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INTRODUCTION

Lights on

OUR MODERN SYRIAC LITERATURE

BY DEACON OKIN MONOFAR BARSOM

After thanksgiving God the sanctifier of our praiseworthy language
by his pure mouth, | say:

The Syriac literature, as it is known, is an ancient literature; formerly
being philosophical and prudent and modernly being religious and soulfut. |
mean by the ancient literature that was before the Christian Era and the
modern one that was written after the holy incarnation until this day. Usual-
ly, it binds the quintessence by its deepness and owns the feelings by its
grandeur and rhetoric. The Syriac literature was affected also, as any other
one, by time and location. The rhyme, for instance, was known by the
Syrians in the gh century A.D. which they adopted from the Arab neigh-
bours. The modern Syriac literature which came out sometimes of the
familiar as writing on nature, love, beauty, nationalism and else, was
adopted from the world literature especially that of the western world, and
this is the best proof on the richness and flexibility of our praiseworthy lan-
guage and its capability on colouring by all bright colours of literature. My
book which | called "Lights on our modern Syriac literature” falls within
this ring, for | fixed the lights on the dispositions that our recent authors
produced. May God prolong the lives of those who are still alive and bless
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by mercy the souls of those who were transferred to the side of their Lord,
and in front of all | bend my figure respectfully and appreciately.

We notice, from our reading of the production of those authors that
most of them mixed between the old and modern style. So, it came on the
whole as a flower bouquet that blossomed and turned downward in co-
quetry from the vase of our modern Syriac literature. This vase contains the
delicious odour and splendor beauty. The style of this literature affects upon
you for its delicacy, deepness and degree which obliges you on appreciat-
ing this high and splendid literature which has the capability on regionalism
with time and location. The subject, whatever difficult and embroiled
together is, may be for this reason was liknened by the Orientalists who
were numerous in specializing in its fields and who gave the highest cer-
tifications for it. You find the names of the famous of them in the book of
"The scattered Beryls" by the late Patriarch Mar Ephrem Barsom the 1%,
in addition to the vernacular poem whose beginnings appeared recently
which is also a beautiful art in which some young writers brightened. It is
noted that the style of those writers is different one from the other. There are
among them who reached the climax in the act of inventing as Saka " and
Qara Bashi' and else. Some of them were medium and sometimes less
than that. As we note also, some of them who used the rhyme did well and
this poem came as a sweet musical piece that rejoices you and affects your
feelings. Also,there are among them who didn’t succeed and so you feel the
heaviness of their poem on the-heart and listening, but I bend my figure in
front of all as long as their blessed pencils have dived in one ink-pot which
is the ink-pot of the fathers and grandfathers.

The lights of the Syriac literature didn't extinct in any time even in the
days of drought and emaciation that attacked the Syrians through centuries
due to the difficulties and persecutions that happened to them in the
regions of their location. The Syriac literature was dwelling in the hearts of
the Syrians in every time and place like the anthrax under the ash and as
the odour in the flower's heart, especially in the five centuries that preceded
the 1% world war. And when it could appear 1o the public once again as in
our orphanage in Beirut under the surveillance of (T.M.S. ..m.)a.l.) and
the seminary of St. Ephrem in Mosul during 1947-1951 and other cofleges, it

appeared as usual and with the same splendour and climax precisely like the
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Lord Cross which the Jews threw, due to their hatred, outside the walls of

Jerusalem and piled over it tons of swill and garbage, trying to cover its in-
dications, and remained there until it was discovered by the Syrian Empress

"Hilaneh" after more than 300 years and was erected in its suitable place.
And so also our Syriac literature which all the efforts failed to cover; and

now it comes back once more to the location that suits its pnde through
this group of genius writers.

Upon that, being one of the warshippers of this literature, | suggest:

FIRST: The formation of a commitiee that proceeds and collects every
good production in Syriac language, being short stories or poem; and sup-
porting this committee by a monetary committee that helps those writers
who have always their leading positions in our society, and works to
preserve and publish their production until its benefit prevails. And if there
were to be such committees, the production of the late Mar Ephrem Bar-
som would have been more productive and the Syriac Bulletin in Aleppo
wouldn’t have stopped and the same thing with the Orient Bulletin and the
Mosul Orient Bulletin; and so most of our writers would have published the
production of their dispositions.

SECOND: In view of the developed technology in the field of photog-
raphy, it is easy nowadays to obtain a copy or more of the writings put by
the Syrian authors and professors through centuries and which are
preserved in the museums and libraries of the west, and to be under the dis-
posal of who is willing to know their contents and benefit from them, and
that in more than onhe center as the Patriarchate, the seminary of Mar
Ephrem in Holland, the monastery of Mar Gabriel in Turkey, the monastery
of Mar Mattai in fraq and else, and making cne of these centers a place for
high Syriac studies and a source for Orientalists.

THIRD: The establishing of one publishing house or more with its work
bounded to publish the Syrian heritage only, like the printing press of "Bar

Hebraeus" in Mar Ephrem seminary in Holland which was founded by his
eminence workable bishop Mar Julius Issa Chichak, and the "Edessa"

publishing house in Aleppo that was established by his eminence bishop
Yohanna Ibrahim. And | knew recently that my brother bishop Ephrera

Barsom intends, when the security conditions improve in Lebanon, to es-
tablish a publishing house in our great compound in Beirut-Ashrafieh, below



Mar Ephrem church and will call it: The Publishing House of "Qenneshreen”
and will publish a series of books about those whose names glittered in the
sky of the eternal Syriac literature formerly or recently, or those who wrote
or published any subject related to the Syriac literature in any way. May
God fulfill his dream and the dreams of all those who work for the resuirec-
tion of our eternal heritage.

From north America, this country which is far away from the countries
that spoke in this glorious language or still speak it partially, it came to my
mind to write down and analyse "57" personalities of some Syrian writers
who loved this Lianguage greatly which affected upon their feelings and sen-
timents and some of them considered that as a dogma, and focusing the
lights on the examples and samples that slipped from their blessed hands.
And | consider this work personally a sacred obligation and duty, because it
is not permitted to forget this category of our glorious nation’s writers who
worked and got tired for the resurrection of the fathers’ and grandfathers’
heritage, and most of them if not all, didn't obtain, with great regret, what
they deserve of penalty and estimation toward their givings, while actually
everyone of them deserves a written book about himself.

| said | wrote about some of the recent writers, because | didn’t and will
not claim that | wrote about the whole group, first because it is a big and
large group, and it is difficult to squeeze it in one book; and | apologize in
advance from those | forgot to write about them or 1o mention fhem

Second, | wrote only about those that | read their books or frose who
answered my letters and are still living, hoping that someone will come after
me who will complete my humble work and participate like me in this impor-
tant erection which we hope will be fulfilled and erected.

| started with Father "Matta Konat* the professor (MALFAN}) of Malabatr-
india, because we must not forget this dear part of our glorious church or
the other wing of the glorious Syrian Eagle, and then | focused the light ona
prominent personality that played an important role in the life of our nation
at the beginning of the modern Renaissance Era, and | mean the deacon
Naoum Fayeq. Then | discussed our literature which contains sorrow and

_\it



tears that is "the literature of "Safar BIRLIK."(" if it could be said, the litera-
ture that pointed out to the brutal atrocities or the catastrophes and dis-
asters that poured upon the heads of our people at the end of the last cen-
tury and the beginning of the present one (1895-1908-1915) where
hundreds of thousands of christians were killed unjustly, more than 144
thousand Syrians as was mentioned in the memorandum of the bishop
Ephrem Barsom (the Patriarch afterwards) and which he presented, by
the name of our community, to the leaders of the west (League of Nations)
in the year 1918. And with a trenbling pen and sorrow, | elected seven out of
these poets who were eyewitnesses of those atrocities and wrote mournful
poems and they are: The monk Yohanna al-Qas Aho, bishop Ephrem al-
Bati, Reverend youssef Shahine, Gallo Shabo, Rev. Youssef Bilan, Rev.
Naaman Aydine and Rev. Suleiman Hanno al Arkahy. Then | pointed out
to the first poineers of our great writers and most of them from the clergy
like the patr. Ephrem the 1°'. and Yacoub the 3. and the bishops
Dolabani, Qoro, Bahnam and Archdeacon Danno, and the clergymen:
Saka, Shaya, Yalda and others; and then | passed on Qarabashi and
those who lived at the same time like the writers of "T.M.S." ( .00 )n L )
Paulos, Ghattas, Salman and their colleagues. And at last but not the
last, the genius writers of ST. Ephrem seminary, the blessed caravan that
carries at present the firebrand of our Syriac literature, whose parade of
prosperity and development is lead by H.H. our Patriarch Mar Ignatios
Zakka the 1°'. | WAZ, and it will not be the last caravan by the grace of
God who is our support in reaching every demand.
The Author
Okin Monofar
194 Washington Str.
Central Falls, R.l. 02863
U.S.A.

(1) "Safar birlik" is a turkish word which means mass compulsory migration painting
at the migration of the christians from Turkey to the Syrian inland in 1915 - also
another Turkish word was used “siigiin"'which means exile,
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