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The Long Shadow
BY HG MASTERS

A year of centennial commemorations for the 1915 Armenian Genocide

ARAM JIBILIAN, (left to right) The Gorky Mask, 2010, digital C-print, 58.4 x 50.8 cm; Gorky a Life in 3 Acts (i. Birth), 2008, digital C-print, 78.7 x 94 cm;
Gorky and the Son He Never Had, 2010, digital C-print, 61 x 50.8 cm. Installation view of “Armenity/Hayoutioun,” the National Pavilion of the Republic of Armenia,
at the Mekhitarist Monastery of San Lazzaro degli Armeni, Venice, 2015. Copyright Piero Demo. Courtesy the artist and La Biennale di Venezia.

When the Whitney Museum of American
Art reopened in May, the double portrait
The Artist and His Mother (1926–c. 1936)
assumed a self-possessed prominence
among the display of seminal modern
artworks. Derived from a photograph taken
in 1912, the canvas depicts a valiant-looking
ten-year-old Vosdanig Manoog Adoian
standing next to his seated mother and
holding flowers in his hand. Her resolute,
forlorn expression is well rendered, while
the rest of her body and her dress are less
defined, becoming sketchy and vignetted
around the edges, as if a faded memory.
Three years after the photographer’s
shutter had closed on this scene, the family
had to flee their home in Van as Turkish
soldiers besieged the city and embarked on
an eight-day, 100-mile march to Russian
Armenia. Adoian and his sister survived
but their mother never fully recovered,
eventually dying in 1919 of malnutrition
after a brutal winter famine in Yerevan.
A year later, teenage Adoian immigrated
to the United States, where he would adopt
the name Arshile Gorky (“Arshile” means

“bitter”), and, six years later, begin two
versions of this commemorative canvas.
Gorky’s paintings of his younger self
and his mother—there are two versions of
this image—are the best-known artworks
created by a survivor of the Armenian
Genocide, or Medz Yeghern (“The Great
Crime/Calamity”), perpetrated by the Young
Turks military government between 1915 and
1919. In Gorky’s painting there are no direct
references to the mass deportations, death
marches into the Syrian desert or massacres
of those years, nor does the painting evince
nostalgia for an imagined homeland. There
is yearning and mourning for the time
embedded in the source photograph, yet
such feelings, given the blank, haunted
expressions of the sitters, are not idealized
either. Instead, we become entangled in the
dynamics of Gorky’s own dilemma: staring
at Adoian and his mother back in Van, while
his younger self and deceased mother stare
out at the man now called Gorky (after the
Russian poet Maxim Gorky) living safely in
New York City—with all the time and space
in between giving the work its pathos.
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Looking back and contending with a
singular event, one that determined the fate
and identity of an entire people, was the
subject of many exhibitions around the world
as the centennial of the Armenian Genocide
was marked this year—officially on April 24,
referring to the date in 1915 when Ottoman
interior minister Mehmet Talât Paşa ordered
the arrest of 250 prominent Armenians
in Constantinople (Istanbul), beginning a
campaign that saw the deaths of 1.5 million
Armenians. At this year’s 56th Venice
Biennale, which opened in early May, the
Armenia Pavilion, “Armenity/Hayoutioun,”
curated by Istanbul-born Adelina Cüberyan
v. Fürstenberg, surveyed the vast modern
diaspora created by the genocide, now in
its third or fourth generation, with projects
by 18 artists of Armenian heritage living
in more than 15 countries. Collectively,
“Armenity/Hayoutioun” looked at how
community identities have been shaped
through an understanding of a cultural
history, stretching back millennia but all
informed by the Medz Yeghern of 1915–19 and
its aftermath.
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Among today’s living artists the Medz
Yeghern can be filtered with an analytical
historical lens, one no less affecting in
returning lost individual lives to the fore. Set
within a display of the printing equipment
at the Mekhitarist Monastery on the Island
of San Lazzaro degli Armeni—a repository
of Armenian culture since the early 18th
century—Nigol Bezjian’s Witness.ed (2015)
was dedicated to the Armenian poet Daniel
Varoujan, whose publications and poems
(excerpts were on view) observed the
beginnings of the genocide and whose
own end (he was arrested and tortured to
death in a horrific manner) is described
by a witness in one of the videos. In turn,
Varoujan is the subject of one of three works
by Mekhitar Garabedian, Untitled (Daniel
Varoujan, Ghent) (2011), a stack of white
paper with an intaglio print of three lines
in Armenian from a poem once widely
known in Ottoman times, illuminating the
poet’s (lost) prominence within OttomanTurkish society. The intertwining of the
two communities is again the subject of
Haig Aivazian’s casket-like sculpture made
of alternating strips of mahogany and
tulipwood, Hastayım Yaşıyorum (I am sick,
I am alive) (2014), a tribute to the famous
oud player Udi Hrant Kenkulian, who as a
teenager survived the Ottoman purges and
became a famous musician in Turkey.
The fluidity and hybridity of language,
identity and culture between Turks and
Armenians are an especially strained
subject. It becomes the subtext of Hera
Büyüktaşçıyan’s sculpture of mechanized
printing letters, rising up and down from
an old desk, that spell out the title Letters
from Lost Paradise in English with similarlooking Armenian letters—referring to the
widespread practice of using Armenianletters to write Ottoman-Turkish, as well as
Lord Byron’s attempts to learn Armenian
while on the island. The submerged
identities of Armenians who remained in
Turkey are addressed in Damascus-born
Hrair Sarkissian’s photographic series

“Unexposed” (2012), which shows only the
spotlit hands but not the faces of TurkishArmenians whose families converted
to Islam to avoid death and who have
subsequently re-converted to Christianity—
making them outsiders to Turks and
Armenians alike. Language is also riffed
on, in a much more lighthearted manner,
in Nina Katchadourian’s three-channel
video Accent Elimination (2005), which, on
six monitors, shows her parents (SwedishFinnish and Turkish-Armenian-Lebanese)
working with an accent coach to learn her
American-inflected accent and herself trying
to mimic those of her parents. Like a patron
saint, Gorky was there too, in photographs
by Aram Jibilian, who poses himself wearing
a mask taken from the self-portrait in The
Artist and His Mother, transposing his
reimaginings of Gorky’s life onto journeys of
his own.
If “Armenity/Hayoutioun” took place
within a sanctuary, then the 2015 Istanbul
Biennial—where there were 13 specially
commissioned projects about Armenian
history—was a return to the scene of
the crime, to an environment where the
government still vehemently denies
the genocide (“Yes, many people died,
Armenians and Turks,” is the current line),
and the broader public is largely uninformed
about it. Effacement, particularly of ethnic
differences, as well as of Ottoman heritage
and past crimes, has been a Turkish policy
since the formation of the modern republic
in the 1920s. These were alluded to in Sonia
Balassanian’s allegorical installation Silence
of Stones (2015), 12 giant tufa boulders
quarried in Armenia and roughly chiseled
into shapes evocative of heads (they have no
faces and thus no identities); they lay in a
gallery at Istanbul Modern, simulating a field
of ruins. Elsewhere, enmeshing itself in one
of the country’s most charged spaces was
Rene Gabri and Ayreen Anastas’s project in
the former offices of the Armenian-Turkish
newspaper Agos, whose editor Hrant Dink
was assassinated on the street in 2007 by a

SONIA BALASSANIAN, Silence of Stones, 2015, carved tufa stone, installed at the 14th Istanbul Biennial, 2015. Courtesy Istanbul Modern.
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teenager with links to security officials. Their
tabletop installation of gathered documents
and photographs, overlaid with textual
fragments, typed and handwritten, evoked
the scattered, fractured lives of Armenians
over the last century. Additionally, the
artist-duo cleaned out the offices to reveal
three existing archives, including a wall of
binders containing the court proceedings
against Dink (he was once prosecuted for
“denigrating Turkishness”), as well as his
murder trials. Visitors could even step into
Dink’s office, where on a wall full of paintings
and photographs is a framed reproduction of
Gorky’s The Artist and His Mother.
Concurrent with the Biennial, at the
Istanbul cultural center Depo, was the group
exhibition “Grandchildren: New Geographies
of Belonging,” which was curated by artist
Silvina Der-Meguerditchian (she was also
in the Armenia Pavilion at Venice) and
expanded on many of the themes from
the Venice Biennale pavilion, including
how the Medz Yeghern still impacts
Armenian communities today, three or four
generations later. These chains, or bonds,
are visualized in Büyüktaşçıyan’s “Blind
Topographia” (2014–15), a series of prints
made of excerpted scenes photocopied from
religious paintings; she connects figures
by a red line, delicately drawn around the
foot or hand, that then crosses the blank
spaces between the reproductions, eliding/
conjoining time and place. Other works in
the show were suggestive of how TurkishArmenian identities remain intractably
intertwined. Arman Tadevosyan’s video
installation juxtaposes images of Turkish
children singing nationalist songs with
a 1992 family video of himself saying
“Dying for Armenia is a hero’s oath for us,”
accompanied by a black-surfaced lightbox
that appears to depict two human profiles
facing one another. In abstract form, Mikayel
Ohanjanyan’s sculpture of two cubes
balanced on their edges and connected by
strings via an intermediary smaller cube
form alluded to the connected situation of
two peoples still joined and divided by their
disputed history.
While activists and politicians wrangle
over official recognition of the 20th century’s
first genocide, individual testimonies—lives
themselves, even—continue to resonate. Ani
Setyan’s Geldim (I Came) (2015) comprises
her grandmother’s cane standing perfectly
upright on the floor, dramatically spotlit so
that it casts multiple shadows on the wall,
accompanied by the sounds of the cane
and footsteps moving across the floor. Her
grandmother’s conspicuous absence jars
with the affirmative title and the reliclike object at the center of the work. One
hundred years and counting, ghosts and long
shadows of the Medz Yeghern appear to show
no signs of retreating from the spaces of
Armenian culture.

