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Thoughts on Martiros Saryan

Jotaro OHTA

From September 3 to September 10, 2022, the author of this article was in
Yerevan and visited the “Martiros Saryan House-Museum” to study the archive of an
outstanding Armenian artist of the 20th century.

Martiros Sergeevich Saryan (1880—1972) was born in the Armenian colony of
Nakhichevan-on-Don (now a district of Rostov-on-Don). He studied painting at the
Moscow School of Painting, Sculpture and Architecture from 1897 to 1903, and spent
another year in the studios of Valentin Serov and Konstantin Korovin.

Saryan has an autobiography entitled “From My Life”. The artist began writing
portions of it in the 1940s. It was first published in Armenian in 1966 and later
translated into Russian, French, Czech, Polish and Japanese. Since then, many
researchers of Russian art have cited the autobiography of the master.

Nevertheless, one should pay attention to the fact that Saryan wrote his
autobiography in Russian, not in Armenian. Saryan’s “autobiography”, which has
been referred to by many researchers, is nothing more than a “double translation”,
in which the Russian original text was translated into Armenian, and then the
Armenian version into Russian.

In the archive of the Saryan House-Museum, the author of this article managed
to look through several parts from the artist’s original text, which was partially
published by Rouzan Lazarevna Saryan (the painter’s granddaughter), director of the
M. Saryan House -Museum.

Saryan’s autobiography consists of thirteen notebooks. It covers the artist’s life
from childhood in southern Russia to his stay in Paris (1926—28). However, six
notebooks were lost, so the master’s autobiography does not exist in its entirety.
Various fragments are scattered across more than thirty notebooks in his archive.

Rouzan Lazarevna entrusted me with some parts from a copy of the manuscript
of Saryan’s original memoirs, which she had already edited. In this article, I tried to
compare the original text of the artist with the text of the translation published during
the Soviet era. It turned out that in the “translation” there were some descriptions

that did not exist at all in the original. Even completely wrong, very doubtful
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statements were found due to the misunderstandings (or deliberate fabrication of the
text) of the translator. Such errors are especially noticeable in the chapters, in
which he told of the genocide of the Armenian people in 1895—96 and 1915—16.
The original full text of the artist’s autobiography, “From the Notebooks of M. S.
Saryan”, will be published in the coming years by the Moscow publishing house
“Slovo” under the editorship of Rouzan Lazarevna. In order to see the true scale of
the artist’s work and understand new aspects of his life, one cannot but look forward

to the release of his true autobiography in Russian.
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