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A Conversation with Jemma Sahakyan (first wife)
Full transcript
Editorial principle. This is a literary transcript: the machine-generated text has been edited for the grammar of spoken speech, and consecutive remarks by one speaker are gathered into paragraphs. No information has been added. Time codes follow the published video. Speakers: Vsevolod Khachatryan (son of Rudolf Khachatryan), Jemma Sahakyan (the artist’s first wife) and Mariam Khachatryan (their daughter).
How we met
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [00:00] Where did you meet Rudolf?
Jemma Sahakyan. [00:02] At ADRI, the Armenian House of Arts Workers, rather like the Central House of Arts Workers in Moscow. I was very young, a second-year student.
[00:25] The writer Karen Simonyan was courting me. There was also a cameraman, ten years older than me, who told my sister he wanted to marry me. Rudolf began coming to ADRI too. Karen was a friend of his as well; he lives in France now.
[00:54] Rudolf saw me, noticed that someone was following me around, and came straight over and put his arm around me. I was flustered. I was there with a friend, and some event was taking place. We sat down, and I was too shy to say anything. Young people were quite different then, and so was their upbringing.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [01:16] Had Dad been brought up differently?
Jemma Sahakyan. [01:37] Yes, he was familiar with everyone, quite uninhibited and even cheeky, I would say.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [01:42] Was this in 1957?
Jemma Sahakyan. [01:47] Probably late 1956, perhaps November. Or early 1957.
Jemma's family
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [01:50] Was your family well off?
Jemma Sahakyan. [01:54] My father had a good position.
Mariam Khachatryan. [01:58] In the telegraph department?
Jemma Sahakyan. [02:01] No, the postal service.
Mariam Khachatryan. [02:02] Deputy minister?
Jemma Sahakyan. [02:03] Yes. We had a very large family. When my mother married him, he already had four children: his first wife had died. My mother was very young, seventeen years younger than my father.
Friends
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [02:16] Which friends did Rudolf introduce you to first?
Jemma Sahakyan. [02:30] Adal, Ruben Adalyan, and Tigran Levonyan. Adal was shorter than Rudolf, but very good-looking. There were Pierre, Arayik Bauni—a very good satirist—and Ernest. There is a photograph here of us with Ernest. He was handsome, a decent artist, and knew good music exceptionally well.
[03:05] Rudolf had known Tigran since they were ten. They lived on the same street. When Tigran's family repatriated, they were housed in a sort of barracks.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [03:14] And was Jean there already?
Jemma Sahakyan. [03:21] No, they met Jean later. Shahen introduced them. Jean rented a tiny room on Proshyan Street, where they sell kebabs. We often visited him on winter evenings.
[03:43] The things Rudolf put poor Jean through! “Until you play the Chaconne, I'm not leaving.” People couldn't refuse him—he was so persistent. We often visited Shahen too; he would give us lunch.
Early work
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [04:07] What paintings did Rudolf first show you?
Jemma Sahakyan. [04:10] There were lots of portraits, mostly of Loris.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [04:20] And models. Was that when he went to the sculptors at the institute? Frid Soghoyan told me about it recently.
Jemma Sahakyan. [04:29] Yes. He drew me perhaps three times a day. But whenever he got angry, he would pull the drawings off the wall and tear them up. Perhaps I'd said the wrong thing…
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [04:37] Were you married by then?
Jemma Sahakyan. [04:46] No, he was still courting me. He had a tiny room that served as a studio, and that was where the works were kept.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [04:56] What materials did he use? There was so little money.
Jemma Sahakyan. [05:05] Mostly charcoal. Pencil and sanguine. It was all graphic work then.
How the family felt about him
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [05:11] What did your family think of his courtship?
Jemma Sahakyan. [05:17] My family loved him. Even after our divorce, they welcomed him warmly. They even reproached me, especially my mother: “Why do you treat him like that? He's upset, he can't sleep at night. He sits on the balcony, smoking.” This was after the divorce.
Early exhibitions and the Union of Artists
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [05:34] Do you remember his first exhibition?
Jemma Sahakyan. [05:50] The Union of Artists kept turning him down because he was self-taught and hadn't studied. It was very hurtful, and he was terribly upset. I sensed this intuitively, but I was still young.
[06:13] Then he somehow won a bronze medal in Vienna, at an exhibition of graphic art. After that, he was admitted to the Union straight away. He began taking part in group exhibitions, and that brought some joy. It may have been 1969 by the time he exhibited on his own. I don't remember exactly—there is a photograph here.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [06:33] Who helped send the drawing to the festival?
Jemma Sahakyan. [06:54] I don't remember that. Grisha Khanjyan helped him a great deal. The chairman liked him too—a very good, dignified man, Albert Parsamyan. He supported Rudolf, but there were many enemies. Sargis Muradyan, Anatoly Papyan—they couldn't stand him.
[07:23] Grisha even lent him money. I still have a notebook recording how much we owe him.
Kochar and exhibition discussions
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [07:38] Were the other older artists jealous of his friendship with Kochar?
Jemma Sahakyan. [07:48] Kochar was respected, and he was interesting to talk to. Every exhibition was followed by a discussion. Everyone waited to hear Kochar and Ruben Zaryan, the theatre and Shakespeare scholar, a wonderful speaker. But I wouldn't say everyone was clamouring to be around Kochar.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [08:17] It was mostly young people who gathered around him.
Earning a living and university
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [08:23] How did you manage to rent a flat? Had you started earning something?
Jemma Sahakyan. [08:31] Rudolf worked at the Moskva cinema, making posters. That was his income—I think he earned thirty-five roubles.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [08:38] Did you finish your degree?
Jemma Sahakyan. [08:44] No, he made me leave at the end of my third year. I was studying chemistry at university. He quarrelled with my grandmother and said, “She'll travel all over the world with me.” The laboratory classes were in the evenings, and that was why he insisted I leave.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [09:00] Was he jealous even then?
Jemma Sahakyan. [09:08] Oh, that's an understatement.
The first buyers
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [09:16] Who bought his first works?
Jemma Sahakyan. [09:19] Academician Bunyatyan, a biologist, bought my portrait. I miss it so much: his daughter later sold it, and I don't know who to. It was rather like Picasso's Blue or Rose Period. Well-known people like that bought his work.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [09:32] What about Apollon?
Jemma Sahakyan. [09:45] Yes, Apollon. When we rented a flat on Komitas, Rudolf had some very good works.
[09:56] They were paintings by then, on cardboard rather than canvas.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [10:02] Perhaps on hardboard?
Jemma Sahakyan. [10:08] No, I think it was cardboard after all. Apollon came and bought several works in one go. He bought more later, when we got the flat on Nalbandyan Street. He was the main buyer.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [10:32] Did people come from abroad then?
Jemma Sahakyan. [10:41] Yes, but they didn't buy from him. They bought from Minas and Galents. They paid in foreign currency, which was forbidden then.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [10:54] Yes, it was all done in secret. What about that scholar from Petersburg?
Jemma Sahakyan. [11:07] What was his name? I've forgotten.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [11:09] I've written it down, but I've forgotten too. Did he buy many works?
Jemma Sahakyan. [11:11] Not that many. But he had an incredible collection. When Rudolf and I went to Petersburg, we would visit him and look at the works. He was a nice man.
The flat and studio
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [11:32] How did he get the studio?
Jemma Sahakyan. [11:35] Saryan helped. When we got our flat, it was on the fifth floor, with the studio above it. The studio had already been built by then. The flat and studio were allocated together.
[11:57] Minas even asked, “Why are you taking the fifth floor?” He took the third floor, with the studio on the top floor. Rudolf said, “I'll put a staircase here, straight up to the studio.”
Mariam Khachatryan. [12:17] He had trouble distinguishing many colours. He would have to call Mum upstairs to tell him what colour something was. He confused brown and blue.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [12:24] When you got the flat and studio, was it a happy time?
Jemma Sahakyan. [12:28] Yes. We moved in just before New Year, as 1966 was ending and 1967 was beginning. I was pregnant with Moko. Minas often came over, and they were always discussing what they would do and how.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [12:53] And you divorced a year later?
Jemma Sahakyan. [12:55] No. Officially, in 1971.
A difficult year and the trips to Senezh
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [13:08] By then, was life still passionate but happy, or no longer?
Jemma Sahakyan. [13:12] No. When Moko was four months old, I scalded my leg with boiling water. I couldn't leave the house for six months. Rudolf swaddled her, and my grandmother came and swaddled her too. I couldn't do it. It was dreadful.
[13:37] I scalded my leg in early February and didn't leave the house until 1 August. Then, in mid-September, Rudolf went to Senezh for the first time.
[14:00] Was that 1967? Did he meet Natasha there then?
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [14:04] No, they met in 1969.
[14:07] Even they sometimes confused the two trips. I think they remembered possibly crossing paths earlier, without really noticing each other. There were so many people there.
Jemma Sahakyan. [14:22] I went out on 1 August, and he went in September, with Robert, I think.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [14:31] Or did they go one after the other?
Jemma Sahakyan. [14:32] Robert went earlier.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [14:38] I think that was 1967. Robert and Mum were in one group, and Dad came with the next group.
[14:42] Yes, a month or two later. In 1969 they were in the same group.
Jealousy
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [14:52] It was a terrible year. Were you jealous of Rudolf?
Jemma Sahakyan. [15:02] His love and jealousy were so overwhelming that…
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [15:05] There was no room left?
Jemma Sahakyan. [15:06] Yes, somehow there was no room left. He was the more active one.
Mariam Khachatryan. [15:12] They were already divorced. Dad had been living with Natasha for ten years, yet he would still come over and make jealous scenes. He would spy on her and cause rows. Dad was certainly strange.
Jemma Sahakyan. [15:20] Yes, very strange.
Vsevolod Khachatryan. [15:28] Impossible at times.
Jemma Sahakyan. [15:29] Yes, impossible.
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