muriig al-Dahab

First, let us consider an anecdote from the K. Murtg al-Dahab by the
fourth/tenth century® historian and literate al-Mas‘udi (al-Mas‘udi, Murtg,
vol. 8, pp. 341-342). Speaking of the days of al-Radi’s caliphate (r. 322/934-
329/940), he relates a tale heard from Abu al-Hasan al-‘Arudi, who nar-
rates of a Mihragan that started out in quite a disappointing way for the
caliph. According to this report, al-Radi was laying in his halls alone, while
the amir al-umara’ Abu al-Husayn Bagkam® was loudly celebrating his
Mihragan in his house nearby the Tigris. The caliph, concerned with the
increasing ambitions of Bagkam, to prove the reality of those dangerous
intentions to his mu’addib, showed him a newly minted dirham,” saying
«Know that the only power belongs to the great prince and lord of the
people Bagkam». Then, al-‘Artidi managed to comfort al-Radi by recalling
histories of the caliphs of the past and of the kings of Persia, though he
wisely avoids ill words against Bagkam. In the end, the caliph accepted
his suggestion to re-establish his caliphal prestige when he heard of the
example of al-Ma’mun:

«Oh Prince of the Believers, is there any reason why you should not do
what al-Ma’mun said on this very day in these verses?

Let us offer to the boon-companions, reunited around venerable people,
A husrawani wine, for this is a husrawani festival (‘id)!

5 According to the Encyclopedia of Islam, s.v. «al-Radi bi-l-lah», the only surviving ver-
sion of K. al-murtg al-dahab was completed in the year 332/943, thus making it an almost
contemporary source to the caliphate of al-Radi (Pellat 2012). In any case al-Mas‘ud1 was
born between 280/893 and 283/896 and died in 345/956, hence he was alive and working
during the caliphate of al-Radi.

6 Abu al-Husayn Bagkam is a Turkic amir al-umara’ appointed by al-Radi himself in 326/938.
He maintained the office for almost three years until Ragab 329/April 941, but his career
started at a very young age as a giulam in service firstly of Makan and later of Mardawig
(Canard 2014). Mihragan was not the only Iranian festival celebrated by Bagkam, as we
have testimony also of his celebrations, complete with gift-giving, of Nawriiz and even
Sadag, a winter festival that appears to be less commonly referred to in Arabic sources
(Cristoforetti 2003, pp. 126-127).

7 The source seems to suggest that this coin was minted on that very day. The author of
K. al-tag openly states that new coin minting was among the features that made Nawriz
more important than Mihragan, along with the opening of the fiscal year, lightening of
bonfires and water spilling, the assignment of prerogatives, the start of new buildings and
a sort of sacrifices (pseudo-Gahiz, Tad, p. 149). Yet, it may be possible that celebratory mint-
ing activity took place on the day of Mihragan as well. Since the celebrations and customs
of Mihragan in the centuries of Early Islam are even more neglected by scholars than those
related to Nawriz, it does not seem possible to say anything conclusive on the matter for
the time being.

Borroni. Iranian Festivals and Political Discourse under the Abbasids 9
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Send away those who drink zabib - their taste is different from ours
indeed!
What I drink, I know it to be haram and I beg forgiveness to God,
to whom belongs all gratitude.
What they drink, they think it halal! And so they regrettably commit
two faults. »

This tale amused the caliph and made him happy again. Then he said
«You spoke the truth! To give up on pleasures on this day would be [an
act of] weakness». He then called for his boon-companions and sat in
the hall of the throne, by the river. It was the merriest celebration I ever
witnessed. All those taking part in it, boon-companions, singers and
buffoons received dinar and dirham, robes, perfumes and other good
things. Lastly, the gifts from Bagkam arrived, in the form of rarities from
the land of the ‘agam, and that was a happy day.

The value of Iranian festivals for political legitimacy can be felt in sev-
eral aspects of this passage, so it may be worthy to lay them out. First
of all, the fact that Bagkam celebrated Iranian festivals is coherent with
the political aims attributed to him by the text. His ambitions are clearly
embodied by the newly minted dirham. His upbringing at the daylamite
courts of Makan and Mardawig allows us to take for granted that he was
well aware of the customs of Persian nobility. Of course, it would be naive
to assume this source to reflect a historically true event in its details, but
what concerns us here is to prove that the significance of Iranian festivals
was part of a shared ideal horizon in which the political struggle took
place. The politically competitive goal of the Mihragan hosted by Bagkam
was not ignored neither by al-Radi nor by his old mentor. It is noteworthy
that we can find further proof of al-Radi’s sensitivity towards Iranians fes-
tivals in the K. ahbar al-Radi. Abu Bakr Muhammad al-Suli writes that, on
Nawrtiz day 323 higri, corresponding to 28th March 954 CE, he exacted
an oath from his brother al-‘Abbas. The oath was immediately ratified and
handwritten by the gadi Abu al-Qasim at the presence of the wazir and of
al-Suli himself (al-Suli, Ahbar al-Radi, p. 66). The fact that al-Radi chose
Nawrtz day to exact his brother’s oath of allegiance is hardly insignificant.
Al-Rad1’s understanding of the political implications of the Mihragan of
Bagkam is made clear by the fact that we find the caliph already embit-
tered by the loudness of the party and rightly worried about his growing
ambitions. The caliph accepted the advice to look to his ancestor, the
much more powerful caliph al-Ma’mun (r. 196/812-218/833), but it is note-
worhy that he was ultimately refferred to the older example of the kings
of Persia. This shows us how the customs of the ancient kings, as they
were conceived at the time of the Abbasids, could be reclaimed as part of
the Abbasid heritage, passed on by the caliphal family from al-Ma’mun to

10 Borroni. Iranian Festivals and Political Discourse under the Abbasids
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al-Radi. By following those illustrious examples, the caliph re-established
himself as the apex of the hierarchical chain. The plan achieved clear suc-
cess with the delivering of precious gifts from Bagkam. It is to be noted
here that al-Radi did not reciprocate the gifts, but, rather, distributed their
wealth among his own companions. This confirms that the meaning of the
gifts sent from Bagkam, be they historically real or not, is the recognition
of the authority held by the caliph.

Another aspect I wish to point out is the denomination husrawani, derived
from the word husraw which comes «directly from Persian, referred to the
greatest of the akasira [ancient Great Kings of Persia] and meant a kind of
drink or a very fine, royal silk used for clothing and used to cover the Ka‘ba
in the late first-seventh century» (Morony 2012). It seems clear that these
celebrations are unequivocally defined on the regal and cultural level rather
than on the religious one. The text says that the only religious concern that
those festivals could arise in the eyes of al-Ma’mun was not any form of hid-
den Zoroastrianism, but rather the sinful custom of wine-drinking. In other
words, we could say that celebrating Mihragan and Nawriiz could make
of you a sinner, but it still did not make you zindig. This opinion was not
unanimously accepted, and some pious ‘ulama’ saw in those celebrations
elements of open rejection of the Muslim faith, as we will see below. Any-
way, the merits of those festivals, in the eyes of Abbasid high society, were
derived from their being royal, ancient and Persian. Even when al-Ma’mun
sang with satisfaction of haram aspects of these celebrations, possible con-
nections to Zoroastrian religion seem to remain far from the mind of our
author. The fact that Nawrtiz and Mihragan did not share an only vague
link with pre-Islamic Persia, but a more precise integration to the kingly
ideals, embodied by the Great Kings in traditional history of ancient Iran,
inherited and developed by early Islamic culture (Yarshater 2012), lays also
in several accounts on the origins of such festivals, that, almost invariably,
have Nawrtiz and Mihragan established by legendary deeds of the two main
kingly figures of Iranian mythology, Gam&id or Afridin.?

4 Gifts and Celebrations: Political and Religious Issues

The idea that Iranian festivals were linked to confirmation or, in other
cases, correction of state and courtly hierarchy was common in the cul-
tural milieu of the time. This is the mindset that underlies one of several
anecdotes that the section on gifts from the K. al-Mahasin wa al-Addad
reserves to gifts of Nawruz received by al-Mutawakkil (232/847-247/861)

8 Abbasid narratives on the subject are not scarce. For instance, see al-Biruni, Atar, pp. 215-
216; Tabari, Ta’rih, vol. 1, p. 179; pseudo-Gahiz, Mahasin, pp. 359-365; al-Ragib al-Isfahani,
Muhadarat, vol. 4, p. 567; Ibn al-Atir, Kamil, vol. 1, p. 76; al-Hamadani, Muhtasar, p. 278.

Borroni. Iranian Festivals and Political Discourse under the Abbasids 11
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(Pseudo-Gahiz, Mahasin, p. 372). In these pages, we are told that the caliph
received several gifts from his functionaries, but here we will focus on his
reaction towards a colourful dress and a golden broach, received from al-
Halid al-Muhallabi. The caliph, appreciating the gift, tried it out and said:

«Mubhallabi, I wore this [gift of yours] to make you happy and you said
“Commander of the faithful, if I would be your assistant when you
are in need of valiant men, I would show you my value. How grand a
Commander of the Faithful you are”, but, even better than any other
[saying], I recall the words of ‘Abdallah al-‘Abbasi: “On this day we
give lords and great people. [Therefore] I must donate all that I can
to my Lord”». Having said that he asked for ten thousands dirham
to be brought to him and divided them for the people of Mecca and
Medina. This was one of his best deeds.

Since the source of this text may not be as reliable as al-Mas‘udi is when
he writes about his contemporary caliph, we must limit ourselves to un-
derline the binary role of Nawrtz gift-giving in courtly life. The dialogue
describes it with a briefness betraying its didactic intention. On one side,
the appreciation displayed by the caliph grants al-Muhallabi a chance to
make his request: the final goal of his precious gift is to advance in rank,
by virtue of a closer association with al-Mutawakkil. On the other side,
the reply of the caliph openly states the core concept of the main courtly
custom of Nawrtz, that is gift-giving. Through it, each member of the elite
re-enacted recognition of the authority held by his superior.

One reason to be wary of historical truthfulness of this anecdote is the
fact that al-Mutawakkil himself expressed much less enthusiasm for the
celebration of Nawriiz and Mihragan, according to a source drawn from
K. al-agani. The protagonists involved in this anecdote (al-Isfahani, Aghani,
vol. 23, pp. 211-213) are the caliph, the poet ‘Ali b. al-Gahm,® his life-long
rival Marwan Abu Simt b. al-Ganib b. Abi Hafsa!® and ‘Ali Muhammad b.
‘Abdallah b. Tahir.®* The two main protagonists are ‘All and Marwan and
this clash between the two poets is part of the extensive story of their
rivalry, that usually saw ‘Ali on the defending side, making the expenses
of Marwan’s satirical genius. ‘All b. al-Gahm was the descendant of an

9 Arab poet whose father came to Baghdad from Khorasan during the caliphate of al-
Ma’'mun. He met his luck as a court poet only during the reign of al-Mutawakkil and this
may be due to his hanbali sympathies, but, even under al-Mutawakkil, he struggled with
more than one enemy at court, ultimately falling in disgrace (Gibb 2012).

10 He was known also as Marwan al-Asgar and he came from a family of courtly poets and
excelled in the genre of hija’ (Bencheikh 2012).

11 Exponent of the Iraqgiline of the Tahirid family, sahib al-shurta from 237/851 until 255/869
(Bosworth 1996, p. 168).
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Arab tribe originally from Bahrain, whose father moved from Khorasan to
Baghdad to be appointed as state official starting under the caliphate of
al-Ma’mun. The passage from K. al-agant goes as follows:

‘Al b. al-Gahm told a gasida in honor of al-Mutawakkil: «Let the time
renew itself and make the Mihragan a most happy ‘id! ».

This verse was then repeated by Abu Simt b. Abi Hafsa [in front of al-
Mutawakkil] and the caliph summoned ‘Ali b. al-Gahm. Al-Mutawakkil
said: «‘Ali, explain to me your words ‘and make the Mihragan a most
happy ‘id’. Is it the Mihragan a festival (yawm ‘id) or a day of amuse-
ment (yawm lahw)? Indeed festivals are those God imposed on man,
as is the case of al-Fitr or al-Adha, or Friday or the days of Tasrig. On
the contrary, Mihragan and Nayriz are festivals (a‘yad) of the Magiis.
Therefore, it is not appropriate to tell the caliph of God in his adora-
tion and the caliph of the envoy of God in his community: «make the
Mihragan a ‘id».

‘Ali b. al-Gahm did not listen, but, when [those] words were reported
to him, he replied:

«We are your supporters from the family of Khorasan! First to fight
and brave men!
We are the sons of this black flag?? and the people of the praised
party. »

Then Marwan said: «If it is true that you had a seat in the praised as-
sembly, how comes that Qahtaba killed your grandfather and crucified
him among the enemies of the Abbasids?». Al-Mutawakkil asked «Did
really Qahtaba kill your grandfather?» [‘Ali b. al-Gahm replied:] «No! I
swear it by God, Commander of the faithful». [The caliph] then turned
towards ‘Ali Muhammad b. ‘Abdallah b. Tahir and said: «Is what Marwan
said true?». Muhammad answered: «Well, even if it had been as he said,
what guilt would be upon ‘Ali b. al-Gahm? God already killed all your
enemies and preserved your allies». al-Mutawakkil laughed and said
«You testified, God did so indeed.»

The anecdote closes with a handful of verses in which Marwan insists
on accusing Ibn al-Gahm of having falsified the history of his family and
suggesting his own ancestors as true old friends of the Abbasids. We can
not be sure if the willingness of Ibn al-Gahm to celebrate Mihraddn pre-
dated his lucky days at court, or if he just found it convenient to embrace

12 The Abbasids standards were, as it is well known, the black banners and the colour itself
became the official symbol of their regime (‘Athamina 1989, p. 307).
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a custom that we know from other sources to have been al-Mutawakkil’s
as well. In addition to the words from K. al-mahdasin wa al-addad, fur-
ther proof can be found in the K. al-diyarat. In this case our interest lies
in a very vivid description of the celebration of a Nawrtz. Specifically,
al-Sabustl describes with some detail the performance of samaga for al-
Mutawakkil. The samaga was a sort of lively and even grotesque mimic
show that took place around a central figure, while the latter spilled money
on the participants, who were probably masked and performed some kind
of grotesque comedy, the nature of which remains unclear. Al-Sabusti re-
lates of a saumaga that grew intense to the point of having people actually
touching al-Mutawakkil, under the eyes of his guards.That negligence for
the personal safety of the caliph, scolded him both for the waste of money
and the disregard of his own safety. Amidst his anger, the general left the
hall and his friends run after him, worried that his usual strictness may,
on that day, cost him dearly. Eventually, the general returned to the main
hall, though he was not entirely placated, only after the caliph managed
to find a more secure way to enjoy the samédga from a distance (al-Sabust],
al-Diyarat, pp. 39-40; Ahsan 1979, pp. 270-271).

We are still left in doubt whether to consider sincere ‘Ali b. al-Gahm’s
sympathy for Mihragan, but it still may be considered a clue, suggest-
ing that the lines of disagreement over the Islamic acceptability of these
celebrations did not run along those of juridical factions. Otherwise, one
would expect a proto-hanbali ‘alim, such as Ibn al-Gahm used to be, not to
exhort the caliph to celebrate Mihragan. As a matter of fact, we should at
least take it as a possibility that the verse is a later attribution. Even so,
it is striking that Ibn al-Gahm reacted by defending himself with a proud
reclaim of his hurasani roots and of his family’s early support to the Ab-
basid cause,® while having been accused on the basis of a figh argument.
It does not seem convincing to say that it constituted nothing more that an
attempt to leave a field where Ibn al-Gahm did not have many chances to
defend himself. While he can not be considered among the finest jurists of
his time, Ibn al-Gahm was not at all lacking in figh competence nor it was
impossible to defend those celebrations on a sharaitic level.

On the sunni side the final words will be, centuries later, those of al-
Gazali, who declared the lawfulness of extra-islamic celebrations, pro-
vided that the Muslim who performs them is sure in his heart that he
does not mean any revival of Zoroastrianism (al Gazali, Kimiya, p. 407).
In years closer to al-Mutawakkil’s caliphate, a similar reasoning can be
found in a madih composed by Ibn al-Rumi for his main patron ‘Ubaydallah

13 The family of ‘Ali b. al-Gahm and the Abbasid family shared both the Arab origin and
the provenance from Khorasan. ‘Ali b. al-Gahm to claim a hurdsdni identity appears coher-
ent with the statement by al-Biruni that the Abbasids were a hurasani dynasty (al-Biruni,
Kitab al-Atar, p. 213).
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b. ‘Abdallah b. Tahir.* The prominent poet Ibn al-Rumi composed several
poems praising him and his celebrations of Iranian festivals. Ibn al-Rumi’s
poem (Ibn al-Rumi, Diwan, vol. 6, p. 1818) is particularly interesting due
to the logical and dialectical style of his poetry (McKinney 2004, p. 78),
that lays out for us the arguments elaborated in order to defend and praise
Iranian festivals as hosted by his long-time patron:

I offer as gift my celebration to the Nayriz and Mihragan, as they
visit you,
To fully thank you, because you exalted them without leaning on the
border [of sin].
While honouring them you did not pass through the religious door,
but through the mundane door!
By how are they celebrated they seem like the two [Islamic] festivals
[1dan],
And they are not festivals of prayer, but an occasion for your
generosity and your gifts.

I will later discuss these verses, proving that at least some people needed
to justify these celebrations, while dealing with the second question posed
in this paper, that is the application of the model theorized by S. Ali.
For the moment, let us focus again on the quarrel between Ibn al-Gahm
and Marwan because, if we have ground to say that he deliberately pre-
ferred to move the dispute on the field of familiar rank, we also need to
take into account the fact that his first accuser followed him on the same
debate. Indeed, Marwan left the legal dispute and embarked in a difficult
and unfruitful attempt to discredit his adversary’s genealogical claim. In
other words, Marwan clearly saw the rebuttal of Ibn al-Gahm as valid and
moved to find a way to undermine it. I suggest that the issue with «telling
the caliph [...] to make of the Mihragan a ‘id» is problematic in relation to
the status held by the speaker. It may be here that, with his unfortunate
verse, Ibn al-Gahm was behaving as a member of al-Mutawakkil’s closest
entourage at a moment when he did not enjoy such position. So, this could
be the reason why it made sense for him to claim a right to social proximity
by virtue of his familiar history. ‘Al1’s claim raised a valid point, one that
Marwan had to confute at its very basis. In short, if the grandfather of Ibn
al-Gahm supported the Abbasid cause in its very first days, ‘Ali b. al-Gahm
should have been allowed a position among the closest companions of the
caliph, and, consequently, a right and duty to participate in those celebra-
tions. Conversely, to claim such right is an unwanted attempt to grab such

14 He is another ‘iraqi exponent of the Tahirids, who held the title of sahib al-surta in the
years 253-255/867-869 and 266-271/879-884 (Bosworth 1996, p. 168).
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status. In this frame the distinction between yawm ‘id and yawm lahw
may well mean the distinction between exclusive and politically relevant
celebrations and merely recreational ones.

As we have seen, some sort of opposition to the celebrations of Iranian
festivals was present in Abbasid society. In this last anecdote, it is little more
than a dialectical trick to cover an attack on the personal level. In other cases
a similaridea seems to be more substantial. A rare, unequivocal case can be
found in the report of the protest staged by three pious men, who, according
to al-Hat1ib al-Bagdadi, resolved to «Fasting on the day of Nawriuz, staying in
the main mosque and repeating “This is the ‘id of musrikin”. They did so in
order to differentiate themselves from the musrikin» (al-Hatib al-Bagdadsi,
Bagdad, vol. 8, p. 476). Al-Hatib al-Bagdadi had to explain the initiative of
these three pious men and this is hardly surprising: similar behaviouris only
rarely found in Abbasid narratives.’® On the contrary, sources are ripe with
recordings of poetical greeting, accounts of celebrations held by a variety of
men of high status in the Abbasid state, and gifts, received by people of high
rank and then shared among their companions.

5 A Clue of the Financial Relevance of the Iranian Festivals

Mentions of gifts of Nawriiz and Mihragan are very common in adab pas-
sages dealing with those two festivals, and they appear as the main tool for
recognition of authority on these two days. Moreover, it seems that money
spent in gifts of Nawriiz and Mihragan for the caliph was an important in-
vestment. Let us consider, for instance, the numbers laid out in the severe
audit carried out by Abu al-Hasan ‘All b. ‘Isa, while checking the personal
and professional expense record of Ahmad ‘Ubaydallah Hasibi (Ibn Miska-
wayh, Tagarub, vol. 1, p. 156). When the audit began, ‘All b. ‘Isa had just
managed, for the second time in his life, to hold the vizirate, under caliph
al-Mugtadir (r. 295/908-320/932). One among his first acts was to summon
his predecessor, Ahmad Hasibi. He went through his personal income and
expense record. At the end of the audit Ahmad Hasibi confirmed the num-
bers provided by Ibn ‘Isa, but they still may be over-exaggerated. Even so,
at least the proportion between the several categories of expenditure must
have been credible in the eyes of the author and the reader and maybe that
also it was realistic as well in fourth/ninth century, when the dialogue took
place according to Miskawayh. The balance provided is as follows:

15 Fasting on the day of Nawriz could be a practice not far from outright heresy. Al-Tabari
attributes it to the teachings of Qarmat (al-Tabari, Ta’rih, vol. 13, p. 2129). Of course, this
can be an accuse intended to depict his followers as dangerous innovators keen to subvert
natural and social order. Anyway, it is symptomatic of a suspicious attitude towards fasting
practices on extra-Islamic festivals.
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He had disbursed each month in permanent expenses 2500 dinars, total
for fourteen months 35,000 dinars. For occasional expenses, presents,
maintenance of establishment with cost of perfume and wearing ap-
parel 20,000 dinars. Cost of ground added to his dwelling and of build-
ing thereon 40,000 dinars. Presents for the Persian New Year’s day and
Autumn [i.e. Nawriz and Mihragan] to the Caliph, the two princes (his
sons) Abu al-‘Abbas and Harun, the Queen mother, her sister, Zaydan
and Muflih, 35,000 dinars. Cost of mules, horses, camels, eunuchs and
slaves, 10,000 dinars. Money spent on officers of the vizier’s palace,
such as deputy-chamberlains, doorkeepers, messengers, and presents
to mounted men and infantry, 20,000 dinars.*

As we can see from these words, gifts of Nawriiz and Mihragan were rel-
evant enough to make a separate category of expenditure, to that they
could be presented as the second biggest expense per year. It should also
be noted that the gifts that appear in this list are mainly those reserved
for the caliphal family. That is because, to quote the words of K. al-Tag,
«It is the right of the king to receive gifts at Nayriz and Mihragan»
(Pseudo-Gahiz, Tad, p. 149). A concept that was so essential to these fes-
tivities that is stated twice in the book, at the opening of the chapter on
the Iranian festivals.

6 Al-Muhtadi’s Rejection of Mihragan

Because of this tight connection with kingly authority, it is interesting
to consider the only case known to us of a caliph who decided to refuse
those gifts. It happened under the short caliphate of al-Muhtadi (255/869-
256/870), whose «austerities and devotion to business are well known
[...] less well known is his endeavour to re-establish the religious policy
of his father, al-Watig» and, more precisely he actively managed «to pro-
mote a non-traditionalist Hanafism» (Melchert 1996, p. 337). At some
point during his brief caliphate al-Muhtadi refused even to accept gifts
for the Iranian festivals and we find proof of that in a poem by al-Buhturi
(206/821-284/897), in which he praises harsh policy of al-Muhtadi. As a
side note, the very same poet praised the celebrations of those festivals
under a few of al-Muhtadi’s predecessors. Here are the verses (al-Buhturi,
Diwan, vol. 2, p. 677):Y

16 This translation is taken from The eclipse of the Abbasid Caliphate (Amedroz, Margo-
liouth 1921, p. 175).

17 First of all I would spend some words on the dating of the poem. The curator says in
a note that it should be in 256/869-70, but it is noteworthy that, just one year earlier the
days of Pilgrimage fell between 21st and 25th November 869, very close to the Mihragan,
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You refused the gifts of Mihragan and not in order to have many
people renounce their profit.
You are an enemy to the festivals of the lost ones and if you did not
choose the right guide (huda) you would not have been an enemy to
them.
The road of the Pilgrimage welcomed the troops who followed it,
those that are close and those that are far away.
The duty of the Pilgrimage was light and sweet, when they
accomplished it after the gihad.

It is striking that the poet needed to explain the refusal and the reasoning
behind it. Since he felt such a need, one may say that al-Muhtadi’s innova-
tive position on the matter could be misunderstood quite easily. The argu-
ing in favour of al-Muhtadi’s refusal of the gifts of Mihragan seems in-line
with his religious policy. Al-Muhtadi supported only hanafi scholars and
this attachment to a single madhab is peculiar. For instance, al-Mutawakkil
favoured a broader approach, appointing or confirming in their positions
scholars of various schools, as he tried to reconcile those factions under
his authority rather than to impose his own view as common denomina-
tor. Al-Mutawakkil’s policy may be further confirmed by the previous pas-
sage from K. al-Aghani. Al-Muhtad], instead, almost invariably appointed
hanafi ‘ulama’ (Melchert 1996, pp. 334-338). The opposition of the latter
to extra-islamic courtly celebrations is understandable in the light of the
political value of Iranian festivals and ancient Iranian kingly tradition as
a whole, because, as a way to provide the caliph with further legitimacy
not rooted in sharaitic orthopraxy, it constituted an actual bypassing of
their cultural sphere of influence and expertise. It is not unexpected that
those belonging to more influential schools wished to see the Caliph rely
on a purely sharaitic legitimacy even more than other ‘ulama’. As Tor puts
it, «this formative time witnessed the transfer of the religious authority
of the caliphate to the nascent Sunni clerics - the ‘ulama’» and Iranian
festivals acceptance or refusal was part of this wide, long-term process.
It is in those centuries that, according to Ali, occurred the interaction,
«far from being ill or dysfunctional», between the two voices of masayih
culture and courtly life. Since the second voice is, in Ali’s view, mainly
devoted to construct for powerful figures, first of them all the caliph, an
authority valid enough to coexist with the one of the only God, it appears
a legitimate application of his model to study how Nawriiz and Mihragan
fit this scheme, as means of construction of political authority. It has to be

falling on the 20 du al-qa‘da/30 October. I am not expecting to say anything conclusive on
this matter, but, since the poem itself speaks of a very recent Pilgrimage and the Arabic
edition does not explain the reasons for choosing 256/869-70 over 255/868-69, I think that
its dating may need to be revised.
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noted that Ali, in his paper, bases his theorization mainly on the analysis
of madih poetry and architectural elements, leaving aside the ancient
Iranian cultural elements that pervaded Abbasid royal courts. He set out
to look for texts and architectural elements that present the authority of
caliphs and important elements of Early Islamic elites as conflicting with
God’s authority. On a theoretical level this appears contradictory with the
idea, expressed by Tor, that the adoption of ancient Iranian symbols did
not actually conflict with «Islamic legitimacy», but rather was a useful
addition to the set of political tools of the Islamic rulers of those centuries.

7 Concluding Remarks

On the basis of the sources above analysed we can clearly identify two
cases of raw opposition to the celebrations of Iranian festivals in the cited
passage from K. ta’rih Bagdad and in the verses by al-Buhturi dealing with
al-Muhtadi’s refusal of the gifts of Mihragan. Both of them originate from
the idea that these two festivals are inherently incompatible with sharaitic
orthopraxis and they constitute a valid example of the «pious», «monothe-
istic» voice analysed by Ali, exclusive towards the idea of authorities other
than God’s. Actually, this voice managed at some point to take control of
the court and this suggests us that the quite rigid division between courtly
vision of religion and that of pious masayih does not take into account the
productive interaction between different milieus.

The model needs more complexity if we consider the rest of our sources,
which describe courtly gift-giving and celebrations. The verses attributed
to al-Ma’'mum by al-Arudi may, to some extent, provide new ground to
Ali’s theory of a mundane authority competitive with Sari‘a and asserted
through explicit violation of sharaitic prohibitions. Yet, this would leave
unexplained why al-Ma’mun would feel the need to ask in advance for
divine forgiveness and why he attributes an even double infraction to the
drinkers of zabib. If ‘henotheist’ authority is asserted through illicit action
would not the Caliph claim to be the first in this field? The two speeches
attributed to al-Mutawakkil and the verses by Ibn al-Rumi in praise of
‘Ubaydallah make it clear that at least a third voice is speaking, and quite
loudly, in the sources. In these three cases the effort of the author aims,
with different strategies, to merge extra-Islamic celebrations and divine
authority. In the K. al-aganti this is achieved through a speculative distinc-
tion between religious days of ‘id and mundane days of lahw. The course of
the debate at the presence of al-Mutawakkil suggests that that distinction
had also a practical meaning, in distinguishing celebrations of the inner
circle of the caliph’s powerful entourage from parties of purely recreational
nature. The second speech attributed to al-Mutawakkil openly connects
the authority of the great men and its hierarchy with the Only God, from
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whom it descend. No conflict, competition or tension exists in the eyes of
the anonymous author when he shows a paradigmatic example of the flow
of authority, from God on High to the Caliph and from him to his courtesan,
through the performance of a husrawani custom.

Lastly, in the case of the tahirid ‘Ubadyallah, we see him praised pre-
cisely for having removed from Nawriiz and Mihragan those elements
that, according to the ‘henotheist voice’ should constitute the basis for
the construction of his sacral authority. Instead, Ibn al-Rumi praises the
efforts made by his patron to harmonize the customs of Iranian festivals
to the precepts of divine authority. In conclusion, while the pious voice is
heard in our sources, the henoteistic side seems to hush and can instead be
heard the voice of those who eased the inclusion of ancient Persian ideals
of rulership (Tor 2012, p. 146) into Islamic political thought and practice.
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Abstract The article is devoted to the critical analysis of the book The Armenian Massacres in
Ottoman Turkey: A Disputed Genocide by Guenter Lewy who aims to deny the undeniable fact of
the horrendous genocidal events in Western Armenia at the end of the nineteenth and beginning
of twentieth century. The textological study of the work against the background of the cultural-
historical facts characteristic of the period reveals Lewy's policy of language use and his strategy
of affecting the perception of the readers unaware of the essence of the events instigated by the
Ottoman authorities. Implementing his long-range persuasion tactics, Lewy tries to expand the
Turkish viewpoints by introducing his ‘truth’ about the Armenian Genocide into the work. The ex-
amination of the linguistic facts in Guenter Lewy's book brings out his intention of distorting the
historical reality.

Summary 1. Introduction. — 2. Textological Study of Interpretations of the Armenian Genocide:
Gunter Lewy. — 3. Interpretation or Misinterpretation?. — 4. Lewy's Strategy of Persuasion. — 5.
Conclusion.
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1 Introduction

The recognition of the Armenian Genocide is one of the key and intricate
problems on the Armenian national agenda, often spoken and written
about. A variety of political, historiographical, psychological and social
analyses has been conducted, a profound mass of venerable literature has
been created, thereby introducing the issue to the international communi-
ty and drawing the consideration of both Armenian and foreign scholars.!

In the scientific elaboration of the problems, connected with this all-
important issue, the Armenian historical and journalistic thought has
undoubtedly recorded great results. At the same time a broad range of
work has also been done in different languages.

Steps taken by different international organizations towards the world-
wide recognition and condemnation of the Armenian Genocide, although

1 Cf. Gellner 1983; Hovhannisian 1986; Dadrian 1994, 1995, 1999; Nersisyan 1998; Ayva-
zyan 2004; Sassounian 2005.
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not persistent at times, in a wider sense do have some political and legal
value from the perspective of the promotion of the international process of
its condemnation; they try to have a positive impact on the Armenian-Turkish
reconciliation. However, as we try to assess the situation rationally we may
see that these developments sometimes take the wrong path and appear as
occasionally pronounced untrue statements, comments and even detrimental
stereotypes. It should be mentioned that such statements and comments,
printed or broadcast, willingly or not, distort the historical truth and disori-
entate the world community. For instance, on an occasion of the Genocide
recognition act one may hear: « What shall we do with the six million Kurds
there once the land is returned?». Or the repeatedly pronounced «the recog-
nition of the Genocide cannot be in a day or in a year [...], first Turkey should
change [...], Turkey must admit the Genocide». These and other erroneous
comments (Anon. 2014) may form a wrong view among the public that once
Turkey fails to admit the Genocide then the whole issue comes to an impasse,
or that Turkey should change before the problem is solved.

It is no wonder that Turkey does everything to hinder the extension of
the matter, in particular the recognition of it by a vast direct or indirect
anti-Armenian propaganda having the denial of the Armenian Genocide
as a top priority for the Turkish government.? It is interesting to note
that Kamuran Gururn (1985) - a Turkish political figure and historian, a
vigorous proponent of the anti-Armenian propaganda - avoids the term
‘genocide’ and titles his book The Armenian File on a reason that in the
Turkish diplomacy the concept ‘Armenian cause’ does not exist at all. An-
other vivid example is H.B. Danisman’s (2005) interpretation of the issue.
With the use of a rhetorical question in the title of his book (An Armenian
Question...?) immediately followed by a speech act of suggestion (Let’s
Consider...!) the author reveals his distinct communicative goal: to cast
doubt on the fact of the Armenian Genocide which, according to him, is
still apt to be challenged, as well as gets the reader involved in the inves-
tigation of the facts intentionally distorted by himself.

It is no secret that with the ups and downs of the Turkish-American
relations the world media restrain or unleash anti-Armenian publica-
tions aimed at defending the Turkish denial of the Armenian question and
tend to please the Turks. In this respect, particularly noteworthy are Le
Monde, Le Figaro, The Times and other papers and media agencies which
by dint of various linguistic means and stylistic tricks of journalistic and
research narrative, by applying various principles and methods, present
the historical events in their own preferable light and deny the undeniable
truth (Scheffer 2012).

2 The Turkish Ermeni Arastirmalar: Enstitiisii agency’s website suffices to prove this:
http://www.eraren.org (2014-03-07).
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With such an abundance of materials on the Armenian Genocide, nev-
ertheless, some aspects of the issue need a thorough examination. Today
special attention should be given to the study of linguistic facts which
are key elements of the textual mechanisms of perversion and distortion
of the historical events. And although the legitimate cause of the Arme-
nian Genocide issue is one of the most significant goals of the Armenian
historical and diplomatic thought, and the historical, political and diplo-
matic outlooks of Armenian scholars have attracted no less attention, the
study of the textual mechanisms (words, expressions, syntagmatic units
and syntactic constructions, terms and toponyms, as well as all kinds of
stylistic devices) is quite timely and ardent.

In the present study, the units of language are examined both from lin-
guistic and pragmatic viewpoints with the aim of improving the process
of the interlingual communication and promoting its efficiency which in
a broader sense will hopefully pave the way to mutual understanding.

2 Textological Study of Interpretations of the Armenian Genocide:
Gunter Lewy

In the world media and different publications, as well as in diplomatic
correspondence, the perception of the implied meaning obtained by an
uncommon combination of linguistic signs is largely enhanced by the
perspective research spheres of speech acts and implication theories of
communication, so common in linguistics for the last few decades (Lev-
inson 1983; Griffiths 2006; Widdowson 2007, etc.). An attempt is made
within an interpretive approach to view the text from the positions of
the speaker’s/author’s (i.e. one who reproduces lingual signs) persuasive
impact and the listener’s/reader’s (i.e. one who interprets lingual signs)
perception. The textual analysis of perverted facts in various interpreta-
tions and commentaries needs a thorough, comprehensive and systematic
approach which also implies a reference to the historical outlook of the
problem as to a corresponding element of the vertical context of the given
text (Akhmanova, Gubbenet 1977; Gasparyan 2013).

The textological analysis of diverse interpretations is quite a new and
important statement in the research of the issue under consideration
and is aimed at studying the linguistic expressions of various attitudes
towards the issue of the Armenian Genocide. This will give an opportunity
to bring the truthfulness of the assessments to light, as well as identify
the linguistic means and textual methods of distorting the real facts.3

3 Attempts have already been made along these lines, though unfortunately not in a sys-
tematic way. Cf. Ayvazyan 1998; Hovhannisian et al. 2001, pp. 11-34.
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The focus of our investigation in the present article is Guenter Lewy’s
‘opus’ The Armenian Massacres in Ottoman Turkey: A Disputed Genocide
(2005), which has the denial of the Genocide in its core. Although Lewy
claims his position as being completely unbiased and his aim as disclosing
the truth, his truth, is obviously far from being true.

As is the case with various books on the same issue, this work by Lewy
catches the reader’s attention with its very title.# Apparently, any written
work in its entirety is rendered as a unified text, and the title itself, as the
heading of that text, reflects the main quest of the book and the author’s
own stand towards the problem in dispute. And as any title suggests the
conceptual contents of the text, as well as the author’s intention and is also
meant to bring together and unite its various parts, the appropriate per-
ception and rendering of the title can rightly be considered the first step
along the process of the adequate perception and understanding of the
conceptual and cognitive entirety of the work. If in some cases the issue
in question and the author’s evaluative approach may by various linguistic
means be encoded, hence implicitly expressed in the title, in Lewy’s work
they are almost explicitly manifest. It might seem, at first sight, that by
using the expression «a disputed Genocide» the author merely records the
confronting approaches to the fact of the Genocide available in the scope
of the discussion of the issue. But, viewing the title from the ‘whole’, the
correlation between the ‘parts’ reveals the author’s negative point and its
intrinsic tendency to plant seeds of mistrust against the historical reality.

Lewy makes absolutely groundless efforts to support his observations
with a statement that «no authentic documentary evidence exists to prove
the culpability of the central government of Turkey for the massacre
of 1915-16» (p. 250): whereas there are numerous documents pertaining
to the issue. They are mostly being kept in the archives of the former em-
bassies of the European countries to Turkey and in other files.> Among the
immense collection of diplomatic correspondence relating to the fact of
the Genocide, the three volumes entitled The Armenian Genocide; Turkey’s

4 In our studies we have had the opportunity to highlight the significance of a heading of
any text, including various surveys on the Armenian Genocide. Cf. Gasparyan S. et al. 2011;
Gasparyan, Gasparyan 2010, pp. 40-47; Gasparyan G. 2011.

5 Not long ago the Museum-Institute of the Armenian Genocide published a great number
of documents from the historical-diplomatic archives of the Italian Ministry of Foreign
Affairs concerning the Armenian issue in the period from 1913 to 1923. Italy turned out to
be one of the superpowers of the time in whose archives a notable amount of documents
related to the Armenian Genocide and the Armenian issue at large have been preserved.
Unfortunately, they have so far been unknown to the Armenian readers and professional
circles, with just a few exceptions. Investigations showed that these documents are gathered
and presented there under the general title of Armenia - an interesting fact speaking for
itself, especially from the view that Western Armenia, though having lost its statehood in
the Ottoman Empire, is however perceived as Armenia (http://www.genocide-museum.am/
arm/italy-document.php [2014-03-07]).
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Responsibility and the Liability of the World; Documents and Comments,
edited by Y. Barseghov (2002, 2003, 2005) - a professor of International
Law, PhD in Law - are especially prominent. They include documentary
evidence which shed light on both the facts of planning-preparing and ex-
ecuting the Armenian Genocide. These documents, from the embassies of
the world powers, provide proof, irrefutable from political and diplomatic
viewpoints, about the Turkish government being undoubtedly responsi-
ble for the policy of extermination of Armenians from Western Armenia
in 1915-1923 and for the consequent events thereof.

Document no. 634 (Barseghov 2003), for example, represents the re-
port (dated 20 December 1915) of Germany’s Consul to Aleppo to the
Reichskanzler von Bethmann Hollweg. It includes the overt statement of
the Commissar of Home Affairs in charge of the deportations: «We need
Armenia without Armenians». According to the Consul, the Turkish Gov-
ernment has consistently pursued that very principle.

According to another document (no. 655), A. Mikoyan, a member of the
Caucasian Regional Committee, reports to Lenin that the Turkish Govern-
ment follows a policy of extermination of Armenians as a result of which
«Turkish Armenia is devoid of Armenians» (Moscow, December 1919).
In yet another document (no. 642; Tiflis, 26 July 1918) General Kress von
Kressenstein, the Head of the German military mission in the Caucasus,
reports to the Foreign Ministry about Germany’s complicity in the mas-
sacres of Armenians and states that Germany must take measures to
prevent the extermination of one and a half million of Christians by the
Turkish authorities, otherwise the public opinion, as well as history will
hold Germany partly responsible for sharing the guilt in the atrocities
perpetrated against Armenians in 1915.

Was, then, Lewy entitled to «open up new perspectives», as he claims,
and convey «reliable» information to the reader about the Armenian prob-
lem if he was unaware of or even inadequately familiar with, willingly or
not, the preceding and many other available sources and documents (both
Turkish and Western)? The answer is an unequivocal «No». The best proof
for this ‘No’ is the survey ‘endeavoured’ by Lewy himself and the false-
hood of his statements.

3 Interpretation or Misinterpretation?

Interestingly, portraying the conditions the Armenians in Western Armenia
were in until the beginning of the nineteenth century, Lewy records details
of their economic, legal, moral and pshychological state. Although, in the

mentioned period:

Armenians had not suffered from any systematic oppression. They were
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second-class citizens who had to pay special taxes and wear a distinc-
tive hat, they were not allowed to bear or possess arms, their testimony
was often rejected in the courts, and they were barred from the highest
administrative or military posts. The term gavur or kafir (meaning un-
believer or infidel) used for Christians had definite pejorative overtones
and summed up the Muslim outlook. (Lewy 2005, p. 4)

As can easily be seen from the passage, the social state of Armenians in
the Ottoman Empire towards the beginning of the nineteenth century
was in fact unbearable. So was the attitude Turks showed to the ‘“un-
believers’. Introducing the synonymous units of the word gavur (kafir)®
(unbeliever or infidel) into the text, thus stressing its negative value,” the
author reaffirms that it really was a humiliating and vilifying atmosphere
the Armenians in the Ottoman Empire lived in. The word gavur having
obvious pejorative overtones sums up the Muslim outlook on Christians
as it also referred to other minorities of the Ottoman Empire like ethnic
Greeks, Syrians, Bulgarians, Serbs, etc.

However Lewy does not seem to worry about these facts. He chooses to
rely on Ronald Suny’s (1993) words according to which:

despite all discriminations and abuses, for several centuries the Arme-
nians had derived considerable benefit from the limited autonomy made
possible by the millet system. (Lewy 2005, p. 4)

He ignores the fact that Armenians, who had been living in the land of their
ancestors for thousands of years, who had created a rich civilization and,
being endowed with creative talents, were the preeminent regional power,
were disqualified as second-class citizens whose rights could be violated
at every step, and who were not even a nation but an ‘ethnic minority’
from a Turkish perspective. Does Lewy really fail to understand that as a
result of the seeds of hostility planted by the authorities, a sense of ‘aliens
deprived of any rights’ was sure to be rooted in the public perception with
regard to minorities;® that the government’s pre-planned activities would

6 The Arabic kafir is interpreted as «unbeliever, infidel». Cf. Encarta World English Dic-
tionary 2007.

7 This Arabic borrowing kafir entered into the Turkish language and spread as gavur still
back in the second half of the sixteenth century. It is used in contemporary Turkish in the
same meaning as infidel «an offensive way of referring to smb. who does not believe in what
the speaker considers to be the true religion» (Oxford Dictionary 2001, s.v., p. 665) and has
several orthographic variances (giaour, gawur or ghiaour).

8 The presence of expressions like ‘Armenian bastard’, ‘Armenian sham’ in the colloquial
Turkish speech testify to that. Cf. Dink 2009, p. 58. The unveiled contempt and animosity
towards the gavurs have even penetrated into Turkish sayings, proverbs and songs. Cf.
Gordlevskiy 1909, p. 116.
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reach their goal, and Armenians would change from their status of ethnic
minority to a common public enemy, as the Turks qualified them; and fi-
nally alongside with other ethnic minorities would be viewed as a threat
to the security of the Empire? Moreover, the Empire suffering from the
syndrome of land-losing had already adopted the conviction that ethnic
minorities like Armenians who were a constant threat to the State should
not, to put it mildly, exist and grow in number. Such a policy was sure to
bear in Armenian souls a longing for independence from the Empire. It is
no wonder H. Dink (2009, p. 59) wrote that «Armenians were the last of
the peoples of the region to wake up and the one to suffer the grossest loss
[...] Armenians seem to have paid by their national tragedy for all nations
broken from the Ottoman Empire ».

Lewy, apparently, could not evade the negative side of the matter; never-
theless, by quoting R. Suny’s point, he tries to persuade the unsophisticat-
ed reader that the millet system had been rather beneficial for Armenians
and that black clouds darkened the clear sky of the Empire by Russia’s
intrusion and with the liberation movement in Bulgaria.

Matters came to a head in the wake of the Bulgarian revolt against Otto-
man rule in 1876. Reports reaching the West about the ferocious manner
in which the rebellion had been suppressed helped solidify the image
of the ‘terrible Turk’. Russian public opinion clamored for help to the
Southern Slavs, and in April 1877 Russia declared war upon Turkey. The
commander of the Russian army invading eastern Anatolia was a Rus-
sian Armenian, Mikayel Loris-Melikov (his original name was Melikian).
The Russian troops included many Russian Armenians; Armenians from
Ottoman Anatolia were said to have acted as guides. The spread of pro-
Russian sentiments among the Armenians of Anatolia, who hoped that
Russia would liberate them from the Turkish yoke, was well known. All
this alarmed the Ottoman government and raised doubts about the reli-
ability of the Armenians. The transition from ‘the most loyal millet’ to
a people suspected to be in league with foreign enemies was complete.

(Lewy 2005, p. 7)

As the context of the passage shows, it is by the Bulgarian revolt itself, the
Armenian-Russian relations and the Armenians’ desire for liberation that
Lewy tends to explain the gradual disappearance of the image of the ‘toler-
ant Turk’ and the birth of the notion of the ‘terrible Turk’. From his posi-
tion he reckons this situation intolerable for Turkey. He is convinced that
it was the foreign intrusion that made the Turkish government mistrust
Armenians. This idea is particularly emphasized in the author’s utterances
of doubt and concern («alarmed», «raised doubts about the reliability of
the Armenians», «suspected to be in league with foreign enemies»). In
fact, the author indirectly cajoles the crime of the Ottoman Empire; he
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does not take into account that crimes against humanity never have (and
in no case can have) extenuating circumstances.

There is an emphasis on the Armenian desire to cast aside the Turkish
yoke in Lewy’s further judgments as well. Thus:

The new friendly relations between the Dashnaks and the CUP sur-
vived even a new massacre of Armenians in Adana and other parts of
Cilicia that took place in the wake of a conservative countercoup in
April 1909. (Lewy 2005, p. 33)

Lewy tries to present the matter as if the good relationship of the
Dashnak Armenians and the Young Turks remained stable even after
the massacres of Adana and elsewhere in Cilicia in May 1909. Albeit he is
sure that Armenians led by the Bishop of Adana were seeding animosity
towards the Muslims and called for actions against them. Lewy’s ‘convic-
tion’ that from 1909 Armenians had launched military actions against
the Young Turk government is revealed by the quote:

For some time, it appears, the leader of the Armenian community of
Adana, Archbishop Musheg, had urged his people to acquire arms, had
voiced chauvinistic ideas, and had engaged in what was perceived as
contemptuous behavior toward the Muslim. (Lewy 2005, p. 33)

However this idea of Lewy can be argued, for the true history of Ar-
menians, documented in various sources and proved by testimonies of
witnesses, manifests that landslide atrocities in Cilicia had already un-
veiled the actual nature of the Constitutional government of the Young
Turks: they had already proved to be the devoted followers of the former
Sultan-ruled Turkey. Consequently, after the massacres of April 1909
there could be no way for good relationship (Simonyan 2012).

At the same time, he overlooks the other side of the issue: Armenians
were growing more and more distrustful for future as they sensed the
effects of the mistreatment on their own back. They found themselves
in a situation where they deeply sensed they could face a real threat at
any moment of time. The discouraging official policy towards Armenians,
the unhealthy psychological condition of being deprived of their rights in
their own land, humiliation and the authorities’ bias to see an Armenian
trail behind any threat could, of course, reinforce the desire for freedom
and dignity in Armenians and push them to self-defense.®

9 Thus General Andranik’s characterization of Turks comes of no surprise: «I cannot trust
any Turk ever; even if they descend from heaven you have to make them understand, with
the sword in your hand, that they have no right to ravage your property, trample the fair
rights of individuals and of an entire people». Cf. Kalayjian 2008.
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Reflecting on the correlation of the Armenian Genocide and the Jewish
Holocaust, Lewy denies that Hitler undertook the extermination of the
Jews following the example of the Ottoman strategy. The key argument
for this denial by Lewy is that there exist no facts or proofs of Hitler ever
saying: «Who still talks nowadays of the extermination of the Armeni-
ans?». Thus:

In the context of outlining Germany’s need for Lebensraum (vital
space) and the destruction of people standing in the way of this ex-
pansion Hitler is supposed to have said: «Who still talks nowadays of
the extermination of the Armenians?». This statement is frequently
quoted to suggest that Hitler felt encouraged to pursue his plan to
exterminate the Jews of Europe because the world did not punish the
Ottoman Turks for their annihilation of the Armenians. (Lewy 2005,

pp. 264-265)

Lewy, who denies any relation between the first Genocide of the twen-
tieth century and the Jewish Holocaust, is certainly not unaware of
Hitler’s statement where the latter confesses his longing to secure a
Lebensraum for Germany by way of exterminating the Polish speaking
Jews and hopes it will eventually fall into oblivion tomorrow just like
the Armenian Genocide which is hardly recalled today. Lewy does not
seem to consider George Olivia Forbes’ (a British official in Berlin) tel-
egram to the Foreign Office of Britain where he quotes Hitler’s words.!°
Nor does he consider the fact that the same message from a General of
the German Staff had also been received by M. Lawner, the American
representative of the Associated Press. Lewy does not even care for
the publication of it in The New York Times on 24 November 1945, or
for the fact that in 1945 the Nuremberg Trial admitted the protocol as
L-3 Exhibit USA-28 and the German original of the document is kept in
Baden-Baden.?

This denial by Lewy undoubtedly has its reasons: he either tries to win

10 On 22 August 1939, introducing his plan of neutralization of the Polish Jews Hitler
said he had instructed his mortal combatant squadrons to kill Jewish men, women and
children of Poland implacably and unhesitatingly because it is the only way to secure
the ‘vital space’ - the Lebensraum they need. And in this very context has he uttered the
following words: «Who still talks nowadays of the extermination of the Armenians?». Cf.
Lochner 1942.

11 Joseph Godman, an American historian, has referred to this expression by Hitler after
the World War II in his book The Armenian Genocide in the World War I emphasizing and
drawing parallels between the Nazi and Turanian crimes (Kalayjian 2008, p. 274).

12 Akten zur Deutschen Auswartigen Politik 1918-1945, Sr. D, Bd. 7 (Baden-Baden 1956),
pp. 171-172. Cf. also Kalayjian 2008, p. 273.
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the compliments®® of Turks or, due to «the call of the blood »,* adheres to
the exceptional view adopted by the Israeli officials.’® He is ‘convinced’
of the truthfulness of his conclusions and for that very reason he states
further in his writing:

Other scholars have lined up on one side or the other of this controversy
which must be regarded as irresolvable. The Armenian attempt to see in
this purported remark by Hitler a link between the Armenian massacres
and the Jewish Holocaust therefore stands on a shaky factual founda-
tion. (Lewy 2005, p. 265)

Here too Lewy tries to impose his opinion on the reader. By emphasizing
that the idea of finding any relations between the Armenian Genocide and
the Jewish Holocaust is baseless, he introduces his own negating attitude
into the context with the help of the modal verb «must» and adds negative
flavour to his words by concluding that any attempt by Armenians to «link»
the two phenomena «stands on a shaky factual foundation». As the larger
verbal context of the passage shows Lewy thus tries to make his readers
believe that his highlight of the facts put forward by Armenian historians
has revealed their inconsistent and unreliable nature.

A question is naturally bound to arise here: is the acceptance or the
denial of the correlation itself that matters most? Isn’t it more important
for an ‘honest’ and ‘truthful’ scholar like Lewy to condemn any genocidal
crime committed against humanity?

13 In this respect words of praise for Lewy’s book by F. Balci and A. Akgul are notably
interesting. For them it is unbiased, falsehood-free, based on historical facts, embodiment
of truth. Cf. Balci, Akgul 2007. However, as A. Kechichian informs, Lewy has been lavishly
rewarded by Turkish authorities and, which is more paradoxical, received an award for
«Fighting crimes against humanity» (http://www.turkishweekly.net/article/186/book-
review-the-armenian-massacres-in-ottoman-turkey-a-disputed-genocide.html [2014-
03-07D).

14 The expression «the call of the blood» has been literally translated from Armenian by
the author of the present article in association with the idiomatic title of Jack London’s Story
The Call of the Wild.

15 On 10 April 2001, The Turkish Daily News published a statement by Shimon Peres - then
Israel’s Foreign Secretary - confirming that he sees no relation between the presented
evidences for the Holocaust and the Armenian Genocide: «Nothing similar to the Holocaust
occurred. Itis a tragedy what the Armenians went through but not a genocide» (http://www.
mfa.gov.tr/israeli-foreign-minister-shimon-peres-statement-on-so-called-armenian-
genocide.en.mfa [2014-03-07]).
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4 Lewy’s Strategy of Persuasion

I start with the assumption that the various decrees issued by the gov-
ernment in Constantinople dealing with the deportation and its imple-
mentation are genuine and were issued in good faith. The Ottoman Gov-
ernment, I am inclined to believe, wanted to arrange an orderly process
but did not have the means to do so. (Lewy 2005, p. 252)

The author is consistent in implementing his strategy of persuasion. He
tries in every possible way to seem to be standing on neutral grounds
but the biased presupposition has already formed a firm conviction in
him which, he believes, rests on the information in official documents,
in particular the decrees issued by the government in Constantinople.

Lewy employs his strategy of persuasion by using the personal pronoun
‘I’ which is a key element of pragmalinguistic value in his utterance. Al-
though the use of the first person singular in utterances like «I start with
the assumption» and «I am inclined to believe» is meant to express the
author’s subjective attitude, nevertheless, its combination with the noun
«assumption» in the first case and the verbal form «to be inclined» in the
second considerably smoothens the sharp corners of the author’s subjec-
tivity and makes an attempt to persuade the reader of his ‘neutrality’. It is
the official documents that ‘convince’ him that the Government of Constan-
tinople was aptly inclined to improve the unstable conditions Armenians
were in but, alas, turned out to be unable to carry out his project of reforms
because of lack of means. In Lewy’s opinion, it was a pity that the Turkish
Government was not farsighted enough to see and understand the impossi-
bility of realizing its «good will ». What a euphemistic manner of interpret-
ing the unpardonable behavior of the Ottoman authorities! It even sounds
absurd in the global historical-social-political-religious-psychological and,
after all, attitudinal context of the period in the Ottoman Empire. But Lewy
ignores all these circumstances and enhances his strategy of persuasion
further by using the word «want» in its direct, nominative meaning in the
free word-combination «wanted to arrange», by adding positive connota-
tional gloss into the text with the help of the units «genuine» and «good
faith», thus trying to make the reader believe that the goal of the Ottoman
government was to help the Armenians.

In another passage of the book, the author tries to balance the horren-
dous sufferings of the massacred Armenian population and the Turkish
civilians who suffered from epidemics and hunger, the loss of the Turkish
servicemen due to inadequate medical care. He is ‘convinced’ that the
Turkish government could by no means deliberately horrify its own civil-
ians. Thus, Lewy writes:

Large numbers of Turkish civilians died as a result of severe shortages
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of food and epidemics; large numbers of Turkish soldiers, especially the
wounded in battle, perished for lack of adequate medical care and as a
result of neglect and incompetence on the part of their own officers; and
large numbers of British prisoners of war lost their lives as a consequence
of inattention and the kind of gross mismanagement rampant in the Ot-
toman regime. Yet these results surely do not prove that the Ottoman
government - ultimately responsible for all of these conditions - sought
and intentionally caused the death of its own civilian population, of its
own soldiers and of its prisoners of war. (Lewy 2005, p. 54)

The passage suggests that the Ottoman government could not be held
responsible for carrying out the Armenian massacres because Turkish na-
tionals - soldiers, civilians - were also among the suffering. This is where
the persuasive nature of the wording reveals itself by the double use of the
unit ‘own’ (very much theirs; cf. Longman Dictionary 1998, s.v., p. 966.) in
the word combinations «own civilian population», «own soldiers». Note
also the repetitions («large numbers of Turkish civilians», «large numbers
of Turkish soldiers», «large numbers of British prisoners»), which aside
from being a stylistic device are also meant to highlight the situation the
crisis-stricken Empire was in.
In another passage of the book Lewy states:

While the Armenians were victims, not all of them were innocent vic-
tims; and the disaster that overtook them therefore was not entirely
unprovoked. Most importantly, while the Ottoman government bears
responsibility for the deportations that got badly out of hand, the blame
for the massacres that took place must be primarily on those who did
the actual killing. (Lewy 2005, p. 257)

Thus, Lewy’s vicious position to look for the guilt in Armenians them-
selves is summarized in the passage by the statement, «while the Arme-
nians were victims, not all of them were innocent victims». As the larger
verbal context of the passage discloses, the guilt of the Armenians was
their pursuit of ways to save their lives looking both to the West and to
Russia. And the Young Turk regime, according to Lewy, had merely over-
estimated their foresight and disclosed their ineptness of timely and ma-
ture decisions. The author’s endeavours to cover up the brutal objectives
of the Turkish regime are again euphemistic. Unsophisticated readers can
hardly help a sense of compassion in their hearts towards the Turks who,
‘unfortunately’, just failed to carry out their ‘merciful’ plan of displacing
Armenians to a ‘safer habitat’. Even the fact that some of the Young Turk
fanatic leaders had welcomed and encouraged the extermination of so
many Armenians does not tell anything to Lewy of their prior intention
to annihilate Armenians.
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Persistently following his strategy of obfuscating the reader, Lewy does
not shy away from drawing parallels between millions of victims of a pre-
planned slaughter on the one hand, and injured servicemen, refugees and
war prisoners whom the authorities were unable to render adequate care
to («badly mishandled its wounded soldiers, refugees and prisoners of
war») on the other, thus emphasizing that while it is impossible to ignore
the horrors to which the Armenians were subjected, he in fact insists on the
importance of seeing and evaluating these terrible events in their proper
historical context. Lewy tries to persuade his reader that he is the scholar
who is after the historical truth and that the order for the deportation of
the Armenian community was issued at a time of great insecurity, not to
say panic, when safer displacement of Armenians could prove impossible
because it was hard to reckon the precise consequences. He is certainly
sure that the Ottoman government bears some responsibility for deporta-
tions as they failed to monitor the process, albeit not the government but
the actual murderers should be held culpable.

Thus, it is no mere chance that the author categorically refuses to use
the term ‘genocide’.

Finding a man with a smoking gun standing next to a corpse tells us
nothing about the motive for the killing - it may have been murder or
a case of self-defense. Indeed, we cannot even be sure that this man is
the Kkiller. Similarly, the fact that large numbers of Armenians died or
were killed during the course of the deportations can give us no reli-
able knowledge of who is to be held responsible for these losses of life.
The high death toll certainly does not prove in and of itself the guilt of
the Young Turk regime; nor can we infer from it that the deaths were
part of a genocidal plan to destroy the Turkish Armenian community.

(Lewy 2005, p. 54)

In this passage the author contends that the presence of someone with
a smoking gun standing by a dead body cannot prove that the person
is a murderer. Then he emphasizes all over again that the Ottoman
government did not and could not have any connection with the Ar-
menian massacres in so far as Armenians had died as a result of mass
deportations. Moreover, avoiding the term ‘genocide’, the author uses
the expression «the high death toll».® Our comparative analysis of the
semantic structures of the units «death toll» and «genocide» reveals
Lewy’s intention of presenting the well-known events of the 1915-1916s as
a ‘tragic accident’ which had nothing to do with the political endeavours

16 «Toll: the amount of damage or the number of deaths and injuries that are caused in a
particular war, disaster, etc.» (Oxford Dictionary 2001, s.v., p. 1368).
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of the Ottoman government. The attributive word-combination «death
toll» refers to an occasion caused by war or other disaster and, what
is even more important, it rules out the factor of deliberateness.?” How-
ever, amongst a multitude of testimonies, German writer and publicist
A. Wegner’s open letter (dated 23 February 1919) to the President of the
USA Woodrow Wilson is noteworthy. In this letter, Dr. Wegner tries to
convey to the President the desperate cry of the Armenians’ sufferings.®
The genocidal nature of the crime is confirmed by many other archived
documents.’ As far as Lewy’s evaluations of the events are concerned,
they cannot be rendered valid because the story invented by him is full
of historical distortions.

5 Conclusion

Our examination of linguistic facts against the background of historical
events manifests the author’s main intention and clear goal in this book,
aimed at affecting the perception of readers unaware of the essence of
Armenian-Turkish relations, as well as expanding the Turkish viewpoints
which he tries to do by implementing his strategy of persuasion. Thus, true
are the words by Taner Akcam (an ethnic Turk, a historian and a sociolo-
gist) who rightly states that Lewy’s professional qualification in terms of
the survey undertaken, raises doubts (Akcam 2008, pp. 111-145).
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Abstract The aim of the paper is to analyze the different effects that each medium (literature-
cinema) may have on the experience of its readers and audience — what that medium is trying to
cultivate, the limitations of each and how all of them in different ways bring greater attention to the
historical phenomenon of the Armenian Genocide. With a focus on the renowned Italian-Armenian
novelist Antonia Arslan’'s Genocide narrative Skylark Farm the paper will first discuss the literary
genre as an instrument that brings greater attention to the historical memory and then will focus
on the theme of the Armenian Genocide in cinema and will deal with the dramatized version of the
Skylark Farm by the Italian directors, the Taviani brothers.

Summary 1. Introduction. — 2. Skylark Farm: the Intergenerational Transmission of Memory. — 3.
The Lark Farm: the Limitations, the Strengths, the Skopos. — 4. Concluding Remarks.
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1 Introduction

One of the consequences of the Armenian Genocide was the scattering
of those who survived into a global Diaspora. Traumatized and impov-
erished, these forced exiles and immigrants struggled to survive in new
lands. Part of their survival strategy was to write about what they had
experienced and witnessed. Survivor stories emerged painfully and with
great difficulty. The obstacles were many, including a fragmented and
traumatized community with far too few resources. Amongst the dif-
ficulties were the twin challenges of either writing in a language that
few in their new lands understood or struggling to describe the inde-
scribable in a foreign tongue. These immigrants, despite all the trauma
and difficulties, decided to put pen to paper to document that which the
world needed to know better. The potential audience and publishers were
greatly limited. Yet, these important survivor memoirs emerged, often in
isolation, in small print runs, and sometimes as unpublished manuscripts.
They emerged in a variety of locales and conditions that characterized
the global Diaspora.

These Diaspora fragments spread Armenian culture and seeds across
the world. In so doing, the Armenian identity evolved and became more
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diverse and complex and contributed to an emerging multiculturalism in
the twentieth and twenty-first century.

As the different themes in the survivor accounts have been identified,
the various dimensions of the collective trauma of the Genocide have be-
come better known. What has emerged are the common factors (factor
analysis), (sociological) themes, and (literary) motifs. Each memoir is a
distinct first-hand observation of a massive catastrophe that swept swiftly
over the Armenian nation and left such widespread death, devastation,
and deep traumatic suffering. The memoirs are, in essence, victim-impact
statements in a semi-literary form.

The survivor memoirs provide an invaluable research tool not only for
researchers, but also for fiction writers who address the topic of the Ar-
menian Genocide.!

Over the course of the last five years, this author has been involved in
researching the essential role of eyewitness accounts in the birth of the
Armenian Genocide narratives. In addition, the experience of translating
Antonia Arslan’s Genocide narratives (Arslan 2007, 2012) and teaching a
course at California State University in Fresno on The Armenian Genocide
through Literature and Translation? has led her to conclude that the liter-
ary representation of a trauma is not the immediate step after the historical
event; but is actually the result of a multi-layered process.

First is the occurrence of the historical event. Then follows the trans-
lation of that event in the minds of the survivors, i.e., their memory and
interpretation of the event. Memory later becomes the subject of oral his-
tory, and oral history enters the minds of the writers of memoir and fiction.

If we acknowledge that translation involves interpretation, then what
exists here are different layers of translation, painting a vivid psychologi-
cal picture of the event in the minds of its viewers, as illustrated in Table 1:

Table 1

History layer Memory layer Oral history layer Literary layer
Historical event of the | Survivor's memory Eyewitness accounts | Genocide narratives
Armenian Genocide

Between these layers some other layers may intervene. For example, the
passage from a survivor’s memory to oral history can pass through a psycho-
logical layer, as the trauma often blocks the survivor from telling one’s story:

1 Among many others, consider Werfel 2012; Hilsenrath 1991; Arslan 2004; Vosganian 2011;
Bohjalian 2012.

2 For further details about the course cf. http://armenianstudies.csufresno.edu/hye
sharzhoom/vol35/octoberl3/5 sonaharoutyunian.html (2015-05-22).
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Table 2
Memory layer Psychological layer
Survivor's memory Psychological blocks

As Peeromian (2012, p. 7) asserts, the psychological block was one of the
main reasons that the first-generation survivor-writers of the 1915 Ar-
menian Genocide did not leave a very rich literary legacy in response to
what they experienced. The other reason was the fact that the Armenian
literati, the talented men of letters who could eternalize their first-hand
experience were liquidated at the outset.? Very few, who somehow escaped
certain death and reached freedom in the outside world, ventured to craft
art out of that cataclysmic event. The shock was so powerful and so over-
whelming that physical, temporal and emotional distance was needed for
it to be absorbed and to allow the indescribable experience to burst out as
literary expression. The Armenian Genocide survivor writer Kostan Zarian
wrote: «Our loss is so enormous that it is impossible to write about it. We
all have this great desire to forget. Our yesterdays are filled with blood
and fire, our todays with uncertainty, and our tomorrows remain shrouded
in mystery» (Zarian 1981, p. 20).

This was also the case of Nazi concentration camp survivors. For exam-
ple, unlike survivor-writers Robert Antelme or Primo Levi, it took Jorge
Semprun (among others) nearly two decades to write his first book, The
Long Voyage (1963), a fictionalized account of his experiences as a depor-
tee (Semprin 2005).

Another example of a further layer can be the literary translation of the
historical narrative, if such a story makes it to an international readership,
as shown in Table 3:

Table 3
Literary layer Translation layer
Genocide narratives Global readership access

Yet another example can be the cinematic interpretation of the historical
event, as in the case of the Taviani brothers’ film The Lark Farm, based
on the Genocide novel by Antonia Arslan (2004).

In effect, in Tables 1, 2, 3 we have different layers of translation upon
translation - to use memoirist Gunter Grass’s term, with this theory we
are «peeling the onion» (Grass 2008).

3 As apre-planned phase in the process of annihilation of the Armenian population of the
Ottoman Empire, the government launched the full-scale arrest, incarceration, exile, and
eventual murder of Armenian intellectuals, teachers, writers, poets and entire civil and
religious leadership.
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With a focus on the renowned Italian-Armenian writer Antonia Arslan’s
(2004) novel La masseria delle allodole (Skylark Farm), the paper will first
discuss the literary genre as an instrument that brings greater attention
to the historical memory, then will focus on the theme of the Armenian
Genocide in cinema and will deal with the dramatized version of Arslan’s
novel by the Italian directors, the Taviani brothers.

The aim of the paper will be to analyze the different effects that each
medium (literature-cinema) may have on the experience of its readers and
audience - what that medium is trying to cultivate, the limitations of each
and how all of them in different ways bring greater attention to the histori-
cal phenomenon of the Armenian Genocide.

2 Skylark Farm: the Intergenerational Transmission of Memory

Antonia Arslan’s Skylark Farm belongs to a complex genre that mixes au-
tobiography and biography, history and fiction, documentary and memory.
The best-seller is a result of an intergenerational transmission of trauma
and memories. The author recounts the story of her family which she heard
from her grandfather Yerwant. Arslan begins the novel by introducing her
grandfather, an important physician and surgeon living in Italy who after
forty years, hopes to reunite with his Armenian family and brother Sem-
pad, a successful pharmacist in a little city in Anatolia. But World War I
ignites, and the ruling Young Turk government closes the border of the
Ottoman Empire. Yerwant’s dream vanishes. He will never be able to re-
turn to his country of origin. He will never see his Armenian family again,
as they will be exterminated almost entirely by the Young Turk regime.

Skylark Farm doesn’t tell a linear narrative. In the first half of the novel
the text often goes into italics and flashes ahead to when its characters are
on deportation marches. For example when it mentions Azniv (one of the
main characters of the novel) receiving a silk garment as a present, the text
goes on to say «This silk will end up in the desert and serve as a blanket»
(Arslan 2006, p. 28).* Antonia Arslan’s use of premonitions such as seeing
an «archangel [...] surrounded by fire» (pp. 95-96) and «smelled blood in
the air, caught the scent of evil» (p. 21) adds mysticism to the experience
of the book and foreshadows the horrible atrocities about to come.

The second part of the book describes the deportation of women to the
Ottoman-controlled Syrian desert, with Arslan’s heartbreaking choice of
words: «Every so often, a piece of bread was thrown to the ‘Armenians’
as if they were dogs, from on high. Every so often, a spring, a little water.

4 Unless otherwise noted, all text references to the Skylark Farm are taken from the Eng-
lish edition of the novel (Arslan 2006).

46 Haroutyunian. Echoes of the Armenian Genocide in Literature and Cinema



Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie orientale, 51, 2015, pp. 43-58 ISSN 2385-3042

They always had to drink after the horses of the zaptiehs, and on all fours
like animals» (p. 172). However, reading about Sempad’s wife Shushanig
and their children’s rescue by the Greek wailer Ismene and Turkish beggar
Nazim brings some comfort to a disheartening situation.

In her novel Antonia Arslan speaks about the crucial role performed by
the women of the victimized group in the transmission of memory in light
of the fact that their men were brutally murdered at the onset of the atroci-
ties. In many cases these women stayed alive passing through indescrib-
able tortures and violence during the deportation:

He [the zaptieh] doesn’t know she [Azniv] isn’t eating the bread he gives
her; she passes it to Shushanig, Veron, and the children. And he doesn’t
realize that that her rosy cheeks are glowing only with fever. [...] Araxy
the cook is still carrying a ladle and a pot strapped to her back, and a
can of muddy water balances on her hip. But each evening she cooks
only grass, and the children cry. She wishes she could cut off a hand
and give it to them, that her braid were food, and she stares impotently
at her sturdy, useless skilled hands. Her last resource is a small bag of
pistachios, which two nights ago she managed to unite from the saddle
of a zaptieh who had taken her for the night. (p. 178)

The girl pressed on, getting lost in the vast dark, full of hostile, stealthy
life. But in an abandoned barn she found a cat, that had just given birth,
and like a terrorized animal, but too hungry to stop herself, she fought
with the cat, took two of the kittens, killed them with her pathetic knife,
then skinned and ate them while they were still warm, drinking their
blood. (p. 181)

Antonia Arslan shows how the Armenian women suffered the major bur-
den of Genocide consequences, such as lost family, lost homeland and
beginning their life in a completely foreign place that today is called the
Armenian Diaspora. A sentence from the prologue that was also put on
the original cover reads:

My aunt always used to say: «When I’ve finally had it with you, when
you got too mean, I’'m leaving. I'll go stay with Arussiag in Beirut, with
Uncle Zareh in Aleppo, with Philip and Mildred in Boston, with my
sister Nevart in Fresno, with Ani in NY, or even with Cousin Michel in
Copacabana - him last, though, because he married an Assyrian». (p. 5)

With this sentence, the author introduces the complex phenomenon of
the Armenian Diaspora created by the Armenian Genocide. When a non-
Armenian reader, completely unaware of not only the essence but also the
existence of the Armenian Genocide, buys the book for its literary value,
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while reading the above-mentioned sentence, asks him/herself: «How
can a single person, Antonia’s aunt, have as many relatives around the
world?». The answer will come after reading the book.

Before writing her Genocide narrative Antonia Arslan had consulted
many history books, but she has gained the plot also through saved pho-
tographs:

Arussiag, Henriette, and Nubar, two girls and a little boy dressed as
a girl. Along with Nevart they are the numb survivors who will, after
escaping Aleppo, come to the West. These children now look out at me
from a snapshot taken in Aleppo in 1916, one year after their rescue,
just before they embarked for Italy: their grave, childish eyes are turned
mysteriously inward, opaque and glacial, having accepted-after too many
unanswered questions-the blind selection that has allowed them to sur-
vive. They are wearing decent orphan clothes, but they seem dressed in
uniforms of rags, and at a quick glance the eye sees prison stripes. Their
dark Eastern eyes, with their thick brows tracing a single line across
their foreheads, repeat four times, wordlessly, the fear of a future that
will be inexorable and the hidden nucleus of a secret guilt. (p. 23)

Transforming and translating the protagonists of the pictures into the
characters of the book Antonia is linking herself through a bridge towards
her ancestors:

But it will he Zareh the skeptic, the European, who will save the family
legacy, the children, and the photographs: the four little malnourished
bodies curled together like dying birds, their small skulls all eyes, and
the precious packet of family portraits, sewn up along with Gregory of
Narek’s prayer book inside a velvet rag and passed from hand to hand
from the dying to the survivors. Parched, dried skeletons - memorials of
a life that had been cordial and boisterous, with plenty of water, plenty
of hospitality and mirth. (p. 29)

Thus the picture becomes a complicated form of self-portrait that reveals
the ego of the writer necessarily relational and at the same time, fragmen-
tary. As evidenced by Daniel Sherman (2002, p. 14):

Sight is the only sense powerful enough to bridge the gap between those
who hold a memory rooted in bodily experience and those who, lacking
such experience, nonetheless seek to share the memory.

Taking an input from Bella Brodzki’s idea that « Culture’s necessarily over-
arching orientation toward the future only obtains by sharing its past»
(Brodzki 2007, p. 113), I conducted an experiment on collective memory
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and testimony in an assignment I gave to my students at California State
University Fresno. The students were called to write the story of their an-
cestor’s survival. Most of them said to me: «I know something about my
great grandparents, but I'm missing a lot of details. What should I do?». I
advised them to fill in the gaps with their imaginations and take advantage
of asking their parents and grandparents. As evidenced by Brodzki (2007,
p. 113) «Thinking both psychoanalytically and historically also means that
while we harbor the dream of plentitude, we always begin with a gap».
In order to fulfill the assignment, some of them contacted their relatives
living in other countries to inquire about their grandparents and, as we
shared as a class, we heard some amazing stories.® This assignment con-
tributed in raising their personal awareness of their ancestors’ voyages
towards refuge.

Antonia Arslan has done the same for filling in the gaps of an unknown
past. In the meantime the geography, the places and the itineraries that
she describes in her novel reveal not only significant moments of family
history but also its inclusion in a determinate social space and national
history (Alu 2009, p. 364).% This is important because it gives the historical
part to historical fiction.

In yet another class assignment, based on the concept of Salman Rushdie’s’
‘translated man’, students together wrote the names of the native cities
and villages of their ancestors, as well as the places through which they
passed on their long journeys of emigration before arriving to the United
States. We also included in the map the languages they had learnt along
the way. This initial exercise helped the students to visualize, re-realize
and appreciate both their ancestors’ geographical passages and their (the
students) indelible connection to them. Further, the act of writing it on
the board - taking the pen in hand - implicated them as the bearers and
continuers of their ancestral memories. In the same way, Antonia Arslan’s
undertaking the mission of retelling the story continues the voyage of her
ancestors.

Interestingly, she never mentions the name of her grandpa’s birthplace,
calling it ‘little city.” «No one, patient reader, ever went back to the little

5 Some of these stories have already been published in Fresno (California) based Hye
Sharzhoom international journal. Cf. «Family History Project Excerpts» 2013.

6 In her article Giorgia Alu refers to Anne Muxel (1996, p. 47) who, in her Individu et mé-
moire familiale, explain how rediscovering familiar places and spaces can help us to recover
a biographical path, as well as the origin, progress and decline of a social, individual and
collective destiny.

7 Inhis book of essays Imaginary Homelands, Salman Rushdie (1992, p. 17) asserts «Having
been borne across the world, we are translated men. It is normally supposed that something
always gets lost in translation; I cling, obstinately to the notion that something can also
be gained».
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city», finishes Antonia Arslan in her book (p. 268). She does this intention-
ally. First because this is a novel and not a memoir and second, she doesn’t
want to personify, instead rendering the idea more globally and not to give
the impression to the reader that the Armenians were persecuted in that
specific place.

Another classroom assignment from my California State University ex-
perience dealt with the question of the story’s transmission. Each student
using his or her part of the genealogical tapestry illustrated the geographic
and linguistic journeys of their ancestors. The students were asked as an
extension, to report their family history to one partner in the classroom. It
was then the task of the partner to re-reflect the story and report it. After
a series of retellings, the students eventually had to report these stories
back to the class, thus directly engaging in the process of transmission and
translation. We aimed here to internalize the process of a story’s trans-
mission and how, from one person to another, feelings, details, chronol-
ogy and the like become translated. Thus, the story, especially the oral
tale, is a shared substance between interlocutors, and simply does not
exist without both the teller and the listener, the writer and the reader.
So when we return to consider the gravity of Arslan’s work in the telling
of the Armenian Genocide from a very personal perspective, we come to
the realization that, by sharing her own family history, as readers we also
become a responsible player in that story. In this case, we are both called
upon to consider and remember the Genocide, in addition to entering into
its discourse. To consider Arslan’s work on such a global scale, then, is of
tantamount importance.

Winner of many prestigious awards in Italy and worldwide, the Armenian
Genocide novel Skylark Farm has been translated into Dutch, English (four
editions), Eastern Armenian (two editions), French (two editions), Finnish,
German (two editions), Greek, Hungarian, Japanese, Romanian, Russian,
Slovenian, Spanish, Swedish, Turkish (translated, but not published yet)
and Western Armenian. Skylark Farm is a trilogy. The second volume is
entitled La strada di Smirne (Arslan 2009) and has been translated into
Eastern Armenian by this author (Arslan 2012). The third volume is entitled
Il rumore delle perle di legno (Arslan 2015).

3 The Lark Farm: the Limitations, the Strengths, the Skopos

When the Italian famous film directors and screenwriters the Taviani
Brothers proposed Antonia Arslan to dramatize Skylark Farm, there was
also a strong interest from Hollywood in acquiring the movie rights. But
Antonia Arslan was aware that in the past the several attempts to produce
a Hollywood film on the Armenian Genocide were blocked. She knew that
prominent directors and actors throughout the decades have attempted to
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produce the film based on Franz Werfel’s novel Forty Days of Musa Dagh,
but they had no success.® Hence, Antonia Arslan agreed to the Taviani
Brothers’ suggestion.

The Taviani Brothers announced right in the beginning that the film
would have been freely inspired from Skylark Farm, i.e. the plot would
have been relatively the same but the directors had the right to change
something or make additions and in fact they editorialized, accessorized
the film, and inserted fictional material in the movie like love episodes,
etc. This is quite normal because even if it originates from a novel the film-
maker translates to film his perception/translation of the fiction.

Naturally there is always the matter of fidelity of the film to the novel,
generally expressed as a function of adequacy and acceptability, whereby
the former is more or less what we mean by equivalence, and the latter is
more or less what we mean by believability to the audience.

When a book is translated into a movie some questions arise. One of the
first questions is to ask about the film genre (documentary, drama, histori-
cal narrative, etc.) that the filmmaker has chosen since each film genre
will create a different kind of viewing experience for audience. The film’s
genre is drama, based on a historical novel, so the goal is to awaken inter-
est, even engagement in an historical event; the limitations and strengths
of a film translation are evident in the selection of passages from the novel,
the filmic treatment of those passages, the omission of passages, etc. This
reflection leads into the relationship of the source (novel) and the target
(film) and opens up such questions as what other source modelling mate-
rial is evident in the film? In fact the Tavianis have not only cut episodes
from the novel but they also added some in. There is an episode in the film
which recalls a passage from another Armenian Genocide narrative by
Alice Tachdjian Stones on the Heart published in Italy. In the book there is
a scene of two women forced to dispose of the child by suffocating back to
back (Tachdjian 2003, p. 94).

The film is a Spanish co-production and the Spanish actress Paz Vega is
a central character in the movie. Even the Spanish translation of the movie
Skylark Farm is entitled El Destino di Nunik as she interprets Nunik’s role.®
In fact when the film had just come out some Armenians were concerned
that the filmmaker had inserted a double love story of Nunik for two Turkish
officers interpreted by two handsome actors, the Italian Alessandro Preziosi,
and the second Turkish officer is the German actor Moritz Bleibtreu. One of
my students at California State University Fresno wrote in his final paper:

8 According to Variety magazine, The Forty Days of Musa Dagh has become «the most
on-again and off-again motion picture production in Hollywood history» (Torosyan 2012).

9 Thisroleis ‘Azniv’ in the book and unlike the film is not a central character in the volume.
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A change I dislike in the film is Nunik’s second romance with a Turkish
soldier, one who is helping lead a caravan of Armenian women to their
death in Syria. I feel like Nunik must have a very deep case of Stockholm
Syndrome, as she seems to only fall in love with Turkish soldiers. Besides
catering to fans of romance movies I can’t understand why this change
was made. It almost seems to pander to a Turkish audience by showing
a sympathetic Turkish participant in the Genocide, who we’re meant to
feel sorry for because he doesn’t really want to be there. Was he added
to make any Turk watching feel less guilty? Obviously, the Turkish audi-
ence for this movie would be small if not nonexistent, so the addition of
this character is puzzling. The two characters are both serving the same
purpose as a sympathetic perpetrator and love interest, so it would make
a lot more sense to merge them together, from a storytelling perspec-
tive. As it is the second Turkish soldier is redundant at best, and raises
a lot of unfortunate implications. However, at achieving the purpose of
spreading awareness about the Armenian Genocide, I think that the book
and the film are both effective in their own ways, all criticisms aside.
And movies usually reach an even larger audience. Along with telling a
story, the movie speaks truth, and I‘m glad it was made. If the directors
thought they needed to add more romance so more people would go see
it, I think that it’s justified, though I wish it had been done differently.*

During the ‘film vs novel’ discussion with cinema critic Dr. Artsvi
Bakhchinyan from Armenia, he confessed:

Like from any artistic display of the Armenian Genocide, Armenians
had great expectations of Taviani’s film, and as a general rule these
expectations were unjustified. Of course, we should be grateful to the
great masters of cinema for being able to bring the pain of our people
to the public at large, which was not sufficiently informed of the his-
tory of this tragedy. However, in my humble opinion as a film critic,
the extremely classical shape, style and language in which the story
was presented was at least half a century late. The same cannot be
said about the book. The presented motivations for the film as a trag-
edy remain almost undiscovered. According to the film, one perceives
the false notion that those motivations were purely economic. From
historical and psychological points of view, the behavior of the main
heroine of the film is not characteristic of an Armenian woman at the
beginning of the twentieth century and gives the wrong idea that the
Armenian woman, like Nunik, were throwing themselves into the arms
of the Turks. In fact, the opposite occurred.

10 An excerpt from the final paper of Suren Oganessian, California State University Fresno.
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I also discussed this topic with Arthur Lizie, professor of film, video &
media studies at Bridgewater State University, when he attended my
lecture with his students at Ca’ Foscari University of Venice in Janu-
ary 2015.

Skylark Farm is a better book than The Lark Farm is a good film. But
the latter is likely the more valuable of the two creations. Skylark Farm
has a lot of features that hook intellectuals and people who read a lot
of novels - a challenging narrative structure, the personalization of the
individual within both societal and historical frameworks, the attempt
to represent that which cannot rationally be comprehended, and the
grim honesty of speaking truth to power: it’s a story that needs to be
told that’s well told. But... But we don’t live in a world in which artistic
merit is the final arbiter of value or the best means to social and cul-
tural change and understanding. Through most lenses, The Lark Farm
isn’t a great film. But it works.

Lizie underlined the didactic value of the film and concluded:

While the foreign students can’t bear witness to the Armenian Geno-
cide from historical records or from a masterful piece of literature, they
can testify because of a movie with pretty faces enacting a predictable
narrative theme. And that’s a conversation starter.

When we ask about the effect of a film, we are dealing with the rhetori-
cal and artistic purposes of the film, i.e. we are probing into the film’s
skopos or purpose with regard to the audience. The grammar, syntax,
and vocabulary of film create meaning in their own right but also invite
the viewers to take some meaning away from the viewing experience.!
The greatest power the film has is its visual effects and emotional impact.
Through the utilization of music, sound effects, the setting, costumes,
props, and of course the talented actors, the film is able to create the
perfect atmosphere for the audience to become fully absorbed in the plot
and invest their emotional attachment to the movie.

The Tavianis managed to have an excellent cast with Paz Vega, Moritz
Bleibtreu, Alessandro Preziosi, Angela Molina, Arsine Khanjian, Moham-
med Bakri, Tchéky Karyo, Andre Dussollier, Laura Efrikian, etc. The film-
makers testified in one of their interviews, the actors were not only in-
volved professionally but also emotionally. According to the testimonies of
the directors, after watching the whole film for the first time the Turkish-

11 For Audiovisual Translation among others see: Zatlin 2005; Diaz-Cintas 2009; Cronin 2009;
the collection of essays by Agost et al. 2012.
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born Greek Jewish actor Tchéky Karyo had burst into tears and when he
got quiet he said that he had not only watched the tragedy that they had
interpreted, but he had also seen his Jewish uncle and grandfather. So in
the imagination of the actor Karyo the Armenian Genocide and the Jewish
Holocaust all of a sudden were crossed.

Usually many readers watch movies based on the books they’ve read
and come out disdained. Why? Because so many parts of the story are
cut out. So we as readers search for mistakes and sometimes disregard
whether the movie was nicely directed, produced, etc. The book and film
should be considered separately because each mode of transmission has
its own limitations and its own powers. The film works especially well for
the audience with little or no knowledge about the Armenian Genocide. By
contrast, Armenians, more aware of the Genocide, can have more mixed
sensations; either of gratitude towards the filmmakers or judge the accu-
racy as mentioned above. A completely unaware person however begins
to learn about the historical phenomenon of the Armenian Genocide.

When in 2006 the Taviani brothers were shooting the film their inten-
tion was to raise awareness about the Armenian Genocide and show the
world the need to stop such crimes against humanity from reoccurring.
Also, their desire was to see their movie circulating in the schools. Today
their goal is fulfilled as the film is shown in many Italian schools mainly
among the students of the 8th grade year when they learn about the World
War I and the students of last year of high school. The film was widely
circulated in many European countries and screened across the world,
often accompanying presentations of the novel. It stimulates reflection on
a story known by few, in part because few film makers have brought the
Armenian Genocide onto the screens before.

4 Concluding Remarks

Undoubtedly it is not possible to penetrate the world of the Armenian
Genocide without reading the history. However, documents, statistics and
data do not provide the whole story. On the other hand, the important
memoirs and eyewitness accounts often cannot express the unthinkable
horror of the Genocide by themselves, as blockages and psychological
barriers can impede the author from revealing the whole trauma. Here,
we can see the importance of artistic literature which by fusing historical
fact with creative writing can reach a larger readership and make a global
impact. This is the case of many Genocide narratives, where the authors,
by reconstructing their family history, merge historical research and the
imagination from a collective memory. Historical research and imagina-
tion - very important independently - produce a fascinating synergy when
merged together, especially with regard to the collective.
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In his Les Lieux de Mémoire, P. Nora (1989, p. 24) asserts that:

In fact, memory has never known more than two forms of legitimacy:
historical and literary. These have run parallel to each other but until
now always separately. At present, the boundary between the two is
blurring; following closely upon the successive deaths of memory-his-
tory and memory-fiction, a new kind of history has been born, which
owes its prestige and legitimacy to the new relation it maintains to the
past... History has become the deep reference of a period that has been
wrenched from its depths, a realistic novel in a period in which there
are no real novels. Memory has been promoted to the center of history:
such is the spectacular bereavement of literature.

In the Skylark Farm we can call into question the very genre of art and
literature, for example, ‘art for art’s sake’ or art for a social cause, or
testimony for catharsis. Literature and testimony are different, and then
there is the literature of testimony, which is another genre all together.
And further, even if it is not exactly Antonia Arslan’s testimony but a re-
telling of a retelling, Arslan’s text is a literature of testimony.

Antonia Arslan’s Genocide narrative Skylark Farm with its 32 editions
in Italy alone, has sold over 600,000 copies to an Italian readership for
the most part previously unaware of the Armenian Genocide. However, it
is through the power of translation into more than fifteen languages that
Skylark Farm has surpassed the borders of Italy taking the knowledge of
the Armenian Genocide throughout the globe and thereby contributing to
its ‘afterlife’ - to use the word of Walter Benjamin (2000) - as well as its
cinematic rendering to a global audience.
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Abstract Whatdoesit meanto ‘know’ the life of the Buddha? Starting from this question, the pa-
per explores how various developments in the Buddha's biographies have led to enlarge the mean-
ings that the whole hagiographic corpus intends to convey. Focusing on the structure of the jataka
texts, the epistemic perspectives and practical reasons conveyed by these stories are examined.
The analysis of the jatakas' narrative frames reveals the construction of an ‘ethical sense of time’
which provides the framework for the shaping of identities. The open-ended architecture of these
tales engenders and arranges a double-faced ‘cognition-position’ structure that one needs to rec-
ognize and perform through the medium of the text. These narratives combine the monastic and
secular spheres so as to provide cohesion and regulate the social relations of the whole Buddhist
community. As powerful cognitive tools, jatakas trigger inferences about episodes, characters, and
actions in order to establish a world-knowledge and the means to act through it.

Sommario 1.1IBuddhaeil vortice narrativo: dar forma alla vitaideale. — 2. Jataka come strumen-
to narrativo: morfologia, genealogia e potere del testo. — 3. Il bodhisatta come figura della norma:
sutemporalita, categorie e narrative agency. — 3.1. Il bodhisatta come emblema della temporalita:
dalla produzione del tempo narrativo all'uso corretto della vita. — 3.2. Dilatare il tempo, allontanare
il nirvana, pensare il presente: il bodhisatta della/nella societa. — 3.3. Il bodhisatta come erogatore
etico: a proposito dei rapporti fra particolare, universale, iper-valoriale. — 4. Jataka come concep-
tual blending: inventare il ‘comune’ tra monastico e mondano. — 5. Conclusioni.

Keywords Jitaka. Bodhisatta. Biography.

1 Il Buddha e il vortice narrativo: dar forma alla vita ideale

La collezione delle storie jataka (Jatakatthavannana), cosi come ci e giunta,
da forma ad una fra le piu celebri porzioni testuali che definisce 1’estesa
biografia del Buddha in lingua pali.! I 547 componimenti letterari, costi-

1 Tutte le traduzioni dalle fonti pali, quando non diversamente indicato, sono ad opera
dell’autore.

Lungi dall’essere un giudizio di merito, il termine ‘celebre’ sottende la grande diffusione
quantitativa che la rappresentazione testuale e artistica dei jataka ha avuto dentro e fuori il
contesto buddhista sudasiatico (cfr. Lamotte 1988, pp. 404-411).
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tuenti I'insieme della suddetta collezione e comprensivi di parti in versi
e parti in prosa, delineano le singole vite ‘passate’ o ‘precedenti’ che il
Buddha Gautama visse nello status di bodhisatta (sanscrito: bodhisattva,
‘colui che si adopera per il risveglio’).2 Queste esistenze, esperite prima di
accedere al ‘risveglio’ finale e alla conseguente ‘estinzione’ nell’ultima vita
(pali: nibbana, sanscrito: nirvana), risultano essere molteplici, vissute in
qualita di personaggi diversi ed eterogenei, eppure sempre caratterizzate
dall’esercizio delle ‘perfezioni’ (pali: parami, sanscrito: paramita).?

Prima di definire le strategie narrative e le politiche che, di fatto, hanno
determinato la redazione di tali vicende - e quindi le intime finalita se-
miotiche e deontiche che ne hanno motivato la stesura -, € bene carpire
anzitutto la ratio insita nel regime biografico del Buddha. Infatti, al fine
di superare lo statuto della riproposizione descrittiva dell’agiografia, che
nulla aggiunge al gia detto del testo, conviene prendere le mosse da al-
cune caratteristiche testuali all’apparenza scontate - e per questo spesso
trascurate -, che riguardano la sistemazione del materiale posto alla base
dell’agiografia del fondatore.

A proposito, inizio col dire che la massa di informazioni biografiche sul
Buddha deve essere compresa nella sua intrinseca natura magmatica,
composita e crescente, ovvero soggetta ad una costante opera di elabora-
zione e accrescimento narrativo. Se non intesa in una prospettiva storica,
quindi, cio che si oscura dell’opera agiografica sono le implicite dinamiche
di progressiva creazione e controllo del senso che si vuole istituire, cosi
come i cogenti e sempre rinnovati propositi performativi ad essa legati.

Ogni vicenda biografica, generata e selezionata dai pronunciatori del
discorso agiografico, deve essere pensata come inserita entro 1’esteso
corpus di scritture tradizionali per mezzo di una graduale e reiterata opera
di affinamento e revisione. Un’operazione di continua estensione dell’in-
formazione sulla ‘vita illustre’ che mostra, in realta, un’istituita e sempre
presente intenzionalita di fondo. Entro una tale angolazione, cio che si per-
cepisce come una semplice descrizione biografica rivela, piuttosto, una piu
cogente costruzione sul senso della vita ideal-tipica. Il prodotto biografico,
cosl inteso, risulta cosa ben diversa e lontana dalla supposta oggettivita
del dato biografico - elemento che di fatto viene sempre alterato -, e dietro
I’implicita percezione di unita e omogeneita fornita dal testo si nasconde, in

2 Lopera completa & inserita nella tradizione commentariale post-canonica in pali
(atthakatha). Di fatto risultano canoniche, dunque inserite nel Tipitaka pali, solo le parti in
versi (gatha) dei jataka. La parte in prosa, reale sede del procedere narrativo, & considerata
un commento esplicativo alle sezioni poetiche. Nonostante tali confinamenti testuali, e assai
probabile che le due parti fossero da sempre compresenti e dipendenti I’una dall’altra (cfr.
Winternitz 1928; von Hinliber 1996, pp. 56-57).

3 Ledieci ‘perfezioni’, nell’ordine fornito, sono: ‘generosita’ (dana), ‘moralita’ (sila), ‘rinun-
cia’ (nekkhamma), ‘saggezza’ (painina), ‘vigore’ (viriya), ‘pazienza’ (khanti), ‘verita’ (sacca),
‘determinazione’ (adhitthana), ‘gentile amorevolezza’ (metta) e ‘equanimita’ (upekkha).
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realta, il continuo processo di scrittura e ri-scrittura biografica. Dunque, in
contrasto all’effetto di coesione che I’autorita sancisce con il meccanismo
di confinamento di un’opera entro un canone o una tradizione testuale,
ogni annessione andrebbe in realta pensata alla luce di un’originaria pro-
cedura di incremento e mutamento del complesso narrativo. Una serie di
variazioni e ampliamenti capaci di estendere, nel caso specifico, non solo la
dimensione quantitativa delle informazioni riguardanti la vita del Buddha,
ma anche il portato semantico complessivo che le stesse comportano.

Entrando nel discorso per il tramite della logica elementare che lega
un segno, un significato e I’uso di questi, risulta chiaro che la collezione
dei jataka non ha determinato solo un neutrale aumento numerico delle
indicazioni biografiche sul Buddha, gia presenti nei diversi nikdya pali, ma
nuovi modi di intendere I’esemplarita e da qui la performativita del model-
lo di vita sotteso. Apparira logico, quindi - poiché implicita & la logica di
immaginazione e costruzione conoscitiva fornita dai testi -, che le vicende
riguardanti le ‘vite passate’ debbano essere intese come un’estensione del
portato gnoseologico e prescrittivo della vita gia ritenuta esemplare del
Buddha Gautama.*

Mentre, da un lato, alcuni studi divenuti classici hanno mostrato 1’'uso
crescente e pervasivo, benché spesso disarticolato e frammentario, del
dato biografico del Buddha riscontrabile nell’intera produzione intellet-
tuale buddhista (cfr. Bareau 1963-1971; Lamotte 1988, pp. 648-685; Cou-
ture 1994), dall’altro, ulteriori analisi hanno permesso di scorgere una
ben piu stringente progettualita in questa continua pratica di estensione
e trasformazione agiografica (cfr. Reynolds 1976, 1997; Woodward 1997;
Silk 2003; Shaw 2010). Larticolazione di nuovi e diversi episodi, lignaggi
e genealogie capaci di ampliare la vita e le vite trascorse del Buddha Gau-
tama - cosi come dei molti ‘Buddha del passato’ postulati dalla riflessione
buddhista -, & da ricondurre entro un’attenta volonta poietico-normativa
delle varie agenzie fondatrici di tale discorsivita. Volonta, siintende, capace
di perseguire interessi e stabilire matrici normative e paradigmatiche sulla
forma del narrato. Dunque, cio che alla fine giunge a costituirsi attraverso
il testo sono istruzioni e linee di ‘practical reasoning’ per i referenti ultimi

4 E bene da subito specificare che la tarda redazione dell’opera Jatakatthavannand, cosi
come la definitiva redazione nel contesto Mahavihara, non deve inficiare la possibilita
speculativa riguardo alle vicende sul Buddha in essa contenute. Il genere dei jataka, come
meglio si esporra sotto, & da considerarsi come una ‘modalita narrativa’ originatasi in tempi
molto piu antichi rispetto alla redazione finale della collezione. Se letta entro linee d’inda-
gine narratologica tale modalita di racconto, presente con analoghe dinamiche anche in
altre scuole buddhiste, risulta foriera di sviluppi e avanzamenti semantico-rappresentativi
di assoluta importanza per I’innesto del buddhismo nelle dinamiche sociali e politiche co-
eve. Quindi, sebbene la specificita della collezione qui presa in oggetto sia da tenere in
considerazione, la complessita relativa alla genesi dei jataka non puo rappresentare di fatto
un’aporeticita analitica sul portato delle storie. Alcune recenti riflessioni comparativiste di
Analayo (2012) danno sostegno a questo modo ermeneutico di procedere.
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di tali piani narrativi: gli agenti delle contigue comunita monastiche e lai-
che che traevano modello e mutuavano esempio di condotta proprio dalla
forma di vita, o meglio, dalle forme che-si-son-date della vita del Buddha.®

Ora, se guardiamo a queste dinamiche con maggior perizia, ne consegue
che lo stesso Dhamma (la ‘legge del Buddha’), quale formula soteriologica
dell’attivita del fondatore, sembra sorgere proprio da quel vortice narrativo
che ordina tutti gli eventi nel verso di una specifica finalita e conclusione.
In tal modo, infatti, si coagulano e costruiscono attorno alla figura del
Buddha i vincoli necessari fra ‘ragioni’ e ‘azioni’,‘condizioni’ e ‘modalita’,
‘mezzi’ e ‘fini’. In altri termini, I’esemplarita del Buddha viene in essere
proprio dalla vorticosita del racconto che lo pone come il garante dell’a-
zione sensata, ovvero dell’azione dotata di coerenza narrativa, e, da qui,
dell’idea di azione che deve essere compiuta poiché creduta logicamente
corretta in vista di un obiettivo.®

In ragione di cio, il bodhisatta, figura dinamica originatasi in un secondo
momento della riflessione agiografica buddhista (cfr. Analayo 2010a), va
riconsegnato alla preminenza nomologica che gli &€ propria. Esso non va
riposto semplicemente nella penombra scenica, o peggio estetica, dell’in-
segnamento del Dhamma o dell’esercizio eulogistico verso il Buddha, ma
nel fondante processo narrativo in grado di generare e ri-generare conti-
nuamente I’intima prossimita fra le vicende agiografiche, i pronunciamenti,
le disposizioni e le pratiche collettive condivise.”

Lette con tali lenti, le forme di vita del Buddha, continuamente ridefinite
dai fondatori del discorso agiografico, hanno comportato la creazione di
altrettante forme d’azione sempre aggiornate e disponibili per gli agenti
a cui le storie erano destinate. Se e vero, come ha affermato Schober,

5 La classica dicotomia mondo monastico/mondo laico & stata sottoposta a severo scrutinio
in anni recenti. Nuovi studi, ponendo di riflesso seri dubbi anche sull’ulteriore distinzione
classificatoria di Mahayana e Hinayana, hanno mostrato leffettiva contiguita fra le due
realta collettive, nonché ’osmosi continua di pratiche e logiche di significazione compresenti
e co-figuranti. Fra i numerosi lavori a riguardo si segnalano: Schopen 1997; Gombrich 1998;
Silk 2002.

6 I riferimenti a un simile procedere interpretativo, nella letteratura specialistica, sono
da ravvisare nel seminale lavoro condotto da Collins (1998, pp. 1-117) sul ‘Pali imaginaire’.
Quest’ultimo € stato inteso come una struttura di tensione ideologico-narrativa dove: «To
construct and transmit a soteriological form of imagined order is also to construct and
transmit an objectified textual picture of the (ideal) social order in which, or from which,
such a soteriology can take place» (pp. 28-29).

7 E fondamentale considerare tali dinamiche normo-narrative a fronte delle proposte er-
meneutiche offerte dall’analisi narratologica. I'atto narrativo diviene la struttura stessa
attraverso la quale pensare e comporre ’azione e avviare le possibilita cognitive e pratiche
dell’individuo. Con le illuminanti parole di Ricceur: «Questo dire del fare puo essere preso
in esame a piu livelli: al livello dei concetti messi in gioco nella descrizione dell’azione; al
livello delle proposizioni in cui ’azione viene ad esprimere se stessa; al livello degli argo-
menti in cui una strategia dell’azione prende forma» (1986a, p. 37).
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che: «A perspective on Buddhist sacred biographies as indexical symbols,
however, enhances the multivocality and narrative shifts in the message
they convey» (1997, p. 12), rimane, tuttavia, da individuare ’ordine e il
modo con cui la forma narrativa instaura, rigenera e innova gli spazi di
significazione che diventano, infine, concetti da pensare, esperire e agire
per l’intera comunita dei devoti. Da cio deriva anche la necessita di pen-
sare il fenomeno biografico entro le direttrici di una prospettiva storica
che riconosca il processo di costituzione del senso e delle pratiche - quali
prodotti istituiti dalle storie jataka -, in stretta relazione alla contingenza
che ’agenzia religiosa ha dovuto continuamente controllare e risolvere. I
jataka, insomma, sembrano aver offerto il materiale d’aggiornamento per
la ridefinizione delle pratiche buddhiste e, insieme, la possibilita di esten-
dere il portato normativo alle diverse componenti sociali.

Visto in questa funzione, il medium narrativo si rivela uno strumento
straordinario nell’infondere soluzioni e nel gestire a piu livelli una realta
mutevole, complessa, eppure sempre da governare. La logica delle rappre-
sentazioni narrative, che sa imporre nuovi significati agli eventi riconside-
randoli attraverso le operazioni morfo-plastiche del testo, riesce, infatti,
a garantire un telos normativo che fuoriesce a comprendere e riarticolare
le relazioni prossemico-politiche fra i singoli individui e le loro comunita
di riferimento.

In ragione di quanto precede, nel seguente lavoro si cerchera di mettere
a questione proprio la produzione testuale dei jataka e il prodotto seman-
tico delle relative vicende, cosi da avanzare una prima proposta di analisi
del materiale agiografico nell’ottica di una sottesa progettualita capace di
costituire il nesso fra racconto biografico, norma e pratica istituita. Infat-
ti, dove il racconto jataka viene a cingere gli eventi, le ragioni e le azioni
interne al narrato, cosi da formare 1’orizzonte epistemico entro il quale
conoscere e far proprie le vicende del bodhisatta, di conseguenza viene
a costituirsi un plesso di disposizioni normative in grado di generare le
modalita di condotta fruibili peri destinatari ideali di questi atti narrativi.?

A questo punto e utile proporre un esercizio di traduzione che permette
di sintetizzare e scorgere entro una nuova prospettiva alcune delle dinami-
che fin qui affrontate. Interpretando il regime del testo agiografico attra-
verso termini e concetti propri del campo economico-produttivo si potrebbe
dire che ad ogni produzione narrativa sulla vita del Buddha corrisponde
un uso pratico del campo semantico originato. Inoltre, laddove si riscontra
I’accumulo delle varianti sul dato biografico si individua e distingue anche

8 Nell’ottica ermeneutica di Ricceur e chiaro il portato costitutivo dell’azione sensata: «il
fare narrativo ri-significa il mondo nella sua dimensione temporale, nella misura in cui
raccontare, recitare, vuol dire rifare ’azione seguendo l’invito del poema» (1986b, p. 131).
A proposito delle capacita del racconto biografico di coniugare bios, eidos e héxis attraverso
il tratto narrativo si vedano i saggi contenuti in France, St. Clair 2002.
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il consumo differente e sempre rinnovato che di questo si e fatto. Va da sé
che e solo attraverso la circolazione del prodotto testuale che vengono a
diffondersi i vincoli narrativi che «collaborano all’‘assemblaggio dei sog-
getti’ e alla ‘fabbrica dei desideri’ nell’immaginario collettivo» (Muzzio-
li 2010, p. 185). E, infine, nei dinamici rapporti di produzione testuale, qui
specifici di una singola scuola buddhista (quella Theravada) ma ravvisabili
in qualsiasi altra tradizione scolastica (vada), che si deve pensare il carat-
tere distintivo delle relazioni intra- e inter-soggettive che proprio i testi
qui considerati hanno inteso costituire e legittimare nel corso del tempo.

Ora, pensare in senso narratologico ai jataka come ‘frames of reference’
e porli entro le dinamiche di un intenzionale accrescimento del corpus
agiografico buddhista - fenomeno che puo essere ora definito come 1’‘incre-
mento agiografico’ della vita del Buddha -, permette di: 1) considerare la
profonda relazione esistente fra narrazione, sistema di valori e possibilita
di intervento nel mondo; 2) tracciare il momento fondativo dell’istituzione
che salda sempre e di nuovo I’azione riferita al Buddha alle condotte che si
vogliono rendere ordinarie, ripetibili e collettive; 3) scorgere nella figura
deontica del bodhisatta un paradigma di costruzione etica e relazionale per
la comunita dei devoti universalmente intesa.

2 Jataka come strumento narrativo: morfologia, genealogia
e potere del testo

Per meglio comprendere le modalita attraverso le quali i jataka esercitano
la loro azione costitutiva & necessario procedere con 1’analisi delle compo-
nenti che rendono effettivo l'inscenamento del racconto.

Inizio ricorrendo alla classica distinzione, introdotta nell’ambito della
teoria letteraria dai formalisti russi, fra un ‘piano d’espressione’ (sjuzet,
plot) e un ‘piano del contenuto’ (fabula, story) in riferimento a un qualun-
que prodotto di narrazione. Laddove il primo mostra il meccanismo formale
di costruzione e intreccio delle vicende, il secondo corrisponde al risultato
semantico che le stesse comportano. Di fatto, senza il peculiare dispiegar-
si degli episodi in una precisa struttura narrante non sarebbe possibile
costituire lo sfondo temporale ed epistemico entro il quale i personaggi si
trovano ad agire. Di rimando, senza il relativo prodotto derivato dai ruoli
attanziali, l'intera architettura teleologica della narrazione risulterebbe
inconcepibile poiché priva di funzioni agenti e di significato. Tenere, tutta-
via, separatiidue livelli, di fatto inscindibili e compartecipi alla formazione
del portato referenziale di ogni istanza narrativa, risulta particolarmente
utile ai nostri fini.

Applicando, infatti, tale distinguo analitico ai testi qui presi in considera-
zione & possibile discernere una ‘forma del jataka’, intesa come la struttura
morfologica che muove le vicende, e un ‘contenuto del jataka’, inteso come
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il senso dell’attivita svolta dal personaggio principale: il bodhisatta. Cio
che questi piani dinamici organizzano e consegnano € una modalita di rac-
conto che pone in essere uno stato di cose, azioni e funzioni, dall’altissimo
potere costituente. I jataka, intesi in questo senso, finiscono per essere una
modalita normo-narrativa del racconto agiografico che si & venuta a creare
accanto alla descrizione della vita singola del Buddha e che ha posto ’azione
esemplare del bodhisatta entro una struttura narrativa in grado di generare
I’incremento di nuove vicende biografiche e nuovi significati pratici.®

Per mostrare le prove testuali a sostegno di quanto si propone, serve
innanzitutto disporre una disamina della genesi e dello sviluppo del ter-
mine ‘jataka’ e successivamente del termine ‘bodhisatta’. Un tal modo di
procedere permette, infatti, di mostrare sia le discontinuita con le altre
porzioni del Tipitaka che narrano della biografia del Buddha Gautama, sia
il processo di formalizzazione narrativa che la ‘forma del jataka’ e il ‘con-
tenuto del jataka’ hanno insieme organizzato e istituito.

Prese al vaglio le numerose sezioni del Canone pali, € possibile rilevare
che la questione relativa alle ‘vite passate’ del Buddha é trattata in manie-
ra pressoché episodica e approssimativa, sebbene essa sia riscontrabile
negli attimi cruciali che descrivono le fasi dell’‘illuminazione’. Nella prima
delle tre visioni notturne che accompagnano l’istante del ‘risveglio’, Gauta-
ma, assorto in meditazione, giunge al ‘ricordo delle dimore passate’ (pali:
pubbenivasanussati), ovvero al ricordo di tutte le sue innumerevoli vite
precedenti.’® Tuttavia, questa capacita di rammemorazione, riconosciuta
come una delle sei ‘conoscenze superiori’ (pali: abhifnna) pertinenti ad
alcuni individui risvegliati, rimane solo accennata e non ulteriormente ap-
profondita. Ebbene, il fatto che essa rientri all’interno di una tassonomica
disposizione delle facolta meditative del Buddha, dal carattere tipologico
e non narrativo, permette di valutare appieno la differente evoluzione ga-
rantita dal procedere del racconto jataka.®

La ‘forma del jataka’ mostra, infatti, una precisa, reiterata e non casuale
strategia del ricordo delle vite precedenti del risvegliato. Essa assume una

9 E necessario segnalare che un analogo modo di procedere narrativo & di fatto riscon-
trabile anche in ulteriori testi che trattano di biografie illustri. Sull’esempio delle vite del
Buddha si sono costituite, nel Canone pali, le agiografie di monaci e monache illustri (pre-
senti nei testi Theragatha, Therigatha), numerose storie edificanti (Apadana), ma anche un
ingente numero di importanti testi afferenti ad altre scuole buddhiste quali: Avadanasataka
e lunghe sezioni contenute nel Mahavastu, per citarne solo alcuni. Tutte opere dall’intento
marcatamente didattico incentrate sulla procedura narrativa riscontrabile nei jataka (cfr.
Ohnuma 2007, pp. 26-139).

10 Cfr. Majjhima-nikaya, 1, 248: pubbe nivasanussatinanaya cittam abhininnamesim. so
anekavihitam pubbenivasam anussarami seyyathidam: ekampi jatim dvepi jatiyo tissopi jatiyo
[...] ayam kho pana me aggivessana rattiya pathame yame pathama vijja adhigata.

11 Perun’attenta disamina del concetto dijatismara, e delle sue evoluzioni, nella letteratura
mahayana si veda Schopen 2005.
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morfologia strutturale costante e fissa, si potrebbe dire normata e norman-
te. Il primo quarto di verso funge da titolo del jataka, segue poi una ‘storia
del presente’ (pali: paccuppannavatthu) che mostra una disputa, posta
come una discussione sorta fra monaci, cronologicamente contemporanea
al Buddha Gautama, la quale viene da lui risolta, giustificata e rimandata
ad una ‘storia del passato’ (pali: atitavatthu). In quest’ultima, il Buddha,
non ancora operante come ‘risvegliato’, agisce in un tempo remoto come
bodhisatta, assumendo, di vicenda in vicenda, varie identita (sovrano, con-
sigliere regale, brahmano, divinita, fattezze animali ecc.). In questa ‘storia
del passato’ compaiono, dunque, le gatha canoniche accompagnate dal
loro ‘commento’ narrativo (pali: veyyakarana). Nell’ultima parte si giunge
alla ‘connessione’ (pali: samodhana), dove il Buddha Gautama identifica
se stesso con il bodhisatta, mentre i vari personaggi apparsi nel ‘racconto
del passato’ sono associati ai protagonisti della ‘storia del presente’ (im-
ponendo, di fatto, un vincolo fra i personaggi apparsi nelle varie vicende e
i discepoli e famigliari piu stretti del Buddha).

E chiaro che I’operazione di manipolazione temporale disposta dal te-
sto risulta il vero motore configurante delle vicende, nonché la strategia
narrativa del jataka. La logica interna al narrare i rispecchiamenti identi-
tari tra passato e presente diviene, infatti, il fulcro dell’ipostatizzazione del
bodhisatta come figura legata al Buddha, ma dotata di ulteriori e particolari
caratteristiche deontiche legate alle parami. Il bodhisatta, in ogni singolo
episodio, si trova ad agire proprio nel verso etico di una di queste ‘perfezioni’
virtuose, ovvero a compiere azioni edificanti nei confronti di altri personaggi.

In questo senso, la discontinuita strutturale e semantica rispetto alle
vicende ordinarie del Buddha, cosi come le si ritrova nelle ulteriori sezioni
del Canone pali, appare indubbia e non casuale. Come ha mostrato Analayo
(20104, pp. 55-93), molti degli episodi presenti nella collezione dei jataka
sono chiaramente ravvisabili in altre porzioni del Canone pali, cosi come
negli agama conservati in redazione cinese. Tuttavia, in tali riferimenti non
si riscontra né la sistemazione morfologica sopra esposta, né la presenza o
le caratteristiche etiche proprie del bodhisatta. Cio vuol dire che I’assetto
fornito dalla modalita narrativa del jataka ha rappresentato uno sviluppo
morfologico e di significazione dei racconti ma, soprattutto, un passag-
gio da un generico contesto narrativo a sostegno dell’insegnamento del
Buddha a una operante ‘forma di vita’ che istruisce e istituisce. A proposito,
Appleton, ha sintetizzato: «The jataka genre thus has roots in some of the
earlier texts, yet in quiet a different form, both structurally and stylistically
(as von Hiniiber has shown), and ideologically» (2010, p. 51).22 Ma cio che

12 Vieé da sottolineare che il periodo di formazione delle storie raccolte nella collezione dei
jataka risulta essere molto piu antico della redazione finale dell’opera Jatakatthavannana,
collocabile attorno al V secolo d.C. in ambito srilankese. E possibile datare la prima composi-
zione delle vicende, per mezzo dell’analisi stilistica delle strofe (gatha), al III o II secolo a.C.
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qui si vuol ribadire e proprio come struttura e ideologia vengano sempre
a determinarsi attraverso il medium narrativo, dove e il modus operandi
della narrazione jataka che origina e fonda I’opus operatum del bodhisatta.

A conferma di quanto si & detto, si vuole ora mostrare che anche il ‘con-
tenuto del jataka’, denotato dalla figura del bodhisatta come primario ruolo
agente nel testo, ha subito fasi di sviluppo ed evoluzione del tutto simili a
quelle sopra riportate.

Si possono ritrovare attestazioni del termine ‘bodhisatta’ in molti sut-
ta contenuti nei nikaya in pali.®® Valutando attentamente tali ricorrenze,
tuttavia, risulta indubbio che la valenza semantica legata al vocabolo &
fortemente limitata (cfr. Samuels 1997). A questo termine, infatti, non
pertiene alcuna funzione agente rispetto al narrato e rappresenta solo una
caratteristica attributiva del Buddha Gautama mentre € ancora in cerca
della definitiva liberazione.* Tale indefinita e difettiva condizione prece-
dente il ‘risveglio’ rivela una dimensione, si potrebbe dire, a ‘grado zero’
del bodhisatta. Essa, infatti, non prevede alcuna estensione temporale o
relazionale con altri personaggi, rimanendo, di fatto, relegata all’esperien-
za storica di Gautama.

Per scorgere una mutazione relativa al contesto in cui il termine si inse-
risce, ci si deve rivolgere ad un celebre sutta che funge da importante mo-
mento di speculazione sulla biografia del Buddha. Nel Mahapadana-sutta,®
I’abilita conoscitiva del Buddha Gautama viene focalizzata sul ricordo e il
resoconto biografico dei sei Buddha che lo hanno preceduto. Il testo riporta
gli attributi, le qualita e le vicende fondamentali di ogni singolo ‘Buddha del
passato’, ovvero ‘le regolarita’ (ayam ettha dhammata) che, seguendo uno
schema ricorrente e stereotipico, sono proprie della vita di tutti i Buddha
esistiti, compreso Gautama. Anche qui, I’uso di bodhisatta, nonostante sia
riportato ed esteso a tutti i ‘risvegliati’, non va oltre I’istanza attributiva
che mostra I’attesa del compimento.®

Ma e nel canonico Buddhavamsa, celebre testo a sé stante contenuto
nel Khuddaka-nikaya pali, che € possibile riscontrare I’impiego del termine

(cfr. Warder 1967, p. 97). D’altro canto, oltre alla presenza di specifici bhanaka (‘ripetitori’)
del genere letterario jataka, afferenti agli strati arcaici del Canone pali (cfr. Norman 1983,
p. 15), vi sono, a partire dal II secolo a.C., le esplicite rappresentazioni artistiche di alcune
‘vite passate’ presso importanti stupa buddhisti (cfr. Appleton 2010, pp. 124-137).

13 Perle occorrenze del termine ‘bodhisatta’ nel Canone pali si veda Samuels 1997, p. 410.

14 Cfr. Majjhima-nikaya, 1, 17: pubbeva sambodha anabhisambuddhassa bodhisattasseva
sato etadahosi.

15 Cfr. Digha-nikaya, 2, 1-54.

16 Come sostenuto da Gombrich (1980), I'inserto dei ‘Buddha del passato’ sembra essere
avvenuto essenzialmente per de-storicizzare I’insegnamento del Buddha Gautama e, sull’e-
sempio dei tirthankara jaina, rendere la dottrina del Dhamma non arbitraria, increata ed
eterna.
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‘bodhisatta’ entro una ben diversa articolazione. Qui, in breve, si puo accer-
tare I’'impiego della ‘modalita jataka’, ovvero della struttura narrativa che
costituisce la peculiare organizzazione di qualunque storia si circoscriva
col termine jataka.”

Nel Buddhavamsa la narrazione organizza le storie di ben ventiquattro
‘Buddha del passato’, ma, durante I’esposizione delle vicende del primo e
pitu antico Buddha (il Buddha Dipankara), I’attenzione viene focalizzata su
un ulteriore personaggio: un pio brahmano di nome Sumedha che si rivela
essere il Buddha Gautama in una vita trascorsa.

E bene indicare alcuni degli snodi principali di quest’opera per cogliere
appieno tutto il suo portato espressivo e semantico.

Sumedha, insoddisfatto degli scarsi risultati conseguiti dalla sua prati-
ca ascetica, di fronte alla gloria del Buddha Dipankara esprime il proprio
‘voto’ (pali: abhinihara) a diventare un bodhisatta. Quello che sembra es-
sere chiaramente un atto dichiarativo volto a investire un soggetto di uno
specifico ruolo deontico e cosi tradotto da Collins: «By this resolution I
have made (in the presence of) he who is unsurpassed among men, I will
attain Omniscience and cause many people to cross over» (1998, p. 582).18
Dopo la ‘profezia’ (pali: vyakarana) di completa e futura realizzazione, il
Buddha Dipankara istruisce colui che si € appena immesso entro il ‘per-
corso del bodhisatta’ con I’esposizione dettagliata delle dieci ‘perfezioni’
(dasaparami) da perseguire con assiduita in vista del fine agognato. Ora,
pensare a queste indicazioni di condotta e, in particolare, alle ‘perfezioni’
come a delle norme etiche - e non come a qualita dall’intento eulogistico -,

17 Lungi dal considerare il Buddhavamsa come 'opera apripista del genere jataka, si vuole
invece mostrare la trasversalita dell’uso del genere narrativo qui preso in esame e, soprat-
tutto, la pervasivita che esso ha assunto nella narrazione delle vicende legate al Buddha
Gautama. Di fatto, il Buddhavamsa sfrutta la logica narrativa dei jataka rielaborandola
nell’ottica cronologica dei ventiquattro ‘Buddha del passato’ cosi come la collezione delle
storie jataka impiega le medesime dinamiche per inscenare la serie delle ‘vite precedenti’
(senza alcun riferimento ai ‘Buddha del passato’) (cfr. Strong 2011, pp. 181-185). Si puo
supporre che i redattori del discorso agiografico in lingua pali abbiano solo successiva-
mente sentito la necessita di associare le peculiarita dei due testi - peculiarita, in un
primo momento, mantenute distinte -, grazie alla collocazione post-canonica, proprio in
apertura della collezione Jatakatthavannana, della completa biografia del Buddha Gautama
chiamata Nidanakatha, una sorta di commento esteso ai versi del Buddhavamsa. Come si
vedra meglio in seguito, questa biografia ‘conclusiva’, posizionata come opera ‘apripista’
alla serie dei jataka, segnala la probabile volonta di accorpare i risultati del processo di
produzione agiografica cosi da potenziare definitivamente il dispositivo edificante legato
alla narrazione delle vite del Buddha.

18 Cfr. Buddhavamsa, 2, 56: imina me adhikarena katena purisuttame | sabbanfutam
papunitva taremi janatam bahu. Il termine adhikara ha qui il significato di gesto devo-
zionale piu che la valenza risolutiva suggerita da Collins. Sumedha, infatti, durante una
celebrazione collettiva di pulitura di una strada in onore del Buddha Dipankara si getta nel
fango impedendo a costui di sporcarsi le vesti. Con adhikara, quindi, si marca ancor di piu
il valore etico e pubblico degli atti compiuti da Sumedha.
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non & affatto eccessivo, anzi si rivela fondamentale se si vogliono inten-
dere i pronunciamenti di Sumedha e di Dipankara entro la loro cogente
estensione prescrittiva. Il neo-bodhisatta cosi istituito e istruito, prima di
dare enunciazione completa di ogni singola ‘perfezione’, dichiara esplici-
tamente: «Now I (will) contemplate the things that make one a Buddha»
(p. 586)." In questo breve ma fondamentale enunciato risulta chiaro cio
che le parole mettono in atto. E qui che va scorto I’intento normativo e
deontico che si instaura tra una posizione di partenza (il bodhisatta), un’i-
dentita ideale prospettata (il Buddha) e le azioni ideal-tipiche (le parami)
che realizzano lo scopo prefissato. Il legame sottile che lega i tre momenti
di significazione e costituzione di quello che deve essere inteso come un
ruolo istituito, il ‘ruolo bodhisattvico’, sono risolti alla fine di ogni vicenda.
I1 Buddha Gautama, proprio come nei singoli racconti jataka, risale alla sua
identita (trascorsa) con il brahmano Sumedha e la reitera, con altri e diver-
si personaggi-bodhisatta, per tutte le successive vicende dei ‘Buddha del
passato’ sino all’effettiva ultima rinascita e alla conseguente liberazione
dal ciclo samsarico.?°

Di fatto, la serie delle storie jataka procede nel medesimo verso del
Buddhavamsa, senza tuttavia legare le vicende ai ‘Buddha del passato’ e
senza I’enunciazione tassonomica delle varie parami da seguire. Entro la
stessa struttura narrante, dunque, ogni singolo jataka non si rende sempli-
ce ‘decalogo’ normativo, bensi mostra ’applicazione specifica di una delle
dieci norme da parte del bodhisatta. I 547 componimenti, per usare le in-
tuizioni di Wittgenstein, rappresentano quindi uno straordinario impianto
che sancisce, per mezzo delle vite passate del Buddha, la regolarita che
ogni norma deve esibire per essere validata e, infine, (e)seguita.

A questo punto, le conseguenze derivate dall’innesco della modalita
narrativa jataka, ovvero dell’intima dipendenza fra ordinamento degli epi-
sodi e ordine delle possibilita pratiche dove «1’aspetto logico comprende
anche 1’aspetto etico» (Ricceur 1986, p. 71), non possono essere taciute.?
E nella disposizione temporale operata dal testo, si & detta la ‘forma del
jataka’, che si avvia la mise en ceuvre delle condizioni e dell’attivita propria
del bodhisatta nell’ottica categorica ed etica delle parami, da qui il venire

19 Cfr. Buddhavamsa, 2, 115: handa buddhakare dhamme vivinami ito cito | uddham adho
dasadisa yavata dhammadhatuya.

20 Il legame fra Buddhavamsa e la collezione delle storie jataka € ancor piu stretto se si
pensa ad un’opera contenuta nella medesima porzione del Canone pali: il Cariyapitaka.
Questo testo, conseguente al Buddhavamsa, consta di trentacinque storie che contemplano
il bodhisatta, ben trentadue delle quali sono riscontrabili anche nella collezione dei jataka
pervenutaci (cfr. von Hiniiber 1996, pp. 62-63; Appleton 2010, pp. 110-116).

21 Sisegnala che I'ampio impiego, nei suddetti testi, di un lessico tecnico di chiara affi-
nita con il linguaggio normativo - come espresso dai termini ‘abhinihara’ e ‘buddhakare
dhamme’ -, segna e segnala il campo semantico di costruzione della norma da parte di uno
specifico istituto o ordo ordinans.
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in essere del ‘contenuto del jataka’. Il doppio nesso stabilito tra la forma
e la formula offerta dal narrato salda irrevocabilmente 1’azione ideale a
un ruolo specifico, rendendola sensata, coerente e legittima poiché codi-
ficata nell’aspettativa gloriosa di colui che un giorno sara Buddha. In tal
senso, al bodhisattayana (letteralmente il ‘veicolo del bodhisatta’), inteso
come il percorso qualificato e fruibile proprio di colui che ha la funzione
di bodhisatta, soggiace il progetto messo in campo da un peculiare stru-
mento narrativo, sorta di dispositivo algoritmico, in grado di ‘veicolare’ le
dasaparami, ovvero un preciso assetto di norme entro le quali poter agire
nel senso corretto.?

3 Il bodhisatta come figura della norma: su temporalita, categorie
e narrative agency

Per riuscire a pensare gli esiti effettivi scaturiti da un tal modo di rac-
contare la vita del Buddha, e utile spostare simmetricamente 1’attenzione
dalla trama di relazioni e funzioni interne al testo, al conseguente prodotto
‘da pensare’ che viene a stabilirsi e diffondersi nell’atto di reificazione
esterna del narrato. In altri termini, ritenuto il jataka come una speciale
forma di conoscenza delle leggi che reggono il mondo, si vuole mostrare
cio che il dispositivo narrativo pone in essere nel momento di ricezione e
interiorizzazione del suo contenuto.?

Il portato logico e normativo che puo trarsi dal palesamento del ruolo
del bodhisatta, sempre saldato sull’esemplarita di colui che € infine giunto
al rango di Buddha, ha come fine 'universalizzazione e la consensualita
dei concetti e delle pratiche proposte dai testi. Il bodhisatta e la rete di re-
lazioni semantiche che il processo narrativo organizza divengono insieme
gli strumenti ergonomici e cognitivi per pensare, pensarsi e quindi agire in
modo legittimo e sensato nel reale. E, infatti, il tratto narrativo che genera
il senso e stabilisce il consenso verso le ragioni e le conseguenti azioni del

22 1l jataka e, di fatto, un para-deigma, cio che letteralmente mostra I’esempio del bodhi-
satta e, da qui, fonda la sua esemplarita. Quindi: «cio che caratterizza I’esempio e che esso
vale per tutti i casi dello stesso genere e, insieme, € incluso fra di essi. [...] I’esempio & un
oggetto singolare che, per cosi dire, si da a vedere come tale, mostra la sua singolarita»
(Agamben 1990, p. 8).

23 Riguardo all’attuale dibattito sulla valenza costitutiva della narrazione e sul potere del
testo diistituire strutture di refenza e intenzionalita il narratologo cognitivista Herman ha
cosl sintetizzato: «narratives give rise to storyworlds precisely by being grounded in what
Dennett refers to as ‘intentional systems’, or constellations of propositional and motivational
attitudes such as believing and intending. [...] stories provide crucial resources for making
sense of what goes on in terms of persons’ interconnected reasons for acting within complex,
dynamically evolving social and material environments [...] thus suggests how narrative
affords an optimal environment for dovetailing circumstances and events with the inten-
tions, desires, and experiences of persons or, more broadly, intelligent agents» (2013, p. 16).

70 Guagni. Repetita iuvant



Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie orientale, 51, 2015, pp. 59-94 ISSN 2385-3042

fondatore, che vengono quindi percepite alla stregua di istruzioni giusti-
ficate, ragionevoli, ma ancor di piu, doverose e necessarie nel loro dover
essere eseguite. Dunque, accanto all’invito a come conoscere il mondo ven-
gono a disporsi le relative norme da (e)seguire nel mondo. Queste ultime,
nell’ottica della legge karmica messa a fondamento dei jataka, permettono
di ottenere proprio quel summum bonum etico-retributivo che e funzionale
al percorso verso la ‘buddhita’. In seno a tale logica, appare chiaro come
la ratio imposta dal racconto coordini la coesione fra eventi, finalita, attori
e valori, finendo per conferire validita all’intera proposta normativa e alla
sua reale applicabilita.

Di conseguenza, e ora possibile intendere il duplice effetto istituente
che lo strumento narrativo jataka é in grado di generare nei suoi destina-
tari ideali. Se da un lato si origina un peculiare sfondo epistemico entro
il quale il soggetto puo proiettarsi e per mezzo del quale farsi un’idea
della realta contingente, dall’altro viene a delinearsi un plesso di condotte
destinate a regolare le relazioni inter-soggettive. Questi due artefatti con-
cettuali risultano, in realta, profondamente legati fra loro poiché comune
& la ragione narrativa che li lega. E, di fatto, la stessa ‘forma del jataka’
che pone, propone e congiunge una particolare soggettivita a uno spazio
sociale di intervento. Le storie, come si e visto, prevedono per statuto la
connessione meta-temporale fra il Buddha e un soggetto socializzato che
agisce rettamente nel ruolo di bodhisatta, ovvero un soggetto che, pen-
sato nel suo glorioso percorso di realizzazione, e di fatto sempre legato a
un contesto pubblico di azione nel quale esercitare le parami. Ebbene, da
cio consegue che la possibilita stessa di giungere alla liberazione passa
necessariamente - poiché il piano temporale ed epistemico delle vicende
lo impone -, attraverso la concepibilita pratica del bodhisatta che ha la col-
lettivita come teatro del suo retto agire. Il ‘contenuto del jataka’, dunque,
fa del bodhisatta il depositario e ’erogatore verso la societa di un preciso
set di condotte e categorie etiche.

Nel seguente paragrafo, dunque, I’attenzione e tutta rivolta allo sfondo
epistemico e al plesso di condotte che le vicende del ‘non-ancora-Buddha’
dispongono e consegnano. La strategia argomentativa che si vuole adottare
per indagare tali aspetti prende le mosse dalle importanti riflessioni propo-
ste dalla filosofa Schechtman (1996) in seno alla questione della narrative
agency: la teoria che vede ’organizzazione narrativa come fulcro per la
costruzione e definizione del senso d’identita e d’azione. Il problema dell’i-
dentita, secondo tale metodologia analitica, verrebbe a distinguersi fra ‘rei-
dentification question’ e ‘characterization question’. Mentre la prima indaga
il tema della temporalita intesa come 1’effetto aggregante atto a fondare la
reiterazione cognitiva del pensiero di sé in momenti temporali differenti, la
seconda pone il tema della caratterizzazione posta dalla narrazione, ovvero
tutto cio che qualifica un individuo legandolo a particolari forme d’azione,

Guagni. Repetita iuvant 71



Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie orientale, 51, 2015, pp. 59-94 ISSN 2385-3042

esperienze e attributi da pensare come propri.?4 In altri termini, senso del
tempo e disposizioni personali diventano i due piani complementari autoim-
plicantisi nella costituzione narrativa di quella che viene a essere l’idea di
sé (subjectivity) ed entro la quale pensarsi individui agenti.

A ben vedere, tali dinamiche sembrano avere notevoli affinita con la gia
definita distinzione di ‘forma del jataka’ e ‘contenuto del jataka’. Forti di
tale analogia, risulta possibile mettere a questione il prodotto concettua-
le messo in campo dalle storie e, dunque, dalla speculazione buddhista
Theravada, come fosse una strategia di costruzione d’una peculiare ‘agen-
tivitd’. E, quindi, nella duplice prospettiva della disamina della tempora-
lita e della caratterizzazione posta e proposta dai jataka che si vuole ora
procedere.?s

3.1 llbodhisatta come emblema della temporalita: dalla produzione
del tempo narrativo all'uso corretto della vita

Come si e visto, il peculiare assetto temporale stabilito dalla modalita di
racconto jataka risulta fondamentale nell’istituzione del bodhisatta sia
come figura narrativa congiunta al Buddha, sia come figura sociale agen-
te entro un preciso ruolo normativo. E percid possibile, sulla scorta delle
intuizioni di Collins (1998, pp. 234-281), considerare la serie delle vicende
narrate nel Buddhavamsa e le vicende jataka non solo come «tales about
time» (p. 257), ma come storie che strutturano e consegnano un’idea
specifica di temporalita. A tal proposito € necessario tener presente che
i jataka non sono semplici racconti organizzati attraverso una trama che
segue una cronistoria lineare, bensi opere che dispiegano una torsione
del tempo narrativo tale da costituire specifiche relazioni diacroniche fra

24 Bastino queste parole per riassumere la spinosa ma nodale questione relativa alla nar-
rative agency: «At the core of this view is the assertion that individuals constitute them-
selves as persons by coming to think of themselves as persisting subjects who have had
experience in the past and will continue to have experience in the future, taking certain
experiences as theirs. [...] On this view a person’s identity is constituted by the content of
her self-narrative, and the traits, actions, and experiences included in it are, by virtue of
that inclusion, hers» (Schechtman 1996, p. 94). Per approfondimenti sul tema si vedano i
saggi contenuti in Mackenzie, Atkins 2008.

25 A proposito e qui importante sottolineare che ’idea di soggettivita qui considerata non
e erronea o fallace poiché in contrasto con ’assunto, tipico del buddhismo, di ‘assenza del
sé’ (pali: anatta, sanscrito: anatman). Come ben espresso da Schechtman (1996, pp. 130-135)
l’atto narrativo sa costituire una soggettivita, o possibilita agentiva, destrutturando in varie
forme l'idea stessa di soggetto. Nell’ottica della narrative agency, dunque, sopprimere la
nozione di soggetto non significa escludere la possibilita di costruzione di una esperienza
che si rende personale. Anzi, sono proprio tali scomposizioni narrative che riescono a pla-
smare nuove modalita di immaginazione etico-normativa per colui che giunge a pensarsi
come agente.
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i vari personaggi. Tali racconti, quindi, vanno piu correttamente intesi alla
stregua di strumenti narrativi che impiegano e rendono disponibile un
concetto di tempo quasi fosse: «a figure brought forward for attention and
reflection, a character which should be acknowledged in a list of dramatis
personae» (p. 257).

E bene, tuttavia, indagare meglio questa fondamentale proprieta tempo-
rale delle vicende jataka per capirne la strategica funzionalita epistemica
di fondo.

Va tenuto presente che ogni singolo racconto e di fatto compreso e inse-
rito entro la collezione dei jataka in modo tale da mostrare 1’incedere con-
tinuo e reiterato del percorso bodhisattvico verso la liberazione finale. A tal
ragione, mentre la singola vicenda jataka, e dunque la singola vita passata
del bodhisatta, viene sempre a concludersi per mezzo della struttura nar-
rativa ‘chiusa’ del singolo racconto, I’idea sottesa all’intero complesso nar-
rativo propone, invece, un legame ‘aperto’ e ‘ripetuto’ delle varie vicende
che, storia dopo storia, si pensano terminare nella realizzazione conseguita
dal Buddha Gautama.?® A ben vedere, pero, questa logica rappresentativa
d’avanzamento testuale e simbolico genera sia la performativa relazione
fra il passato virtuoso del bodhisatta e il presente glorioso del Buddha, sia
la definizione della legge karmica posta alla base della successione delle ri-
nascite individuali. In termini euristici, la co-figurazione che si istituisce fra
I’esposizione episodica dei jataka e la conclusione soteriologica del Buddha
intende costruire e istituire uno sfondo epistemico - comune e condiviso -,
di retribuzione karmica perfettibile unicamente attraverso I’esercizio con-
tinuo e meritorio delle ‘perfezioni’.?” Il portato delle storie, quindi, mostra
tutta la sua potenzialita conoscitiva sulla realta e trasla immediatamente
dal piano particolare della mimesis, si potrebbe dire il ‘mondo del testo’, al
piano generale del sensus communis, disponendo cosi una sorta di ‘testo
del mondo’ a disposizione di tutti, da riconoscere ed entro il quale operare.

Ebbene, se la rinascita di un qualsiasi individuo diviene esito derivato
dal compimento pil 0 meno assiduo di un’azione posta come corretta,
ovvero di un’azione definita entro categorie etiche chiamate parami, ne
consegue che ogni status passato, presente e futuro viene ricondotto e
indissolubilmente legato a coordinate normative che si rendono universali
sulla forma dell’esemplarita del bodhisatta. In altre parole, I’esempio del

26 Come gia ribadito in precedenza, l’opera biografica Nidanakatha posta a introduzione
della collezione delle ‘vite passate’ palesa e mostra il progetto insito ai jataka, laddove 1’e-
sibizione del ‘risveglio’ finale del Buddha conferisce senso, coerenza e legittimita proprio
all’esposizione paradigmatica delle modalita normo-narrative che hanno condotto a tale
realizzazione.

27 In quanto fin qui espresso, si vuole scorgere un legame intenzionale fra quelli che
Reynolds (1997) ha definito essere: «the lineage of buddhas» e «the jataka lineage». A pro-
posito si veda anche Strong 2011.
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bodhisatta sta a indicare come ogni buona rinascita debba essere creduta
possibile unicamente dietro I’adeguamento ad un preciso plesso di norme.

Tutto cio segnala la presenza, entro il testo, di un nesso ordinante e per-
formativo che lega teoria ed esempio. La figura edificante del bodhisatta,
infatti, risulta essere la funzione agente e il ruolo attivo del contesto teorico
ed epistemologico che viene a plasmarsi attraverso la narrazione. Nel mo-
mento in cui il personaggio bodhisatta, nelle sue molteplici vicende e ‘vite
passate’, si mostra in qualita di colui che sfrutta (ma, in alcuni casi, subisce
in negativo) le possibilita di sviluppo meritorio, egli indica anche ’'unica
forma di comportamento sensata, coerente e vantaggiosa da perseguire.
La via del bodhisatta e, dunque, la modalita valida per agire la teoria che
lo stesso testo pone e propone.?®

Bastino solo alcuni brevi esempi tratti dai racconti jataka per compren-
dere meglio la logica etico-retributiva e il piano epistemico che le storie
creano e consegnano.

In Manicorajataka (Jataka 194) il bodhisatta, figlio di possidenti (gahapa-
ti), dopo essere stato posto sul trono dalla divinita Sakka e aver regnato con
rettitudine secondo virtt, finisce per guadagnare le regioni celesti in attesa
di nuove e illustri rinascite.?® Al contrario, in Surucijataka (Jataka 489) &
lo stesso bodhisatta che, nelle vesti della divinita Sakka, pone sul trono un
uomo virtuoso, che gia aveva guadagnato la rinascita in paradisi superiori,
cosi che possa dispensare le virtl apprese nella vita precedente vissuta
in qualita di umile ma saggio lavoratore.3® Non mancano racconti in cui
la legge di retribuzione viene a disporsi e determinare le sorti di interi
gruppi e comunita territoriali. In Samuddavanijajataka (Jataka 466) sinarra
come i cinquecento discepoli di Devadatta con le relative famiglie, a causa
delle loro colpe passate (che sono condannati a ripetere), siano risucchiati
nell’inferno Avici.3 Nel complesso Bhaddasalajataka (Jataka 465), invece, si
espone I'importante vicenda riguardante i misfatti commessi dagli Sakya,
il clan dinastico dal quale lo stesso Buddha Gautama discende, e il motivo
per cui essi sono infine destinati ad essere sterminati.3?

Lareiterazione narrativa dei jataka e il soggiacente concetto di tempora-
lita celano, quindi, una specifica finalita teleologica e costitutiva: produrre

28 Intal senso, considerevoli sono le osservazioni del filosofo Warnick sui rapporti istituiti
fra teoria ed esempio: «the fact that one can learn a role by imitating a model already as-
sumes that the learner has a theory about what features of the model are relevant to imitate.
Exemplarity is always theory dependent. [...] a theory is necessary to learn anything from
exemplars. An ‘account of a behavior’ must always come first» (2008, p. 112).

29 Cfr. Jataka, 2, 121-125.
30 Cfr. jataka, 4, 314-325.
31 Cfr. Jataka, 4, 158-168.
32 Cfr. jataka, 4, 144-157.
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un peculiare senso del tempo affinché in esso possa disporsi la corretta
azione (e la conseguente retribuzione) dell’individuo.® In altri termini, nel
processo narrativo, piano temporale e piano etico si interfacciano cosi da
diventare simmetrici e sincronici. Il bodhisatta diviene emblema dell’unica
modalita corretta di uso del tempo e uso della vita poiché, come si & gia
detto, & caratteristica specifica della produzione narrativa inscenare, ge-
nerare e cingere insieme cause, condizioni, effetti e soluzioni nel disporsi
temporale del racconto.3*

Dunque, se l’architettura narrativa delle vicende jataka genera un prin-
cipio di visione della sorte del bodhisatta mostrato come dato oggettivo e
concreto, esso non puo che divenire la forma condivisa del vedere e valutare
la sorte individuale e, da qui, considerare il destino che accomuna, o meglio,
deve accomunare tutti i viventi (cfr. Squarcini 2012, pp. 53-60, 77-89). In tal
senso le logiche metonimiche che si instaurano tra 1’esclusivita del Buddha
e 'universalita degli esseri derivano dalle istanze epistemiche e normative
sorte dai piani narrativi configuranti. Questi ultimi, infatti, riescono a pla-
smare la biografia cosi da produrre una specifica forma di vita, o meglio,
una forma-della-vita che si rende oggettiva, condivisibile e applicabile.
Come ha ben espresso Walters: «The biography of the Buddha himself is
indistinguishable from the biographies of all those who were involved in
the complex agencies that provided the context for his (and their) actions
throughout time. [...] His biography is their biography» (1997, p. 176).

Ebbene, portando il discorso entro una prospettiva di genealogia delle
pratiche di vita, e possibile pensare all’attivita poietico-narrativa fin qui
delineata come ad una tecnica che invita chiunque a prendere ‘cognizione’
della propria ‘posizione’.?® 1l destinatario ideale di tale configurazione &
condotto a pensarsi, nel suo corrente status o posizione sociale, come il
risultato etico-retributivo di una condotta di vita passata che e proposta
come sempre migliorabile nelle vite che verranno attraverso 1’esercizio
normato e continuo di determinate azioni. A seguito di cio, proprio attra-
verso I’esempio del bodhisatta, si instaura un plesso di convinzioni e di-

33 Molti sono gli studi di narratologia cognitiva che, nell’ottica della narrative agency,
mostrano quanto la costruzione del tempo narrativo costituisca il senso del tempo cosi come
€ percepito, condiviso e agito. In termini tecnici il narrato perviene a definire e saldare il
legame tra ‘temporalita’ (temporality), ‘aspettualita’ (aspectuality) ed ‘esperienzialita’ (expe-
rientiality): parametri e facolta cognitive capaci di situare le possibilita agentive dell’essere
umano (cfr. Margolin 1999; Fludernik 2003).

34 Per un’attenta proposta d’analisi di come i piani temporali del narrato, a partire da
sequenze distinte, si mescolino sino a consegnare senso, consenso, sensazione e, quindi,
esemplarita morale ad un destinatario ideale si rimanda a Carroll 2002.

35 Elaboro qui, entro dinamiche di costruzione narrativa, le illuminanti riflessioni di
Bourdieu (1998, pp. 145-171) a proposito delle strutture cognitive, normative e sociali che
gli agenti percepiscono come proprie, ed entro le quali essi si trovano necessariamente a
pensare, a proiettarsi, a relazionarsi e, quindi, ad agire.
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sposizioni tale da condurre un soggetto, di qualunque grado e condizione,
a concepirsi e agire entro il seguente rapporto:

Vita N1 = Cognizione — Posizione 1 - Normazione = Vita N2
L Vita N2 = Cognizione - Posizione 2 - Normazione = Vita N3
L Vita N3 = Cognizione - Posizione 3 -» Normazione = Vita N4

Il criterio sistemico dei racconti intende, quindi, rendere partecipe il ri-
cevente di un ordine ripetitivo e graduale dove le ‘posizioni’ sociali sono
acquisite, vita dopo vita, attraverso una modalita d’azione normata che,
solo se eseguita, genera buona retribuzione karmica e vantaggiose rinasci-
te. Ma cio che e fondamentale capire e che tale dispositivo di dislocazione
strumentale dell’agente, grazie alla visione di futuro garantita dagli eventi
narrati, mira a rendere allettante e fruibile il percorso elaborato proprio
nel qui-e-ora temporalmente inteso. La struttura teleologica e promettente
dei testi qui considerati intende plasmare ’agire intenzionale tanto del
bodhisatta quanto di colui che finisce per riconoscere il suddetto ruolo
come praticabile nell’immediato presente. In seno a tale logica, il bodhi-
satta e le norme che regolano la sua attivita assurgono a forme reali e
attuali d’esperienza. Sempre in vista di un fine di 1a da venire (il nirvana),
il bodhisatta diviene il meccanismo paradigmatico che mostra e fissa nel
suo cosi come nell’altrui presente uno specifico esercizio di condotta (che
deve essere creduto) virtuoso e meritorio (cfr. Strong 1979).

3.2 Dilatareiltempo, allontanare il nirvana, pensare il presente:
il bodhisatta della/nella societa

A questo punto, pero, si vuole porre maggior attenzione proprio sulla latenza
temporale del nirvana, ovvero di quello che e posto come il fine ultimo della
pratica buddhista, poiché proprio su questo effetto dilatante si vuol scorgere
I’innesto di una ben piu cogente dinamica istitutiva dei jataka. Litinerario
narrativo delle vicende, infatti, posticipando di fatto 'immediato avvento del
nirvana e inibendo la volonta stessa di raggiungerlo, pone temporalmente il
ripetersi del legame karmico di un individuo sempre entro una dimensione
immanente e sociale nella quale dover pensare e, quindi, dover agire. Da
cio consegue che la componente etico-retributiva del karma e la legge del
Buddha assumono una rilevanza che deve essere ritenuta necessariamente
pubblica e (in) comune, teatro reale dell’azione retta che si deve compiere.

Se ¢ la societa stessa che viene ora ad essere pensata come un’organiz-
zazione a struttura karmica comune e temporalmente reiterata, non solo
I’ideale ascetico buddhista di allontanamento dal mondo trasla e si mesco-
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la nella realta del quotidiano,3® ma e la stessa pratica buddhista che puo
divenire formula agglutinante e ordinante per ’intera collettivita.’ Come
affermato da Walters: «In the Jataka, the Buddhist community is one huge
interconnected karmic web transmigrating together across time toward a
group fruition of all the good karma combined, realized in salvific participa-
tion in the Buddha’s own intimate community» (2003, p. 14). Ma da questo
deriva un ben piu cogente esito: «that even political communities have
karmic dimensions (or that even karma has a political dimension)» (p. 29).

E facile, quindi, concepire la pervasivita che un tale reticolo normo-
narrativo permette di mettere in gioco e ’esito consensuale e sociale che
da esso si e originato. Il risultato provocato dalla messa in moto della
figura esemplare del futuro Buddha, col suo innesco sociale, o meglio,
socializzante, va visto, dunque, nelle possibilita strategiche, ideologiche e
politiche che ha saputo garantire. Ma, su questo punto nodale, si tornera
con attenzione nell’ultimo paragrafo.

Cio che si vuole per ora ribadire e che solo attraverso il mezzo narrativo
del bodhisatta e dell’‘eucronia bodhisattvica’, intesa come la fondata per-
cezione di una temporalita virtuosa che deve necessariamente trascorrere
prima della liberazione, il meccanismo normativo si e potuto instaurare e
diffondere come possibilita cognitiva e fattuale.

A sostegno di quanto fin qui espresso, merita richiamare alcuni studi
storico-filologici che mostrano elementi testuali a conferma dell’immissio-
ne, del riconoscimento e dell’attuazione pratica del sistema logico-rappre-
sentativo proposto dai jataka.

La prima di queste indagini riguarda 1’evoluzione della prassi dell’ara-
hant, ovvero della figura di monaco in grado di ottenere I’‘illuminazione’ co-
me riflesso dell’esperienza dei primi discepoli del Buddha (cfr. Bond 1984).
In essa si mostra come vi sia, nel procedere storico dell’attivita speculativa
Theravada, un continuo aumento degli stadi intermedi di realizzazione
cui I’arahant puo aspirare. Persino per questa figura esemplare di asceta,
quindi, viene a costituirsi un percorso progressivo e molteplice di esistenze
dove il nirvana si rende impossibile da conseguire nell’immediato.

36 Recenti sono le indagini di Clarke (2014) che ben documentano la stretta contiguita
fra le comunita monastiche (afferenti alle varie scuole buddhiste) e le comunita laiche di
riferimento. Tali studi evidenziano che lo scambio di beni pratici e simbolici fra le due realta
non solo era pratica comune e riconosciuta, indirizzata ad una sorta di continua e inces-
sante osmosi, ma era soggetta a una continua opera di controllo e sorveglianza normativa.

37 Ariprova di quanto detto, € interessante notare che, a differenza dell’‘impermanenza’
del sé (pali: anicca, sanscrito: anitya) posto come assunto fondante del buddhismo, le vicen-
de jataka vogliono portare a considerare come reiterate e reiterabili le medesime relazioni
sociali che gli stessi individui esperiscono. Se nelle ‘storie del passato’ il Buddha ha a che
fare con personaggi che nelle ‘storie del presente’ sirivelano essere sempre i suoi discepoli
e famigliari piu stretti, nel medesimo istante si consegna il senso di una realta collettiva da
vivere virtuosamente poiché ontologicamente destinata a riproporsi.
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Allo stesso modo, nella tarda produzione commentariale in lingua pali, ci
si trova di fronte ad un’emblematica classificazione tripartita relativa allo
stesso status di bodhisatta (cfr. Skilling 2002). La significativa suddivisio-
ne mette in rapporto le diverse capacita di consapevolezza acquisite degli
individui che hanno scelto il percorso del ‘non-ancora-Buddha’ e i sempre
piu dilatati tempi di attesa in vista della futura ‘estinzione’.

In entrambe le analisi cio che si riscontra é la dilazione dell’avvento del
nirvana in ‘eta’ (pali: kappa) ‘incalcolabili’ (pali: asarikheyya), mentre cio su
cui si pone assoluta attenzione € I’idea di rinascita che necessariamente da
preminenza all’atto meritorio da svolgersi nella societa. A tal proposito le
conclusioni a cui giunge Bond sono chiare: «as the social base of the tradi-
tion became broader, there would have been a need for goals and means
of salvation open to the monk and laity who were involved in society, viz.,
a gradual path» (1984, p. 239).

Ebbene, quello che questi studi permettono di rilevare - oltre alla consi-
derevole prova che nel contesto classico Theravada i due percorsi proposti,
quello dell’arahant e quello del bodhisatta, erano di fatto entrambi percor-
ribili e avviabili -,38 e che tali ordinamenti seriori mostrano 1’uso accertato
del dispositivo narrativo della reiterazione temporale delle rinascite e della
promessa della realizzazione istituiti attraverso i racconti jataka. In defini-
tiva, dietro il concetto di vaghezza temporale necessaria alla ‘liberazione’
si mostra il mezzo narrativo che garantisce la codifica delle aspettative
personali e il simultaneo sorgere di un apparato normativo che condu-
ce il comportamento del singolo a conformarsi alla matrice promettente
stabilita dall’istituzione buddhista.®® E qui che il potenziale insito in ogni
pronunciamento sul ‘non ora’ e sul ‘non ancora’ - il quale diviene subito
ammonimento a quel ‘preoccuparsi del futuro’ cosi carico anche di valenze
emotive -, organizza antropologicamente cio che il singolo incorpora come
una propria specifica intenzionalita di condotta, sempre saldata alla dimen-
sione proiettiva e progettuale di sé. E nella totale aderenza di soggettivita,
temporalita e norma che il ruolo del bodhisatta struttura la sua capacita

38 Problematica e la questione, in ambito pali, dell’effettiva possibilita di diventare un
bodhisatta da parte di un comune individuo. In assenza di un Buddha nell’eta presente - da
qui la necessita di postulare il ‘Buddha del futuro’ Metteyya (cfr. Analayo 2010a, pp. 95-
128) -, mancherebbe di fatto il riconoscimento ‘ufficiale’ e, dunque, la qualifica per I’avvio
all’incarico suddetto. In realta, oltre a riscontrare evidenze testuali ed epigrafiche che at-
testano la presenza di bodhisatta in attivita (cfr. Harvey 2007; Appleton 2010, pp. 103-108),
specialisti d’area hanno confermato il trasversale esercizio del percorso del bodhisatta da
parte di monaci e devoti laici (cfr. Walters 1997; Strong 2011, pp. 185-186).

39 Per carpire tutta la valenza performativa che il tema della ‘vaghezza’ sa disporre nei
testi qui considerati si invita a leggere, quasi in sinossi, ’analisi di Endo (1997, pp. 243-
266), per quanto riguarda la varianza testuale sulla durata incalcolabile della ‘carriera del
bodhisatta’, e le riflessioni di Luzzati (1999), per quanto concerne il concetto di ‘vago’ come
importante elemento e strumento giuridico-normativo.
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epistemica di presa sull’individuo sia esso afferente alla realta monastica,
sia a quella laica. Messo in luce un tale apparato dossologico e normativo,
quindi, diviene facile intuire come il bodhisatta finisca per legittimare la
capacita da parte dell’istituto buddhista di un piu effettivo intervento or-
dinante sulla collettivita.

3.3 llbodhisatta come erogatore etico: a proposito dei rapporti
fra particolare, universale, iper-valoriale

A questo punto, riconosciuta I'importanza della modellizzazione temporale
che il dispositivo narrativo jataka riesce a costruire nel racconto e a isti-
tuire nei riceventi, si puo procedere nel definire la caratterizzazione che
del bodhisatta si fa nelle storie. Cio a dire che, configurata la facolta di
proiettarsi entro un piano temporale programmatico, si tratta ora di valu-
tare la peculiare ‘coloritura’ e valenza etica che ’esempio del bodhisatta,
per mezzo del contenuto valoriale insito nelle ‘perfezioni’, ha garantito
all’intero percorso esperienziale.

In tutte le vicende della collezione jataka il ‘non-ancora-Buddha’ si costi-
tuisce a personaggio principale che esprime il verso dell’azione narrativa.
E chiaro che l’attivita che caratterizza il protagonista dei jataka & resa
necessariamente come unica e particolare nello svolgersi di ogni singolo
episodio o storia. Tuttavia, come si & gia visto a riguardo del piano tempo-
rale disposto in quella che si & chiamata la ‘forma del jataka’, I’azione si
mostra, in realta, come paradigmatica e compresa entro specifiche modali-
ta reiteranti. Tutte le azioni compiute dal bodhisatta, infatti, corrispondono
e rientrano in schemi categoriali di produzione etica chiamati parami. Ogni
singolo jataka, dopotutto, esibisce se stesso come caso particolare di una
delle dieci possibili parami.*°

Da cio consegue che, a livello generale della collezione delle storie
jataka, vi € da scorgere un macchinario narrativo che, in associazione con
una peculiare forma temporale che struttura l’ordine e le conseguenze
degli eventi, eroga e somministra la giusta prospettiva valoriale da dare a
tali eventi e alle azioni che li determinano. Vi &, quindi, una mutuo fondarsi
dell’azione che si rende virtuosa poiché v’é una categoria valoriale che la
comprende e la legittima e, di riflesso, del valore che si fa tale perché v’é

40 Vada sé che il processo di sistematizzazione delle classi valoriali parami e avvenuto nel
corso del tempo e dietro una continua opera di affinamento e coordinazione con le storie
jataka che, di volta in volta, venivano riconosciute e proposte come legittime. Come affer-
mato anche da Appleton (2010, pp. 25-26, 98-103), sebbene solo nel commento in prosa del
jataka vi sia il palesamento di una relazione stretta con una relativa parami, la probabile
originaria compresenza di parte poetica e parte prosastica e la presenza nelle gatha di un
lessico a tinte fortemente etiche confermano la primaria importanza che le ‘perfezioni’
hanno avuto per la definizione e lo sviluppo del genere jataka.
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un’azione che lo esprime. Ma e appunto in questa reciproco legame, dove
giungono a saldarsi azione particolare e valore universale, che vengono a
costituirsi le ideal-tipiche categorie cognitive, assiologiche e normative a
disposizione degli agenti. La stringente logica narrativa ha, dunque, con-
seguenze telluriche sul fondare un’idea di condotta che si rende persuasiva
e prescrittiva in senso universale proprio attraverso la caratterizzazione
edificante del bodhisatta.*

Per dare esempio di quanto si € detto e bene rivolgersi ad un jataka in
cuiil caso particolare del bodhisatta pare proprio debba essere inteso nella
prospettiva universale dei valori da riconoscere e, nel medesimo istante,
da riversare in senso pratico nelle relazioni prossemico-sociali.

In Sivijataka (Jataka 499),* il sovrano e bodhisatta Sivi, € un retto go-
vernante. La vicenda, in sintesi, vuole che la divinita Sakka, camuffata da
cieco brahmano, metta alla prova la nota generosita del re chiedendo allo
stesso uno dei suoi occhi. Nonostante la contrarieta dei sudditi, Sivi accetta
di buon grado la possibilita di mostrare la sua virtl e, dopo aver donato
entrambi gli occhi, guadagna la facolta della visione divina. E pero nella
parte conclusiva della storia che la retorica narrativ