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Studi di arte armena
e dell’Oriente cristiano

Aldo Ferrari
Universita Ca’ Foscari, Venezia

Stefano Riccioni
Universita Ca’ Foscari, Venezia

In considerazione dell’interesse crescente per gli studi sull’arte del-
la Subcaucasia - termine con il quale si intende il territorio dell’Ar-
menia storica e le regioni del Caucaso meridionale fino all’Anatolia,
all'Iran e alla Mesopotamia superiore - nei suoi rapporti con l'arte
del vicino Oriente cristiano, la serie Eurasiatica intende ampliare e
arricchire il suo campo d’indagine scientifica aggiungendo il filone
Studi di arte armena e dell’Oriente cristiano (Studies in Armenian and
Eastern Christian Art).

L'iniziativa e frutto della collaborazione interdipartimentale tra
Aldo Ferrari, prof. di Lingua e Letteratura armena (Dipartimento di
Studi sull’Asia e sull’Africa Mediterranea) e Stefano Riccioni, prof. di
Storia dell’arte medievale (Dipartimento di Filosofia e Beni Culturali)
che dal 2018 animano insieme gli appuntamenti del Seminario di arte
armena e dell’Oriente cristiano, e hanno organizzato il convegno Arte
armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive (2019), riscuotendo un sem-
pre maggiore consenso da parte di studiosi e amatori della materia.

L'ampiamento della collana Eurasiatica, con un filone dedicato
espressamente all’arte, significa incontrare questo interesse cre-
scente ma anche riprendere una felice stagione di studi e incontri
animata dal Politecnico di Milano, dalla Sapienza Universita di Ro-
ma e dall'Universita Ca’ Foscari Venezia, e che vide il succedersi di
importanti iniziative, dai Simposi di Arte Armena, alle Esposizioni
di Arte Armena, alle pubblicazioni come gli Atti dei Simposi tenuti
in Italia e la collana Documenti di Architettura Armena, promossi da
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Adriano Alpago Novello e da padre Levon Zekiyan. In particolare,
Alpago Novello trasferi a Venezia il Centro Studi e Documentazione
della Cultura Armena (CSDCA) e, a Ca’ Foscari, tenne i primi corsi
dedicati all’arte e architettura armene. Tradizione prima condivisa
e poi ereditata da Gianclaudio Macchiarella che fondo il Centro In-
terdipartimentale di Studi Balcanici e Internazionali (CISBI), con la
finalita di sviluppare la ricerca sull’area balcanica e sulle aree geo-
culturali del Medio Oriente, Asia, Est europeo ed Europa occidenta-
le. Purtroppo, con la scomparsa di Macchiarella si & creato un vuoto
che rischia di indebolire questa ricca tradizione che oggi invece si
sta dimostrando di grande attualita per comprendere i fenomeni ar-
tistici di quei complessi territori.

Questo filone intende pertanto riaffermare 1'Universita Ca’ Fo-
scari di Venezia come crocevia nello studio del patrimonio artistico
e culturale dell’area subcaucasica. Un territorio che & tanto piu im-
portante perché documenta un patrimonio monumentale e paesag-
gistico soggetto a una costante minaccia sia antropica sia geologica.
Purtroppo, i recenti eventi politici e bellici testimoniano l'attualita e
l'urgenza di iniziative dedicate allo studio e alla tutela di questo pa-
trimonio globale dell'umanita.

L'ampliamento della collana dara spazio a numeri tematici e ospi-
tera, anche se non in maniera esclusiva, le relazioni tenute durante i
Seminari. Eurasiatica ambisce, infatti, a diventare un punto di rife-
rimento per la storia dell’arte e dell’architettura dell’Oriente cristia-
no, senza limitazioni di tecniche e materiali. Gli studi della disciplina
hanno da tempo acquisito una dimensione globale e la collana inten-
de dare voce a ricerche aggiornate ai piu recenti orientamenti meto-
dologici che mettono in relazione la materialita dell’'oggetto artistico
con l'immagine (comprese le scritture esposte), lo spazio e I'estetica,
facendo attenzione al portato culturale e civile del patrimonio arti-
stico, e della sua conservazione, in qualita di componente essenziale
del paesaggio e dell’ambiente, come ci insegna l'ecologia culturale.

Non da ultimo, ci auguriamo che Eurasiatica, con questo arricchi-
mento, possa sempre piu costituire un ideale luogo di incontro, di-
battito e conoscenza.
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Studies in Armenian
and Eastern Christian Art

Aldo Ferrari
Universita Ca’ Foscari, Venezia

Stefano Riccioni
Universita Ca’ Foscari, Venezia

In view of the growing interest in studies on the art of Subcauca-
sia - a term used to indicate the territory of historical Armenia and
the regions from the South Caucasus to Anatolia, Iran and Upper
Mesopotamia - and its relations with the art of the Christian Near
East, the Eurasiatica series intends to broaden and enrich this field
of scientific investigation through the addition of a new line of publi-
cation Studies in Armenian and Eastern Christian Art.

This venture is the result of the interdepartmental collaboration
between Aldo Ferrari, Professor of Armenian Language and Litera-
ture (Department of Asian and Mediterranean African Studies) and
Stefano Riccioni, Professor of Medieval Art History (Department of
Philosophy and Cultural Heritage) who, since 2018, have jointly co-
ordinated the appointments of the Seminar on Armenian and East-
ern Christian Art and have also organised the conference Armenian
Art. Critical History and New Perspectives (2019), which has met with
growing acceptance from scholars and amateurs.

The enlargement of the Eurasiatica series, with a line specifically
dedicated to art, intends both to satisfy such growing interest and
also to resume a cheerful season of studies and meetings - whose ep-
icenter was Politecnico of Milan, Sapienza University of Rome, and
Ca’ Foscari University of Venice - among which important events took
places, such as Symposia on Armenian art and Exhibitions on Arme-
nian art and architecture. Among the publications are noteworthy,
the Atti dei Simposi (proceedings of the Symposia held in Italy) and
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the series Documenti di Archittetura Armena, promoted by Father Le-
von Zekiyan and Adriano Alpago Novello. The latter, having moved to
Ca’ Foscari, was the first to hold courses on Armenian art and archi-
tecture. Furthermore, he brought with him the Centro Studi e Docu-
mentazione della Cultura Armena (Documentation and Study Center
of Armenian Culture) (CSDCA), a tradition first shared and then inhe-
rited by Gianclaudio Macchiarella, who founded the Centro Interdi-
partimentale di Studi Balcanici e Internazionali (Interdepartmental
Center for Balkan and International Studies) (CISBI), with the aim of
developing research on the Balkan area and the geo-cultural areas of
the Middle East, Asia, Eastern Europe and Western Europe. Unfortu-
nately, Macchiarella’s death has created a void that endangers such
rich tradition, which, however, is now proving to be highly topical for
understanding the artistic phenomena of these complex territories.

This line of publication is therefore intended to reaffirm Venice’s,
and Ca’ Foscari’s, vocational role as a hub in the study of the artis-
tic and cultural heritage of the Subcaucasian area. A territory that
is all the more important because it testifies to a monumental and
landscape heritage that is subject to a constant anthropic and geo-
logical threat in addition to, unfortunately, recent political and war
events. All these conditions reinforce the topicality and urgency of
initiatives dedicated to the study and protection of this global her-
itage of humanity.

The expansion of the series will give space to thematic issues and
will host, although not exclusively, the papers delivered during the
Seminars. Eurasiatica aims to become a landmark for the history of
art and architecture of the Christian East, free from boundaries of
techniques and materials. Studies have long since acquired a global
dimension: this is why the series intends to give voice to research up-
dated to the most recent methodological orientations, namely those
capable of linking the materiality of the artistic object to the image
(including the inscriptions), space and aesthetics, with a special fo-
cus to the cultural and civil significance of the artistic heritage and
its conservation, as an essential component of the landscape and the
environment, as cultural ecology teaches us.

Last but not least, we hope that Eurasiatica, with this enhance-
ment, may increasingly constitute an ideal place for meeting, debate
and knowledge.

Eurasiatica 16 | 10
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Introduzione. Le tante
storiografie dell’arte armena

Stefano Riccioni
Universita Ca’ Foscari, Venezia

Negli ultimi vent’anni si & verificato in Occidente un crescente in-
teresse per gli studi sull’arte dell’area definita Subcaucasia, termi-
ne con il quale si intende il territorio dell’Armenia storica che com-
prende le regioni del Caucaso meridionale fino all’Anatolia, all’Iran
e alla Mesopotamia superiore (Zekiyan 1996; Ferrari 2011, 15). A
partire dagli studi di Jean-Michel Thierry (Thierry 1987, 2000), di
Patrick Donabédian (Donabédian 2008, 2010) e di Christina Maran-
ci (2015, 2018) sull’arte e I'architettura in Armenia, e di Antony East-
mond (Eastmond 1998, 2016) sulla Georgia, l'indagine sulla produ-
zione artistica del Caucaso meridionale si € arricchita e ha ampliato
i suoi orizzonti. Si tratta di studi che hanno innescato un interesse
sempre pil crescente per l'arte ‘orientale’, ripartendo dall’'opera di
Strzygowski (Maranci 2001, 2002; Foletti, Lovino 2018; Tigler 2019)
e portando I'arte armena all’attenzione internazionale, come testimo-
niano le mostre che si sono succedute negli ultimi quindici anni: Ar-
menia sacra, nel 2007, ospitata dal museo del Louvre (Durand, Rapti
2007); Armenia. Impronte di una civilta, tenutasi a Venezia, nelle sale
del Museo Correr, del Museo Archeologico Nazionale e della Biblio-
teca Marciana nel 2011 (Uluhogian, Zekiyan, Karapetian 2011); per
concludere con la retrospettiva Armenia! organizzata, nel 2018, dal
Metropolitan Museum of Art di New York (Evans 2018).

Importanti iniziative di ricerca e collaborazioni scientifiche, inol-
tre, hanno iniziato a trattare I'arte subcaucasica. Il Kunsthistori-
sches Institut in Florenz, sotto la direzione di Gerhard Wolf e Annet-
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te Hoffmann, ha avviato il progetto Aesthetics, Art and Architecture
in the Caucasus (Georgia Project), che prevede anche la raccolta di
una consistente documentazione fotografica.* Michele Bacci, all'U-
niversita di Friburgo, ha incoraggiato importanti studi che collegano
la realta del Caucaso con l'intero spazio mediterraneo (Bacci 2016;
Bacci, Kaffenberger, Studer-Karen 2018). Dal canto nostro, I'Univer-
sita Ca’ Foscari, fin dal 2015, nell’ambito di una collaborazione in-
terdipartimentale, ha organizzato i Seminari di Arte armena, che dal
2019 si sono aperti anche a temi riguardantil’Oriente cristiano. Inol-
tre, sempre a Ca’ Foscari € stato possibile alimentare un’attenzione
continua sui temi della cultura armena, testimoniata periodicamente
dalle pubblicazioni di Eurasiatica. Quaderni di studi sui Balcani, Ana-
tolia, Iran, Caucaso e Asia Centrale, sotto la direzione di Aldo Ferra-
ri. La collaborazione tra le universita Masaryk di Brno e Rutgers nel
New Jersey ha prodotto un volume collettivo dedicato all’intera re-
gione durante il Medioevo (Foletti, Thung 2016). Percorso analogo
a quello avviato tra Ca’ Foscari e Masaryk che ha portato, nel 2017,
all'organizzazione del convegno Discovering the Southern Caucasus
(1800-1930) e alla pubblicazione di un fascicolo di Venezia Arti (Fo-
letti, Riccioni 2018). In quella occasione, con Foletti, auspicammo
che il volume potesse aprire una serie di studi che aiutassero a com-
prendere il fenomeno culturale di questo complesso territorio. Nel
febbraio del 2019, quindi, con Aldo Ferrari, abbiamo organizzato a
Ca’ Foscari il convegno internazionale: L'arte armena. Storia critica
e nuove prospettive, con l'intento di ricollegarci ai Simposi interna-
zionali di arte armena che, dal 1975 fino al 1988, si svolsero sotto la
cura di Adriano Alpago Novello, Levon Zekiyan, Gabriella Uluhogian
e Giulio Ieni, ripartendo idealmente da una felice stagione di ricer-
che e incontri che ebbe come epicentro Venezia (Bonardi 2014, 22-
4), per rilanciare gli studi dell’arte subcaucasica.

La buona riuscita del convegno ci ha convinto a pubblicare que-
sto volume, curato insieme ad Aldo Ferrari, Marco Rulffilli e Beatri-
ce Spampinato, sul tema storiografico coinvolgendo anche altri stu-
diosi che ci hanno fornito numerosi spunti di riflessione arricchendo
e ampliando il dibattito.

Purtroppo, mentre scriviamo, giungono le dolorose notizie del con-
flitto nel Nagorno-Karabakh, conosciuto dagli Armeni con il nome di
Artsakh, ed & impossibile non evocare il genocidio del popolo arme-
no al quale segul il ‘genocidio culturale’ (Lemkin 1944). Una ferita
che ancora non e stata rimarginata e che resta sullo sfondo di molti

1 Al progetto collaborano anche Manuela De Giorgi (Universita del Salento), Barba-
ra Schellewald (Universitat Basel), Marika Didebulidze (Chubinashvili Centre, Thilisi)
e Irene Giviashvili, cf. https://www.khi.fi.it/it/forschung/abteilung-wolf/ge-
orgia-project.php.
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dei contributi presenti anche in questo volume, benché tutti conse-
gnati prima dell’inizio della guerra.

Come ha evidenziato Levon Chookaszian («On the New Paths for
the Exploration of the Armenian Art»), l'esplorazione dell’arte arme-
na inizio nel diciannovesimo secolo grazie a storici dell’arte france-
si, russi, tedeschi, finlandesi, austriaci e armeni e continuo nel ven-
tesimo secolo prevalentemente con studiosi russi, armeni, ucraini,
americani e italiani, che hanno portato all’attenzione del largo pub-
blico, non solo dei ricercatori, il patrimonio artistico dell’Armenia.
Linteresse alla storia dell’arte armena, dai manoscritti miniati, for-
se la pili nota produzione artistica di questo popolo insieme all’archi-
tettura e ai khachkar, supera i confini dell’attuale Armenia, per giun-
gere nell'odierna Turchia, in Iran, nelle comunita armene precedenti
e attuali dell’India, Ucraina, Russia, Romania, Bulgaria, Siria, Liba-
no, Egitto, assumendo un carattere globale. Molti sono i manufatti
armeni in diversi musei del mondo e anche lo studio delle opere d’ar-
te conservate nelle comunita armene all’estero € molto importante,
ricorda Chookaszian, per colmare le lacune della storia della produ-
zione artistica dell’Armenia. Dopo aver lasciato la loro patria stori-
ca, gli Armeni portarono in Europa, Stati Uniti e Medio Oriente ma-
noscritti decorati, oggetti d’argento, icone, tappeti, tessuti decorati
ecc. Per scongiurare la dispersione di questo patrimonio € necessa-
rio un censimento e lo studio di tali collezioni, iniziative e progetti co-
me quelli che interessano la Romania e I'Iran, attualmente in corso.

La dispersione del patrimonio artistico armeno & un fenomeno
drammaticamente rappresentato dalla distruzione, culminata nel
2015, dei khachkar di Julfa. Hamlet Petrosyan («The Culture of Jul-
fa Khachkars and their Repatriation Movement») ricostruisce il pa-
trimonio perduto e ne studia con attenzione il significato e la storia
conservativa. La vicenda vide protagonisti gli Azeri, che distrusse-
roicirca tremila khachkar del cimitero armeno di Julfa, ma anche le
organizzazioni internazionali e il governo armeno, per indifferenza
o debolezza, non furono esenti da responsabilita. L'operazione fu un
vero e proprio genocidio culturale.

Con le loro sofisticate decorazioni vegetali e geometriche a intrec-
ci, le iscrizioni, il simbolismo della croce, affidati alla pietra che evo-
ca l'eternita, i khachkar sono sempre stati gli oggetti sacri piu vene-
rati dagli Armeni, simbolo della loro identita culturale, e uno dei piu
accessibili per la loro esposizione all’aperto (Petrosyan 2008; 2015).
Ma i khachkar di Julfa, in particolare, hanno destato molta curiosita
tra gli studiosi per la complessa iconografia delle decorazioni; come
sostiene, in questo volume, Petrosyan, si tratta di una testimonianza
del ruolo progressista che la comunita di Julfa ha svolto nell’aprire la
strada a una cultura armena pil inclusiva. Inoltre, la distruzione del
cimitero storico di Julfa ha provocato una grande produzione di copie,
ora giunte almeno a trecento khachkar (Harut'iunyan 2014), che han-
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no dato vita al fenomeno del rimpatrio culturale, analogo al fenome-
no del ‘rimpatrio digitale’, nato per iniziativa spontanea e popolare.

I timori di Petrosyan sono, purtroppo, ancora di stringente attua-
lita. Si comprende, quindi, come il sopravvento degli Azeri nel Na-
gorno-Karabakh susciti la preoccupazione della comunita scienti-
fica internazionale, denunciata anche a mezzo stampa (tra gli altri
Maranci 2020; Cremonesi 2020) che ricordano la distruzione, tra il
1997 e il 2006, nella zona di Nakhichevan, di 89 chiese medioevali,
5.840 croci di pietra, 22.000 antiche pietre tombali voluta dai gover-
ni dell’Azerbaigian e della Turchia. Una realta tristemente presente
anche nelle pagine del contributo di Francesca Penoni («The Arme-
nian Architectural Heritage in Turkey: The State of Research») che
ripercorre lo sviluppo storico e tipologico dell’architettura armena
in una vasta area geografica comprendente i territori dell’attuale Re-
pubblica armena: I’Armenia occidentale e la Turchia orientale, Iran
e Azerbaigian, dalla prima eta cristiana fino al XVIII secolo. Peno-
ni osserva come il patrimonio architettonico armeno in Turchia sia
stato, per lungo tempo, abbandonato alla rovina. Si tratta infatti di
una difficile eredita, contestata soprattutto per il suo rapporto con
il genocidio, diventando la memoria materiale della comunita arme-
na, ormai assente, in Anatolia. Per molti anni il patrimonio artistico
armeno e stato considerato con un senso di profonda alterita, desti-
nato all’oblio, ma in tempi recenti diverse istituzioni in Turchia (tra
le quali: Fondazione Hrant Dink e Kiiltiirel Mirasi Koruma Dernegi-
Association for the Protection of Cultural Heritage), attive nella ri-
scoperta di un patrimonio dimenticato e sconosciuto, hanno suscita-
to un interesse crescente sul tema del patrimonio culturale. Si tratta
di un cambiamento che ha portato a numerose iniziative volte a pre-
servare, almeno virtualmente, cio che rimane oggi dell’architettura
armena e all'incremento delle attivita di ricerca presso diverse isti-
tuzioni accademiche in Turchia. Il complesso fenomeno della perce-
zione del patrimonio delle minoranze e della sua gestione viene af-
frontato da Penoni che richiama tre fasi principali, come suggerito
da Ikiz Deniz Kaya e Mehmet Calhan (Kaya, Calhan 2018) per il caso
di studio di Izmir e della sua eredita greco-ortodossa: distruzione,
adattamento e accettazione. La prima fase, caratterizzata principal-
mente dalla distruzione, coincide con l'istituzione della Repubblica
di Turchia nel 1923 e il processo di costruzione dello stato naziona-
le; 1a seconda fase, sviluppatasi soprattutto dopo gli anni Cinquanta,
¢ caratterizzata da una parziale assimilazione e adattamento a nuo-
ve funzioni delle chiese armene. In questa seconda fase ¢ stata rein-
trodotta la conversione in moschea come pratica di appropriazione,
che ha contribuito a mettere a tacere il passato armeno degli edifi-
ci. Siveda anche la recente riconversione di Santa Sofia in moschea.
La terza fase, sviluppatasi in connessione con I'adesione all’'Unione
Europea, ha introdotto anche in Turchia politiche del patrimonio piu
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incentrate, almeno in apparenza, sull’accettazione, la tolleranza e
la conservazione, finalizzate alla creazione di percorsi turistici. In
questa prospettiva deve collocarsi la conservazione della chiesa di
Aght'amar, privata di ogni riferimento all’identita armena (in turco
e stata rinominata Akdamar), sebbene la chiesa sia presentata come
simbolo di multiculturalismo. Un altro esempio e fornito dalla citta
di Ani, che negli anni & diventata un’importante attrazione turisti-
ca, inserita anche nella lista del patrimonio internazionale UNESCO
(Unesco 2016) ma, come per Aght‘amar, osserva Penoni, nelle indica-
zioni turistiche scompare ogni accenno all’origine armena della citta.

Cancellazioni, conflitti e tabu che hanno animato anche gli stu-
di sulla cultura e sull'arte armena. Patrick Donabédian («Ar-
menia - Georgia - Islam. A Need to Break Taboos in the Study of
Medieval Architecture») osserva al riguardo che nella regione Ana-
tolia-Armenia-Caucaso meridionale due importanti campi della storia
dell’architettura medievale rimangono insufficientemente esplorati:
da un lato, il rapporto tra Armenia e Georgia, e dall’altro, il rappor-
to tra Armenia e arte islamica (sviluppatasi nell'odierna Turchia e
nel Caucaso meridionale durante i periodi selgiuchide e mongolo). La
questione del rapporto tra queste culture rimane ostacolata da diver-
si pregiudizi, dovuti principalmente al nazionalismo e alla mancanza
di comunicazione, in particolare all’'interno dei paesi interessati. Un
primo gruppo di tabu riguarda il rapporto tra Armenia e Georgia e si
basa, da entrambe le parti, su pregiudizi nazionalistici e su un esa-
sperato orgoglio nazionale. Al contrario, I’Armenia e la Georgia han-
no un rapporto antico e profondo, basato su un’eredita in gran parte
comune e un destino storico, una tradizione condivisa di costruzio-
ne in pietra e decorazione scolpita, che si traduce in un linguaggio
estetico comune, particolarmente visibile nelle forme dell’architet-
tura delle chiese e dei monasteri subcaucasici.

11 secondo tabu, nella storia dell’architettura medievale nella regio-
ne, riguarda il rapporto tra l’Armenia e i suoi vicini musulmani. Duran-
te il periodo selgiuchide (XII-XIII secolo) e mongolo (XIII-XIV secolo),
questo rapporto fu fatto di numerosi scambi e interazioni che sfocia-
rono in una stretta parentela, che pochi ricercatori sono disposti a ri-
conoscere e a studiare. Anche in questo caso, avverte Donabédian, si
tratta di condizionamenti dovuti al nazionalismo, aggravato dalla pe-
sante eredita del genocidio e dalla sua negazione ufficiale, inclusa la
cancellazione del passato armeno dell’‘Anatolia orientale’. Condizio-
namenti ai quali non sfuggono neanche i monumenti islamici situati
a Nakhichevan, Arran e Shirvan (oggi Azerbaigian) che sono invece
la testimonianza del ‘sincretismo’ islamico-cristiano nelle interazio-
ni artistiche. Questo € vero non solo per l'architettura, ma anche per
la scultura, in particolare per la produzione dei khachkar, nonché per
il campo, ancora poco esplorato, della pittura murale. La profondita
e l'ampiezza del ‘sincretismo’ armeno-musulmano contraddistinguo-
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no a tal punto I'arte armena all’interno delle culture cristiane, che
Donabédian paragona I’Armenia alla Spagna andalusa e alla Sicilia
normanna. Si tratta di questioni che non sono state ancora oggetto di
uno studio approfondito e che meriterebbero seria considerazione. Co-
me suggerisce Donabédian, solo il riconoscimento di questi territori
come luogo di incontro tra identita culturali diverse, ma indissolubil-
mente collegate, potra consentirci di comprendere lo straordinario pa-
trimonio artistico che & il risultato di questo incontro. Un patrimonio
da considerarsi condiviso, come altrove abbiamo suggerito (Foletti,
Thune 2016, 13; Foletti, Riccioni 2018, 8, 10). L'articolo si chiude con
l'auspicio che si possano avviare studi comparativi sull’arte subcau-
casica che considerino le specificita e le differenze di questi territo-
ri. Cosi facendo, Donabédian evidenzia, per contrasto, una debolezza
nella storiografia: la mancanza di comunicazione e la settorialita nel-
le ricerche, spesso alimentate proprio da interessi nazionalistici, per-
tanto conflittuali tra loro, e del tutto opposti alla ricerca scientifica.

I russi, gli armeni, i francesi, gli italiani, tra i piu attivi, si sono
confrontati meno di quanto sarebbe stato opportuno, con la conse-
guenza che la visione dell’arte della regione subcaucasica ne e risul-
tata parziale.

Lo studio di Ivan Foletti e Pavel Ratkin («<Armenian Medieval Art
and Architecture in Soviet Perception: A longue durée Sketch») sug-
gerisce che negli anni dell’'URSS, il metodo di studio dei monumenti
artistici del Caucaso meridionale ha subito i condizionamenti ideo-
logici dettati dall'impero sovietico. Tra la fine del XIX secolo e i pri-
mi decenni del XX secolo, l'arte medievale armena incontro un par-
ticolare favore in Russia. Tra i pit importanti storici dell’arte, Foletti
e Ratkin indicano: Dimitri Bakradze (uno storico), Nikodim Konda-
kov e Nicolas Marr. I primi due, trattando l'arte dell’Armenia e del-
la Georgia come un unico fenomeno storiografico, proponevano una
visione dell’architettura armena medievale come fenomeno periferi-
co (Foletti 2016). Kondakov e poi Nekrasov inserirono l'arte del Cau-
caso medievale nell'ambito dell’arte dell’impero bizantino, alla stre-
gua del Caucaso contemporaneo che era diventato una dipendenza
dell’'URSS. Si trattava dunque di un’arte provinciale, considerata
come un insieme culturale omogeneo ed espressione di popolazioni
dipendenti non solo geopoliticamente ma esteticamente dagli stati
circostanti; un'impostazione metodologica basata sulla retorica im-
periale russa contemporanea. Con Nikolay Brunov, marxista forma-
tosi negli anni successivi alla rivoluzione, la concezione dell’arte del
Caucaso meridionale rimase dipendente dall’arte bizantina ma que-
sto veniva percepito in modo sempre piu negativo, come espressio-
ne della Russia imperiale. Subito dopo la Seconda guerra mondiale,
durante lo stalinismo, il passato medievale viene ‘condannato’ per
il peso che aveva la religione o per ragioni che sembrano essere di-
rettamente legate al conflitto globale, e solo in ultimo, suggeriscono
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Foletti e Ratkin, con l'avvento di Gorbaciov, il Caucaso cristiano me-
dievale sarebbe diventato un luogo di scambio transculturale, dra-
sticamente diverso dall'URSS in profonda crisi.

Anche in Italia le vicende politiche, soprattutto tra il ventennio fa-
scista e il secondo dopoguerra, hanno condizionato gli studi, in pri-
mo luogo nel campo dell’arte bizantina che fini per essere considera-
ta opposta alla ‘romanita’ (Bernabo 2003; Gasbarri 2015). L'interesse
per l'architettura armena in Italia nasce in relazione, e per reazio-
ne, all’'opera di Josef Strzygowski, Orient oder Rom (1901) e Die Bau-
kunst der Armenier und Europa (1918).

11 contributo di Giovanni Gasbarri e Livia Bevilacqua («Percorsi
di architettura armena a Roma: le missioni di studio e la mostra fo-
tografica del 1968 tra premesse critiche e prospettive di ricerca») af-
fronta il lavoro del gruppo di studiosi che stabilitosi a Roma, attorno
alla cattedra di Storia dell’arte medievale della Sapienza Universita
di Roma, avvio studi pioneristici sull’architettura armena.

Gasbarri traccia un’efficace premessa, osservando che le prime
manifestazioni di interesse per l'architettura armena furono un fe-
nomeno di reazione alle teorie orientalistiche di Strzygowski che am-
pliava l'orizzonte geografico della storia dell’architettura rovescian-
do i rapporti di influenza tra Oriente e Occidente. In Italia, gli esiti
furono complessi, compositi e molto diversi tra loro. Le teorie nazio-
naliste e romano centriche di Giovanni Teresio Rivoira si posero in
ferma opposizione a Strzygowski (Rivoira 1914), costituendo una so-
lida base teorica sulla quale gli studiosi vicini all’ideologia imperia-
listica del fascismo affermarono la dipendenza culturale da Roma dei
territori orientali del Mediterraneo (Bernabo 2001, 2003; Gasbarri
2015, 231-5). Adesione al nazionalismo che produsse, nella sua ver-
sione deformata dal fascismo e dal nazismo, 'assurda interpretazio-
ne dell’arte armena come ‘arte ariana’ (Riccioni 2018).

Estraneo alla propaganda di regime, Pietro Toesca individuava
nell’Oriente medievale, con espresso riferimento anche all’Armenia,
un necessario interlocutore per comprendere i processi di trasfor-
mazione della cultura artistica europea. Fu pero Géza de Francovich
che, negli anni Cinquanta, si dedico con continuita all’Oriente me-
diterraneo e, con approccio aperto, non convenzionale, raccolse at-
torno a sé un gruppo di studiosi che indagarono l'arte bizantina, con
Fernanda de Maffei, e avviarono gli studi sull’architettura armena,
con Paolo Cuneo e Tommaso Breccia Fratadocchi, ai quali si unirono
i pit giovani Francesco Gandolfo e Mario D’Onofrio. Si tratta della
cosiddetta ‘scuola romana’ che nel 1966 inauguro una serie di viag-
gi di studio nelle regioni storiche dell’Armenia, con l'obiettivo di rac-
cogliere un’ampia documentazione fotografica di chiese e monasteri
medievali (Bonardi 2014, 17-22). Diversamente dal gruppo di Milano,
le cui ricerche erano sostanzialmente condotte da Alpago Novello, a
Roma fu de Francovich, di fatto, a dettare un approccio metodologi-
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co di tipo schiettamente filologico al quale si aggiungeva, per gli in-
teressi di Cuneo, l'analisi del contesto sociale che ne era all’origine.

Il primo risultato di questi viaggi di studio fu la mostra fotografica
Architettura medievale armena (Roma, giugno-luglio 1968), descrit-
ta da Bevilacqua come evento pionieristico, per lo sguardo rivolto
al territorio che includeva il monumento nell’ambiente circostan-
te, contribuendo cosi a diffondere la conoscenza dell’arte e dell’ar-
chitettura armena presso un pubblico piu ampio in Italia; iniziativa
che e diventata un trampolino di lancio per nuovi progetti di ricerca
nei territori del Mediterraneo orientale. Proprio l'attenzione antro-
pologica affiora dall’'opera e dalle fotografie che Cuneo inserira nel
suo Architettura armena dal quarto al diciannovesimo secolo (Cuneo
1988). E sara proprio l'uso estensivo della documentazione fotogra-
fica che caratterizzera, anche negli anni successivi, il metodo della
scuola romana. L'altro elemento di novita, che di fatto si collega alla
fotografia, osserva Bevilacqua, fu il valore formativo del viaggio di
studio, inteso come osservazione diretta del monumento e occasio-
ne di confronto tra docenti e allievi.

Sull’altro versante italiano degli studi di armenistica, si muoveva-
no Alpago Novello e il gruppo di Milano, composto da Harutiun Ka-
sangian, Armen Manoukian, Herman Vahramian, ai quali si deve ag-
giungere Armen Zarian, che tornato a Erevan da Roma, rappresento
non solo un competente studioso ma anche un prezioso ponte tra I'I-
talia e 'Armenia, amico anche del gruppo romano.

Stefano Riccioni («Gli studi sull’arte armena a Venezia. Alpago No-
vello e le prospettive di ricerca») ha illustrato il percorso di Alpago
Novello, soprattutto per quanto riguarda l'attivita svolta a Venezia e
nell’'ambito del Centro Studi e Documentazione della Cultura Armena,
di cui sara il direttore fino alla sua morte (2005). Rispetto al gruppo di
Milano, Alpago Novello intendeva «riportare la lettura dell’architettu-
ra armena nell’ambito dei rapporti con I'uomo ed il territorio» (Ricer-
ca 1972, 4: 1), ricostruendo quindi il collegamento tra i monumenti,
I'ambiente naturale, la spiritualita religiosa, la letteratura e in gene-
re ogni forma di espressione artistica. Secondo Alpago Novello l'ar-
chitettura armena era stata presa in esame in modo asettico, ridotta
a pure forme e quindi svuotata di tutta la carica di umanita e di sim-
bolismo in essa contenuta. Il principale strumento per conseguire tali
obiettivi era costituito dalla documentazione degli edifici storici, reli-
giosi e civili, attraverso fotografie, rilievi, documentazione storiogra-
fica, che confluirono nei Documenti di architettura armena, pubblicati
dal 1968 al 1998 e nella mostra fotografica del 1968, esaminata da Be-
atrice Spampinato (La mostra itinerante “Architettura armena” (Milano
1968-Erevan 1996)). L'esposizione attraverso trenta citta di tre conti-
nenti diversi, nell’arco di circa vent’anni, fino a giungere stabilmente
Erevan. Le scelte espositive di Alpago Novello riflettono le intenzioni
del gruppo di ricerca che voleva dare voce al contesto culturale locale
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proiettandolo in una prospettiva internazionale, scientifica e divulga-
tiva. Soprattutto, la mostra conteneva, in linea con l'impostazione me-
todologica di Alpago Novello, anche l'attenzione al rapporto tra uomo
e natura, inserendo immagini inclusive del paesaggio che diventa, co-
sl, una componente estetica essenziale, visibile nel campo aperto del-
le inquadrature e della percezione del monumento.

Nel paesaggio armeno abitano i visap che Alessandra Gilibert («I
visap armeni. Appunti per una storia della ricezione») descrive ed
esamina, concentrandosi sulla storia di riutilizzo e manipolazioni,
dalla fine del terzo millennio a.C. al Medioevo. Si tratta di stele prei-
storiche decorate con rilievi di animali (vellus, vello di un capro; pi-
scis, pesce d’acqua dolce; visap, combinazione di entrambe le icono-
grafie) erette in localita montane appartate del Caucaso meridionale
Dalla loro creazione presumibilmente alla fine del V millennio a.C., i
visap, avverte Gilibert, hanno funzionato come «ancore simboliche»,
per la creazione e la trasmissione di messaggi religiosi e politici: so-
no stati abbattuti, sepolti, rielaborati, ricostruiti, trasformati e uti-
lizzati come superficie per i graffiti. Nella storia della ricezione dei
viSap la loro cristianizzazione, ovvero la trasformazione in una sor-
ta di khachkar, eretti presso il sagrato di chiese campestri, segna un
passaggio significativo. Questa complessa sequenza di ricontestua-
lizzazioni sottolinea il primato delle montagne come arene politiche
per la negoziazione del significato religioso e rituale.

Per concludere, l'intervento di Marco Ruffili («L’arte degli
Yovnat‘anean. Stato degli studi e direzioni di ricerca») presenta la
produzione artistica della famiglia Yovnat‘anean (dal nome del suo
progenitore Nata$ Yovnat‘an), emblematica dell’origine della pittu-
ra armena moderna, nonché tappa fondamentale della storia dell’ar-
te tra Caucaso meridionale, Russia e Persia. La centralita di questa
famiglia, oltre a testimoniare una viva capacita di accogliere e rie-
laborare gli spunti figurativi del proprio tempo, introduce, pit in ge-
nerale, alla riflessione sulla storia dell’arte armena in epoca ‘moder-
na’, superando categorie storiografiche generali, quali l'opposizione
tra Oriente e Occidente. Ruffilli osserva che l'arte del popolo arme-
no si colloca al crocevia di questi due poli, in un contesto multicul-
turale e, inoltre, i suoi caratteri, specifici e originali, si sono svilup-
pati proprio attraverso il contatto con altre culture figurative o, in
alcuni casi, nell’ambito di un linguaggio comune.

Proprio questo ruolo di crocevia, di ponte tra Oriente e Occiden-
te, ma anche di incontro di popoli locali, costituisce il carattere piu
significativo dell’arte della Subcauscasia, che per la sua natura mul-
ticulturale ha prodotto un patrimonio condiviso.

Ciauguriamo che questo straordinario tesoro culturale venga pre-
servato per offrire percorsi di ricerca da affrontare insieme alle nuo-
ve generazioni di studiosi, perché possano, in un prossimo futuro, ri-
uscire a trasformare i conflitti in confronti.
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1 L’architettura armena nella storiografia artistica
italiana: premesse critiche

11 10 giugno del 1968 venne inaugurata a Roma presso il Palazzo di
Venezia la mostra fotografica intitolata Architettura medievale arme-
na, accompagnata da un catalogo edito peri tipi di De Luca e curato
dagli architetti Tommaso Breccia Fratadocchi, Enrico Costa e Pao-
lo Cuneo.* La mostra - che fu poi trasferita a Venezia nel luglio suc-
cessivo, presso la sede di Palazzo Ducale - costituiva il risultato di
un vasto progetto finanziato dal CNR e dal Ministero dell’Universi-
ta a partire dal 1966, e condotto dall’Istituto di Storia dell’Arte del-
la Sapienza di Roma sotto la direzione di Géza de Francovich (1902-
1996) - allora titolare della cattedra di Storia dell’Arte Medievale
nello stesso istituto.> Nonostante la ridotta durata della sua apertu-
ra al pubblico, 'esposizione puo essere considerata come un evento
pionieristico sia perché concepita con l'intento di popolarizzare un
tema a quei tempi ancora riservato ad ambiti specialistici, sia per-
ché frutto di un’iniziativa scientifica che aveva pochi precedenti nel-
la storia della ricerca italiana sull’arte dell’Armenia medievale - e,
piu in generale, dell’Oriente cristiano.

Vale la pena di ripercorrere in breve alcune tappe di questa sto-
ria, le cui origini possono essere agevolmente individuate nei decenni
a cavallo tra Ottocento e Novecento (Bernabo 2003, 55-99; Gasbar-
ri 2015). Nel contesto di un articolato processo di riconfigurazione
e istituzionalizzazione delle discipline storiche all’indomani dell’U-
nita d'Italia, e grazie al contributo della folta comunita internazio-
nale che animava centri nevralgici quali Roma e Venezia, tra la fine
del XIX e gli inizi del XX secolo 'interesse nei confronti della pro-
duzione artistica del Mediterraneo orientale crebbe significativa-
mente. Si assistette cosi al moltiplicarsi di pubblicazioni e iniziative
temporanee di diverso genere, tra le quali si possono ricordare - per

Gli autori desiderano ringraziare Tommaso Breccia Fratadocchi per aver generosamen-
te condiviso le proprie memorie personali di quei viaggi; Antonio Iacobini per aver mes-
so a disposizione i materiali documentari e fotografici del Centro di Documentazione
di Storia dell’Arte Bizantina della Sapienza; Ara Zarian e Agop Manoukian per i pre-
ziosi suggerimenti. Siamo particolarmente grati agli organizzatori del convegno L'arte
armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive per averci offerto l'opportunita di presenta-
re a Venezia i risultati di questo studio.

1 Breccia Fratadocchi et al. 1968. Per i profili biografici dei curatori, Bevilacqua, Ga-
sbharri 2018, 204-5.

2 Lapersonalita e 'opera di Géza de Francovich non sono ancora state oggetto di stu-
di mirati. Come orientamento, ci si riferisca a Mencarelli 2000; Gandolfo 2008; Iacobi-
ni 2012; Pace 2014; Bevilacqua, Gasbarri 2018, 201-2. Il recente contributo di Sciolla
(2017) esprime critiche severe soprattutto per le politiche adottate da de Francovich
nel quadro delle controversie che attraversarono gli ambienti accademici italiani da-
gli anni Cinquanta fino ai tardi anni Settanta. La bibliografia di de Francovich fino al
1984 ¢é stata raccolta da Valentino Pace in de Francovich 1984, XV-XVII.
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esempio - il Dodicesimo Congresso Internazionale degli Orientali-
sti (ottobre 1899), la cui sessione riservata a Gréce et Orient aveva
contemplato la presenza di specialisti quali Karl Krumbacher (1856-
1909) e Josef Strzygowski (1862-1941);® il Secondo Congresso Interna-
zionale di Archeologia Cristiana (aprile 1900) era stato condotto nel
rispetto della politica ecumenico-unionista sostenuta da Leone XIII
per promuovere il riavvicinamento con le chiese orientali;* la sezio-
ne storico-artistica del Terzo Congresso di Scienze Storiche del 1903
era stata co-diretta da Strzygowski e da Adolfo Venturi (1856-1941),
che in quell’occasione avevano proposto voti affinché si richiedesse-
ro finanziamenti internazionali per missioni di studio nell’Oriente
mediterraneo.’ Ancora, l’Esposizione di Arte Italo-Bizantina inaugu-
rata presso l'abbazia di Grottaferrata nel giugno del 1905, pur ri-
masta confinata entro una dimensione periferica anche a causa del-
le enormi difficolta organizzative, vanta il primato di essere stata la
prima mostra moderna interamente dedicata all’arte bizantina (Ga-
sbarri 2015, 156-72).

Questa nuova apertura dei milieu intellettuali italiani nei confronti
dell’Oriente tardoantico e medievale - che conviveva in termini non
troppo pacifici con la prospettiva pan-romana della storiografia na-
zionalistica e dell’archeologia cristiana - non sembra aver incorag-
giato, almeno inizialmente, ricerche mirate sull’arte e sull’architet-
tura dell’Armenia. Alcuni articoli ed editoriali dedicati in generale
alla cultura armena dell’Eta di Mezzo erano apparsi tra le pagine di
pubblicazioni di ispirazione unionista, come la rivista Bessarione.®
Anche periodici piu popolari quali Nuova Antologia ospitarono qual-
che breve digressione sul medioevo armeno, spesso in funzione di
premessa storica a cronache di viaggio declinate in chiave romanza-
ta o esotista.” Gli archeologi vaticani, dal canto loro, non ignoravano
il ruolo giocato dal Regno di Armenia nel processo di cristianizza-
zione dell'Impero Romano nella tarda antichita; tuttavia, I'approccio
schiettamente latino-centrico della disciplina non promuoveva lo stu-

3 Actes du Douziéme Congres International des Orientalistes 1901-02, 1: XXX-XXXI,
XLVI, XLIX; in generale sugli studi orientali in Italia tra Ottocento e Novecento si ri-
manda a Soravia 2004 e Tessitore 2008.

4 Marucchi, Bevignani 1902. Sulle aperture in chiave orientalistica del congresso,
Gasbarri 2015, 146-9. Sulle politiche unioniste del pontificato leonino, si rimanda in
breve a Del Zanna 2003; Dupuy 2006.

5 Attidella Sezione IV. Storia dell’Arte 1905, XIX, 15-6. Si veda Gasbarri 2015, 109-10.
6 Siveda a titolo di esempio il pamphlet storico-teologico di Asgian 1898-1904.

7 Oltre a vere e proprie cronache di viaggio (per esempio De Bianchi 1863), si posso-
no citare ancora le pagine introduttive del lungo dossier di Attilio Brunialti (1879) su
Nuova Antologia. Nei decenni successivi, 'aggravarsi dei conflitti etnico-politici nelle
regioni caucasiche determino il moltiplicarsi di contributi incentrati sulla societa ar-
mena contemporanea, per i quali si veda Donini 1984, 83-4 nota 14.
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dio del patrimonio artistico di quelle regioni, del quale si conosce-
vano e citavano solo gli esempi piu noti. Anche rispetto a quelli bi-
zantini, i monumenti armeni erano comunque percepiti come troppo
geograficamente remoti per entrare a far parte del contemporaneo
dibattito storiografico sulle origini dell’arte nazionale italiana. Inol-
tre, ’Armenia non era al centro di mire coloniali tali da determina-
re, in Italia, la necessita o I'urgenza di condurre campagne di esplo-
razione sistematica del territorio.®

Le prime manifestazioni di effettivo interesse perl'architettura ar-
mena da parte degli studiosi italiani si devono essenzialmente a un
fenomeno di reazione, scatenato dalla crescente fortuna e dalla ra-
pidissima diffusione delle teorie di segno orientalistico elaborate da
Josef Strzygowski agli albori del Novecento. I capisaldi del sistema
strzygowskiano erano stati messi a punto a partire da Orient oder
Rom del 1901, passando per Kleinasien (1903) e Amida (1910), per non
citare che i contributi maggiori.® Fu pero soprattutto Die Baukunst
der Armenier und Europa del 1918 a imprimere una forte accelera-
zione al processo di riscoperta dell’architettura armena, entusiasti-
camente descritta da Strzygowski alla stregua di potente catalizza-
trice di innovazioni costruttive e decorative che, rimaste confinate
a una dimensione sotterranea per buona parte dell’Alto Medioevo,
sarebbero state importate e poi trasfigurate negli edifici occidenta-
li di eta romanica e gotica.'® Facendo affidamento su osservazioni di
taglio schiettamente formalistico e su una molto disinvolta interpre-
tazione delle fonti, Strzygowski rovesciava i tradizionali rapporti di
influenza tra Oriente e Occidente, allargando l'orizzonte geografico
della storia dell’architettura e costringendo i colleghi a confrontar-
si con materiale inedito o poco conosciuto.

In Italia, la carica sovversiva dell’opera strzygowskiana condus-
se a esiti di segno molto differente, non riducibili a facili dicotomie,
giacché dipendenti dai contesti accademici, dalla formazione perso-
nale dei singoli studiosi, oltre che naturalmente dagli indirizzi poli-
tico-culturali dominanti. In un recente articolo, per esempio, Stefano
Riccioni ha descritto le modalita attraverso cui i sottotesti etnico-raz-

8 Le modalita con cui, tra Ottocento e Novecento, le politiche espansionistiche euro-
pee nel Vicino Oriente accelerarono (e in molti casi condizionarono direttamente) la ri-
scoperta del patrimonio artistico medievale di quei territori rappresentano un campo
di studio poco esplorato dalla storiografia moderna, spesso ancora vincolata a un ap-
proccio per lo piu letterario ed estetizzante. Per due recenti contributi dedicati rispet-
tivamente al caso georgiano e russo, si vedano Filipova 2018 e Gerd 2018.

9 Strzygowski 1901, 1903 e 1910. Dell’'ormai sterminata letteratura scientifica su Josef
Strzygowski, ci silimita a ricordare qui la sola voce di Zah 2012 (con ampia bibliografia
precedente) e le due ultime raccolte di studi: Scholz, Dtugosz 2015; Foletti, Lovino 2018.

10 Strzygowski 1918. Per un inquadramento storico, che prende in considerazione an-
che gli assunti ideologici dell’'opera, si rimanda a Maranci 2001-2002.
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ziali della dottrina di Strzygowski, e nello specifico l'assimilazione
degli Armeni nel gruppo eletto dei popoli ariani, risultarono partico-
larmente influenti nell’Italia degli anni Trenta e Quaranta, determi-
nando una singolare convergenza tra il nazionalismo della cultura
ufficiale fascista e la curiosita nei confronti dell’architettura delle re-
gioni caucasiche (Riccioni 2018). Per i decenni precedenti, occorre
citare in breve il caso assai noto - ma ancora poco studiato nel det-
taglio - dell’ingegnere e architetto Giovanni Teresio Rivoira (1849-
1919), tra i piu fieri avversari di Strzygowski, alla cui visione contrap-
pose un sistema teorico d’impronta romano-centrica, supportato da
una formazione professionale di cantiere che egli sempre rivendico
in contrasto con il sapere ‘astratto’ degli storici dell’arte (Plonkte-
Lining 2012; Gasbarri 2015, 104-8). Nel sistema elaborato da Rivoi-
ra, che enfatizzava al massimo grado la capacita espansiva e la conti-
nuita temporale della tradizione costruttiva latina attraverso i secoli
medievali, ’Armenia veniva inclusa nel novero di quelle civilta orien-
tali sottoposte all’influenza primigenia delle tecniche romane, e solo
in un secondo momento capaci di sviluppare forme proprie e distin-
tive (Wharton 1995, 3-7; Maranci 2001). Le pagine che Rivoira dedi-
c0 alla storia dell’architettura dell’Armenia (soprattutto in Architet-
tura musulmana del 1914) mostravano comungque un certo rispettoso
apprezzamento per le qualita intrinseche dei monumenti, pur ricor-
dando che ad essi «vien talora conferita un’immeritata vecchiaia, tra-
endone poscia ipotetiche origini ed influenze cosi costruttive come
decorative» (1914, 189).

La prospettiva nazionalistica di Rivoira costitul un importante
precedente per molte delle ricerche di storia dell’arte e architettura
condotte in Italia tra gli anni Venti e gli anni Quaranta del Novecen-
to. Gli studiosi aderenti all'ideologia imperialistica promossa dal Fa-
scismo furono infatti in larga parte contrari a riconoscere ai territo-
ri orientali del Mediterraneo un’effettiva autonomia culturale e, ove
possibile, ne ricondussero le testimonianze monumentali al magiste-
ro universale di Roma (Bernabo 2001; 2003, 87 e ss.; Gasbarri 2015,
231-5). La pil autorevole voce alternativa ai pregiudizi diffusi in que-
sti anni fu senz’altro quella di Pietro Toesca (1877-1962), il quale, sin
dagli albori della sua lunga carriera, aveva manifestato un sincero
interesse per I'Oriente medievale, da lui assunto come interlocuto-
re fondamentale nei processi di trasformazione della cultura artisti-
ca in Europa dopo la fine dell’antichita.** Di tale processo entrava a
far parte anche '’Armenia: nel capitolo dedicato ai principi generali

11 Su Pietro Toesca sirimanda sinteticamente alla voce di Russo 2012, alla cui biblio-
grafia occorrera aggiungere soprattutto i futuri atti del convegno Pietro Toesca a Ro-
ma e la sua eredita (Roma, aprile 2017). Sul ruolo giocato da Toesca nella promozione
e nella difesa degli studi sull’Oriente mediterraneo, si rimanda a Bernabo 2001; 2003,
117-30 e ad indicem; lacobini 2012; Gasbarri 2015, 110-5.

Eurasiatica 16 | 27
L'arte armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive, 23-50



Livia Bevilacqua, Giovanni Gasbarri
Percorsi di architettura armena a Roma

dell’arte romanica e gotica del suo Medioevo, Toesca avanzo esplici-
tamente l'ipotesi che l'architettura armena avesse fornito, ancor pri-
ma dell’XTI secolo, importanti suggerimenti ai costruttori occidentali,
anche se «pur ammettendo l'azione larghissima dell’Oriente cristia-
no sull’arte romanica, bisogna riconoscere a questa una sua potente
individualita, che diede alle sue opere - soprattutto nell’architettura
e nella plastica - caratteri propri» (1913-27, 498 nota 11).

A partire dai tardi anni Venti, in qualita di direttore della sezione
«Arte Medievale e Moderna» dell’Enciclopedia italiana, Toesca si tro-
V0 spesso a coprire il ruolo di garante - non sempre con successo - di
quei principi di obiettivita scientifica sovente minacciati dalla propa-
ganda di regime, sostenendo la necessita di mettere in giusta luce il
carattere trans-mediterraneo dell’arte medievale (Bernabo 2003, 189-
215). Di particolare rilievo €, in questa sede, la voce «Armeni. Pittura
e scultura», che venne affidata al giovane Géza de Francovich e pub-
blicata nel quarto volume dell’Enciclopedia (de Francovich 1929). Na-
to a Gorizia nel 1902 da una famiglia baronale di origine ungherese,
de Francovich aveva ricevuto una formazione eclettica, a cavallo tra
l'ambiente mitteleuropeo nel quale era cresciuto e quello di Firenze,
citta dove si stabili dopo il crollo della monarchia asburgica e nella
cui Universita si laureo, proprio con Toesca, nel 1925. Il trasferimento
a Roma e la frequentazione della Scuola di Perfezionamento di Adol-
fo Venturi segno l'inizio della sua attivita di studioso dell’arte dell'Eta
di Mezzo. Gia nei tardi anni Venti, infatti, la sua attenzione si concen-
tro nello specifico sulla scultura medievale, segnatamente su quella
lignea e sul soggetto del Cristo crocifisso, temi che divennero centra-
li nella sua produzione (Pace 2004, 355-8; Tranchina 2017, 28-31). La
voce dedicata all’Armenia nell’Enciclopedia rappresento dunque una
momentanea deviazione da un percorso di ricerca ancora quasi inte-
ramente focalizzato sul Medioevo occidentale. Il testo di de Franco-
vich si affiancava a un’asciutta trattazione di tipo tecnico-tipologico
sull’'architettura, curata da Giorgio Rosi (1904-1974).** Al netto delle
inevitabili generalizzazioni, i due autori manifestavano nel complesso
una certa sensibilita per le diverse espressioni originali dell’Armenia
medievale, ridimensionandone comunque la supposta carica espansi-
va, in parziale opposizione alle tesi strzygowskiane.**

Archiviata 'esperienza con I'Enciclopedia, solo agli inizi degli an-
ni Cinquanta de Francovich torno a rivolgersi in modo continuati-

12 Su Giorgio Rosi, architetto, restauratore e figura di spicco nella tutela del patri-
monio monumentale, si rimanda a Picone 2011.

13 Rosi 1929, 440: «non bisogna nemmeno dimenticare che dalla stessa causa deb-
bono nascere effetti simili. Accade anche nell’architettura quel che & frequentissimo
in musica: che due temi uguali si sviluppino e si affermino in modo da assumere carat-
tere e significato del tutto diversi. [...] uno stile architettonico cosi coerente, statico,
convinto e inequivocabile come I'armeno non poteva molto assorbire né molto donare».
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vo all’Oriente mediterraneo. Nel 1951 egli pubblico in tre parti su
Commentari un ormai celebre e assai controverso saggio, intitolato
«L'arte siriaca e il suo influsso sulla pittura medioevale nell’Orien-
te e nell’Occidente», che costituisce il suo effettivo debutto in que-
sto ambito di studi (de Francovich 1951). Il contributo lasciava emer-
gere molti dei caratteri tipici dell’attitudine di de Francovich: la sua
apertura alle piu diverse manifestazioni artistiche di culture e civil-
ta ‘altre’, che componevano un quadro storiografico marcatamente
policentrico; il suo spiccatissimo formalismo e la conseguente diffi-
denza nei confronti del metodo iconografico, gia allora ampiamente
esercitato dalle prolifiche scuole statunitensi; la sicurezza nell’espri-
mere giudizi critici non convenzionali e spesso negativi contro ope-
re generalmente considerate di elevata qualita artistica, quali, per
esempio, i prodotti della cosiddetta Rinascenza Macedone; e, non ul-
tima, un’indole polemica che non esitava a scagliarsi contro l'intero
gotha della bizantinistica internazionale, nonché - in Italia - soprat-
tutto contro Sergio Bettini (1905-1986), del quale fu notoriamente
avversario.** Nel frattempo, i corsi monografici da lui impartiti alla
Sapienza contribuivano ad avvicinare gli studenti ai maggiori temi e
problemi della storia dell’arte bizantina, che fino ad allora non ave-
vano ancora trovato spazio adeguato all’interno dei programmi di-
dattici dell’ateneo romano.**

Giovanni Gasbarri

2 Percorsi e prospettive: le missioni di studio
e lamostradel 1968

Alla meta degli anni Sessanta un gruppo di architetti e storici dell’ar-
te poco piu che trentenni riconobbe proprio in Géza de Francovich e
nel suo interesse nei confronti dell’arte medievale dell’Anatolia orien-
tale 'ideale referente scientifico per avviare un progetto nuovo: l'e-
splorazione sistematica del Medio Oriente, e in particolare del Cau-
caso meridionale, per studiarne le sopravvivenze architettoniche del
Medioevo e indagarne a fondo la storia e i rapporti con l'architettu-
ra coeva nel resto dell’Europa e nel mondo islamico. Lo studioso ac-

14 Sullarivalita tra de Francovich e Bettini, si rimanda a Bernabo 2003, 253-8; Sciol-
la 2017. Su Sergio Bettini, si consulti la raccolta di Agazzi, Romanelli 2011.

15 Traicorsi monografici ideati da de Francovich negli anni Sessanta, si possono ci-
tare: La Persia e 'Europa medioevale (1964-1965); I cicli musivi di Hosios Lukas, Chios
e Dafni (1965-1966); Mosaici e miniature bizantine: la decorazione musiva della Chiesa
di S. Sofia di Costantinopoli e i mosaici della Chiesa di S. Sofia di Salonicco (1967-1968);
Cicli di pitture bizantine dell’XI secolo: S. Sofia di Ochrida; la Panaghia ton Chalkeon
di Salonicco; la ‘cripta’ di Hosios Lukas; S. Sofia di Kiev (1968-1969).
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colse con entusiasmo la proposta e offri loro il sostegno istituziona-
le dell’Universita La Sapienza.

Dopo alcuni viaggi informali compiuti negli anni precedenti, nell’e-
state del 1966 gli architetti Tommaso Breccia Fratadocchi, Paolo Cu-
neo, Maurizio Guidi e Gianluigi Nigro compirono dunque la prima
missione ufficiale in Armenia, grazie al finanziamento del Consiglio
Nazionale delle Ricerche e con il supporto dell’Istituto di Storia dell’Ar-
te dell'Universita di Roma.*® Fu un viaggio avventuroso che, da un lato,
permise ai partecipanti di stabilire gli essenziali contatti istituziona-
li di collaborazione con I’Accademia delle Scienze di Erevan, potendo
affidarsi alla preziosa intermediazione dell’architetto Armen Zarian;*’
dall’altro, consenti loro di condurre il primo sopralluogo sistematico
sui monumenti dell’allora Repubblica Socialista Sovietica di Armenia,
percorrendola estensivamente da nord a sud [fig. 1]. Lanno seguente,
nel 1967, una nuova spedizione estese la perlustrazione ai territori
dell’Armenia storica inclusi nella Repubblica di Turchia e a quelli aze-
ri dell'Iran nord-occidentale. In questa seconda occasione (che vide la
partecipazione anche di Ugo Argnani ed Enrico Costa), i ricercatori
viaggiarono lungo il confine orientale della Turchia, visitarono la re-
gione a est del lago di Van, poi proseguirono verso nord attraverso il
distretto di Dogubayazit; infine, raggiunsero la provincia di Kars, che
custodiva la maggior concentrazione di edifici medievali; nell’esplora-
zione della zona di Van si unirono al gruppo anche Géza de Francovich
e Fernanda de’ Maffei, quest’ultima allora assistente di Storia dell’Arte
Medievale alla Sapienza. I territori in cui la squadra di ricerca roma-
na si avventurava avevano un potenziale altissimo dal punto di vista
dell’accesso a materiale poco conosciuto e in taluni casi inedito. Come
riportato da de Francovich (1968), in particolare riferendosi alla Tur-
chia orientale, essi promettevano un’esperienza particolarmente inte-
ressante poiché ampie aree erano ancora inesplorate e alcune chiese
e monasteri erano completamente sconosciuti, nonostante le ricogni-
zioni compiute tra fine Otto e inizio Novecento da Harry Lynch (1901),
Walter Bachmann (1913) e - soprattutto - Josef Strzygowski (1918), co-
me Nicole e Jean-Michel Thierry (1964) avevano gia in parte osserva-
to nel corso dei loro viaggi di ricerca nell’Anatolia centro-orientale.

16 Lacomposizione della squadra diricerca é ricordata da Géza de Francovich (1968)
nell’introduzione al catalogo della mostra Architettura medievale armena (a proposito
del quale si veda infra), dove si riporta anche il titolo del progetto presentato al CNR:
«Rilevamenti e contributi allo studio storico e critico della Architettura Medievale in
Armenia».

17 Sulla figura di Armen Zarian si veda il volume dedicato alla vita e all'opera del
celebre architetto armeno alcuni anni fa (Zarian 2009). In particolare, sui rapporti di
amicizia e studio intrecciati prima e in occasione dei viaggi Sapienza-CNR, si veda-
no nello stesso volume Breccia Fratadocchi 2009; de’ Maffei 2009; Gandolfo 2009. Sul-
la storia della comunita armena in Italia nell'ultimo secolo si veda Manoukian 2014.
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Figura 1 Turchiaorientale e Caucaso meridionale, mappa con indicazione dei percorsi seguiti
durante le missioni di studio della Sapienza 1966-67. Elaborazione da Architettura medievale armena, 1968

Tenuto conto di tali esplorazioni storiche, che avevano prodotto una
notevole bibliografia, I'indagine sul campo in quei territori non era
un’esperienza essenzialmente nuova e - va detto subito - non fu nep-
pure unica in quanto tale, giacché missioni scientifiche nel Vicino
Oriente venivano condotte in quel tempo anche da altri studiosi, sia
stranieri che italiani. Tra questi ultimi, si ricorda che negli stessi an-
ni anche un gruppo di ricerca del Politecnico di Milano, coordinato da
Adriano Alpago Novello, sirivolgeva al Caucaso e si apprestava a com-
piere viaggi di studio che contribuirono grandemente alla conoscenza
dell’architettura armena attraverso pubblicazioni ed eventi espositi-
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vi in varie citta europee e d’oltreoceano.*® Credo pero che gli studio-
si romani che affrontarono queste ricerche si possano considerare a
buon diritto dei pionieri sotto almeno due punti di vista: innanzitut-
to quello di uno sguardo rivolto al territorio, che travalicava I'analisi
scientifica dei singoli monumenti per includere il rapporto di questi
con 'ambiente circostante, tenendo conto della dimensione antropo-
logica che ne aveva fatto nei secoli un elemento del paesaggio e della
vita locale. Si tratta di un aspetto che affiora dalle immagini fotogra-
fiche ed e confermato dalle parole che Paolo Cuneo premettera piu
tardi al suo Architettura armena dal quarto al diciannovesimo secolo:

Proprio in questa opportunita di contatto diretto con persone sem-
plici - oltre che con studiosi piti consapevoli della storia culturale
del paese - risiede uno dei tratti salienti di tale lavoro: una espe-
rienza di ricerca, complementare a quella della biblioteca e dell’ar-
chivio, che ha per scenario vasti spazi geografici segnati da rile-
vanti vestigia monumentali e abitati da comunita ancora arcaiche
e schiettamente ospitali. (Cuneo 1988, 8)

Sitrattava di quella sensazione di ritrovarsi «en contact avec les cho-
ses et les hommes d’autrefois» evocata da de Vogiié, e che a distan-
za di un quindicennio Enrico Zanini (2012; 2018) avrebbe registrato
durante le missioni nel Tur ‘Abdin compiute al seguito di Fernanda
de’ Maffei. L'altro elemento di novita in quelle prime esperienze con-
sistette nel riconoscere un irrinunciabile valore formativo al viaggio
di studio, al sopralluogo inteso non solo come osservazione diretta
del monumento, ma anche come momento di costruzione di conoscen-
za scientifica all’interno di un gruppo di lavoro costituito da docen-
ti e allievi: un’occasione di approfondimento metodologico e didatti-
co di grande modernita.

Nel corso delle prime due spedizioni nell’Armenia storica fu pro-
dotta una quantita considerevole di documentazione visuale relativa

18 Sugli studi condotti dai ricercatori milanesi, che portarono alla fondazione del Cen-
tro di Studi sull’Architettura Armena (situato dapprima presso il Politecnico di Mila-
no e poi trasferito a Venezia) e che si articolarono anch’essi in spedizioni in loco e mo-
stre, si vedano Cuneo 1988, 8 e Macchiarella 2005, in part. Harutiunyan 2005; si se-
gnala qui anche la recentissima mostra Armenia, gli scatti di un bellunese: Adriano Al-
pago Novello, Anzu di Feltre (BL), curata da Manuela Da Corta e Beatrice Spampina-
to nel luglio-agosto 2019. Sebbene la cultura e la produzione artistica armena medie-
vale nel suo complesso siano oggetto di grande interesse scientifico, da vari decenni
a questa parte, a livello internazionale si contano pochi eventi espositivi dedicati al
suo patrimonio architettonico: tra i pit recenti, ricordiamo la mostra organizzata nel
2004 dal Dipartimento di Studi Eurasiatici dell'Universita Ca’ Foscari di Venezia (Al-
pago Novello et al. 2005) e quella tenutasi al Museo di Roma-Palazzo Braschi nel 2011-
2012 (Mkrtchyan 2011); di piu ampio respiro, da ultima, l’esposizione del Metropoli-
tan Museum di New York (Evans 2018), che contiene anche una ricca e aggiornata bi-
bliografia di riferimento.
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Figura2 Ani, mura. Ca. 1967. © Sapienza Universita di Roma,
Centro di Documentazione di Storia dell’Arte Bizantina. Foto Breccia Fratadocchi

ai manufatti architettonici databili tra il IV e il XIV secolo. Essi consi-
stevano per lo pill in complessi religiosi (di numero complessivo certa-
mente piu consistente), ma accanto a questi figurano anche capolavori
dell’architettura civile - ricordiamo ad esempio lo straordinario mate-
riale fotografico relativo alle mura di Ani [fig. 2] 0 alla cittadella di Kars.

Questi giovani studiosi misero in campo tutte le risorse profes-
sionali e tecnologiche di cui potevano disporre: la loro competenza
di architetti si espresse nei disegni di piante e rilievi che documen-
tano in modo dettagliato e puntuale, con la rigorosa astrazione del
tecnico, lo stato corrente del singolo edificio e una ricostruzione del
suo aspetto originario. Ma oltre a planimetrie e rilievi architettonici,
questi materiali comprendevano soprattutto un gran numero di foto-
grafie, sia in bianco e nero che a colori. Da tale ricca documentazio-
ne si evince I'importanza attribuita a ogni singolo aspetto artistico
oltre che ‘tettonico’ del monumento studiato: ogni dettaglio struttu-
rale e costruttivo, ogni frammento scultoreo [fig. 3], ognuno dei dipin-
ti murali ancora visibili sulle pareti interne di molti degli edifici ma
che stavano svanendo in modo irreversibile a causa dell’esposizione
agli agenti atmosferici [fig. 4], tutto era considerato preziosa testimo-
nianza della cultura visiva di una civilta e meritava di essere cattu-
rato su quelle pellicole 6 x 6.
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Figura 3 Ani,chiesadiSan Gregorio di Tigran Honents, Xlll secolo. Dettaglio della decorazione scultorea.
Ca. 1967. © Sapienza Universita di Roma, Centro di Documentazione di Storia dell’Arte Bizantina

Figura4 Ani,chiesadiSan Gregorio di Tigran Honents, Xl secolo. Interno, dettaglio della decorazione
pittorica. Ca. 1967. © Sapienza Universita di Roma, Centro di Documentazione di Storia dell’Arte Bizantina
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Figura5 Soradir, chiesa di Sant’Etchmiadzin, VI-VII secolo. Interno, 1967.
© Sapienza Universita di Roma, Centro di Documentazione di Storia dell’Arte Bizantina

L'uso estensivo della fotografia fu strumento essenziale per la rac-
colta di documentazione che fu sin dall’inizio uno degli scopi prima-
ri delle spedizioni scientifiche. Gli scatti venivano realizzati da tutti
i punti di osservazione possibili, a volte sfruttando persino occasioni
estemporanee, come nel singolare caso della chiesa di Soradir, all’e-
poca usata dai contadini locali come pagliaio, circostanza che si ri-
velo a Paolo Cuneo inaspettatamente utile per fotografarne da vici-
no dettagli dell'ornamentazione interna alla base della cupola nonché
per apprezzarne la planimetria da un punto di osservazione eleva-
to [fig. 5].*° Le foto restituiscono cosi anche immagini dei monumen-
ti, per cosl dire, ‘abitate’ dalla vita quotidiana di cui erano divenute
parte, catturando nell’obiettivo la testimonianza preziosa di un an-
no, un giorno, un secondo irripetibili [figg. 6-7].

19 Siamo grati a Tommaso Breccia Fratadocchi per averci confermato I'identita della
persona che ‘emerge’ dal pagliaio nella foto che qui ripubblichiamo.
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Figura 6 Kars, chiesadetta Besik Camii, Xl secolo. 1967.
© Sapienza Universita di Roma, Centro di Documentazione di Storia dell’Arte Bizantina

Figura7 Soradir, chiesa di Sant’Etchmiadzin, VI-VII secolo. Esterno, 1967.
© Sapienza Universita di Roma, Centro di Documentazione di Storia dell’Arte Bizantina
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Figura 8 Convento di Tatev, IX-XI secolo, in un’incisione da G. Alishan,
Sisakan, Venezia 1893. Da Architettura medievale armena

Figura9 Convento diTatev, IX-XI secolo. Ca. 1966. © Sapienza Universita di Roma,
Centro di Documentazione di Storia dell’Arte Bizantina. Foto Breccia Fratadocchi,
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architettura medievale
armena

Locandina della mostra S e
Architettura medievale armena, palazzo w Z|

Roma 1968 - 10-30 giugno 1968

I1 bagaglio di fotografie storiche eseguite dai passati esploratori, la
conoscenza puntuale dei disegni e delle incisioni pubblicate dai viag-
giatori che avevano preceduto i nostri studiosi forniva loro gia una
prima ‘lente’ attraverso cui avvicinarsi all’osservazione di ciascun mo-
numento. Cio & evidente nel tentativo di ritrarre, ogni qualvolta fos-
se possibile, gli stessi edifici dallo stesso punto di vista degli antichi
osservatori dando cosi l'esatta misura di ogni cambiamento, picco-
lo o grande, intervenuto nel tempo. Macroscopico il caso del conven-
to di Tatev, ritratto in un’incisione pubblicata nell’opera di Ghevond
Alichan del 1893 nel suo complesso ancora intatto e funzionante, ma
che le fotografie della missione degli anni Sessanta mostrano pesan-
temente danneggiato a causa del terremoto del 1931 [figg. 8-9]. Si da-
va cosl modo di riflettere con nuova coscienza sul valore della ricer-
ca scientifica come elemento della storia di un monumento. In altre
parole, la consapevolezza che l'esser stato fatto oggetto di indagine
in un determinato modo e in un dato momento storico, cio stesso fa
parte della vita dell’opera d’arte, giacché ogni nuovo studio, costru-
ito sulle fondamenta di quelli precedenti, non solo ne approfondisce
la conoscenza, ma finisce per cambiarne sensibilmente la percezione.

A conclusione di questa prima fase di ricerca sul campo, Breccia
Fratadocchi, Costa e Cuneo curarono l'allestimento di una mostra
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Figura 11 Locandinadella mostra
Architettura medievale armena, Venezia 1968

venezia - palazzo ducale

26 luglio - 10 agosto 1968
Figura 12 Catalogo dellamostra

Architettura medievale armena, Roma 1968

con una selezione delle fotografie realizzate. Si tratta dell’esposizio-
ne, citata in apertura, dal titolo Architettura medievale armena, che
fu ospitata nella Sala Barbo di Palazzo Venezia a Roma nel giugno
1968 [fig. 10] e fu poi trasferita, il mese successivo, a Venezia, in Pa-
lazzo Ducale [fig. 11].?° 1l consistente catalogo (Breccia Fratadocchi
et al. 1968; [fig. 12]) edito in concomitanza con I'evento dimostra l'a-
cribia e il rigore metodologico che aveva caratterizzato la ricerca in
situ. Oltre a fornire un’utile mappa con la localizzazione delle chiese
visitate e un ricchissimo apparato illustrativo, nelle cento concise ma
dettagliate schede compilate da Enrico Costa e Paolo Cuneo si indi-
cal'ubicazione di ogni edificio, se ne fornisce la planimetria in scala,
se ne delineano le caratteristiche principali, la datazione e le notizie
storiche che vi si possono agganciare, e infine si esprimono osserva-
zioni circa lo stato di conservazione delle strutture.

Assieme ai due volumi Architettura armena dal quarto al dicianno-
vesimo secolo pubblicati circa vent’anni dopo da Paolo Cuneo (1988), il

20 Presso i Musei Civici di Venezia non mi & stato sinora possibile rintracciare noti-
zie circa l'allestimento della mostra in Palazzo Ducale, sicché la locandina che la pub-
blicizzava ne rimane, al momento, I'unica testimonianza.
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catalogo di quella mostra & ancora considerato, pur con le sue inevita-
bili limitazioni, un punto fermo per chi desideri affacciarsi allo studio
dei monumenti dell’Armenia medievale. Meno agevole ¢ valutare oggi
I'impatto dell’esposizione romana, sia presso gli specialisti che pres-
so un pubblico piu vasto, quantomeno in Italia. La reazione pill nota
suscitata dall’evento romano fu quella manifestata da Cesare Brandi
(1968) sulle colonne del Corriere della Sera il 5 luglio di quell’anno, in
un articolo rimasto celebre per l'efficace definizione delle chiese ar-
mene come ‘chiese di cristallo’, e recentemente riportato all’attenzio-
ne da Marco Ruffilli (2018) proprio a proposito della fortuna di que-
sta locuzione.** Brandi prendeva distanza dalle posizioni degli autori
dei saggi del catalogo, i quali, soprattutto sulla base di differenze di
tipo tecnico-costruttivo, mostravano di stemperare alcune delle tra-
dizionali affermazioni di Strzygowski sulla dipendenza dell’architet-
tura occidentale da quella armena, riaffermandone invece con deci-
sione i contatti stringenti.*> Non si vuole qui entrare nel merito di un
dibattito critico che implicava all’epoca prese di posizione talvolta di
carattere personale o ‘politico’. Sarebbe pero quantomeno limitati-
vo leggere la legittima critica brandiana come l'unica eco della rice-
zione della mostra presso gli specialisti. Ad esempio & interessante
ascoltare la voce dei giovani archeologi del tempo: tra questi, Loren-
zo Quilici (1968) si espresse in termini affatto diversi da Brandi, nel-
la sua recensione alla mostra apparsa lo stesso anno sul bimestrale
Archeologia, definendo le ipotesi di influssi dell’architettura armena
su quella romanica e gotica «perfino improbabili» poiché basate su
«alcune somiglianze puramente formali».?* Al di la della presa di po-
sizione specifica, si puo constatare che la mostra ebbe una risonan-
za positiva anche in un settore scientifico diverso, quello dell’archeo-
logia, in un momento in cui quest’ultima andava estendendo i propri
interessi, tradizionalmente concentrati sull’antichita classica e pro-
tostorica, all’archeologia medievale, che proprio in quegli anni in Ita-
lia muoveva i primi passi come disciplina autonoma (Gelichi 1997).
Di simile avviso sull’'autonomia dell’architettura occidentale rispet-
to a quella armena fu anche Agnoldomenico Pica (1968), che espres-

21 Sulle pagine del Corriere della Sera, la notizia della mostra viene datal’11 giugno:
G.Z. [G. Zincone?], Interrogativi sul Medioevo, 5. La notizia dell'inaugurazione e pre-
sente su diversi quotidiani (sempre priva di firma): Paese Sera, 10 giugno 1968; Avanti
11 giugno 1968; L'Osservatore Romano, 13 giugno 1968.

22 Ladiscussione sulla tesi di Strzygowski sulla dipendenza diretta di alcuni aspetti
dell’architettura occidentale da quella armena e stata recentemente rievocata da Fran-
cesco Gandolfo (2009, 110), che ha rinnovato la propria presa di distanza da essa nel
ricordare Armen Zarian, che ne era invece convinto sostenitore.

23 La selezione di fotografie che completa l'articolo di Quilici & corredata da ricche
didascalie, che sintetizzano i principali achievement dei nuovi studi rispetto a deter-
minati monumenti.

Eurasiatica 16 | 40
L'arte armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive, 23-50



Livia Bevilacqua, Giovanni Gasbarri
Percorsi di architettura armena a Roma

se il suo punto di vista di architetto in un’altra recensione alla mostra
apparsa sulle pagine di Domus, distaccandosi pero anche da chi ve-
deva in Armenia l'origine della soluzione del raccordo tra vano qua-
drato/poligonale e circolare, che egli ravvisava gia nell’architettura
etrusca e romana. Il critico si discosta pure recisamente dalle opinio-
ni degli autori del catalogo a proposito dell'interpretazione delle tec-
niche costruttive e dell’espediente adottato dagli armeni per contra-
stare le spinte orizzontali delle coperture, facendo sue le osservazioni
espresse in merito da Brandi nella recensione pubblicata sul Corriere.
Occorre comunque notare che se dalle pagine del catalogo affiora un
ridimensionamento di determinati rapporti costruttivi ed estetici tra
I"Europa romanica e il Caucaso, essinon sono tuttavia del tutto esclusi
da un contesto fluido quale quello euro-mediterraneo-asiatico del Me-
dioevo. Come si vede, dunque, molteplici furono le reazioni alla ricer-
ca che attraverso la mostra si rese visibile e si spinse al di fuori degli
studi storico-artistici varcando i confini di altre discipline liminari.**

Oltre la mostra, le conseguenze scientifiche dell’attivita di ricer-
ca iniziata nella regione vanno rintracciate senz’altro nell’aver se-
gnato l'avvio di una nuova stagione di studi sul campo, sulle orme di
quelle prime esperienze. Ci si reco cosl, nuovamente, nella Repub-
blica Sovietica di Armenia, coinvolgendo nella squadra due giova-
ni neolaureati dell’'Universita di Roma: Francesco Gandolfo e Mario
D’Onofrio. Queste nuove missioni, compiute ancora grazie ai finan-
ziamenti CNR e sotto la direzione di de Francovich, comportarono
pero un significativo cambiamento di approccio, in quanto Gandol-
fo e D’Onofrio - che sirecarono in Armenia nel 1971 insieme a Paolo
Cuneo, e poi ancora l’'anno successivo - partivano con progetti e te-
mi specifici da indagare: rispettivamente le basilichette a una nava-
ta (Gandolfo 1973) e le chiese di Dvin (D’Onofrio 1973). L'idea di un
survey ‘a tappeto’ finalizzato alla documentazione dell’esistente veni-
va dunque abbandonata in favore di uno studio pili mirato e selettivo.

Oltre a coordinare i viaggi, de Francovich fu responsabile della
collana di monografie «Studi di architettura medioevale armena», in
cui confluirono alcuni esiti delle spedizioni. La serie, bilingue, si apri-
va significativamente con una delle chiese identificate per la prima
volta durante le missioni romane e fin allora inedita: Santa Ejmiacin
a Soradir (Breccia Fratadocchi 1971) [fig. 13].

Benché le pubblicazioni siano proseguite fino agli anni Ottanta
in sede nazionale e internazionale (es. Cuneo 1973a, 1973b, 1973c;

24 Atestimoniare ulteriormente I'impatto della pubblicazione del catalogo della mo-
stra al momento della sua uscita e il riconoscimento del suo interesse scientifico da
parte degli studiosi italiani, vi & I'inclusione del saggio introduttivo ad esso (de’ Maffei
1968) nella bibliografia di riferimento sulla cultura figurativa armena nel volume, di
importanza capitale per gli studi sull’arte tardo-antica, Roma. La fine dell’arte antica
di Bianchi Bandinelli (1970, 334, 412).
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La Chiesa di S. Ejmiacin a Soradir

Figura13
Breccia Fratadocchi, La chiesa
di S. Ejmiacin a Soradir, Roma 1971

CONSIGLIO NAZIONALE DELLE RICERCHE

de’ Maffei 1973a e 1973b; Cuneo 1977; Cuneo 1984; Cuneo 1988), in
concomitanza con il pensionamento di de Francovich nel 1972 e lo
scioglimento dei gruppi di ricerca di Roma e Milano si verifico un af-
fievolimento generale degli interessi nei confronti dell’Armenia, e
soprattutto l'interruzione delle missioni di studio in quelle zone, a
causa delle condizioni politiche fattesi nel frattempo sempre pilt com-
plesse. Breccia Fratadocchi e gli altri architetti che avevano iniziato
le esplorazioni tornarono alla loro attivita professionale, D’Onofrio
e Gandolfo avrebbero rivolto i loro studi all’arte medievale occiden-
tale, piuttosto che a Bisanzio e al Caucaso, e all’'Universita di Roma
l'attivita di ricerca sull’architettura armena non prosegui. Ma il se-
me gettato da quelle prime esperienze germoglio negli anni succes-
sivi con l'avvio delle numerose missioni condotte sotto la guida di
Fernanda de’ Maffei. A partire dal 1975, la studiosa e i suoi allievi
si rivolsero all’esplorazione di altre regioni dell’Anatolia (Licia, Tur
‘Abdin, Cilicia e Isauria) e del Mediterraneo orientale, allargando
l'orizzonte allo studio dell’arte bizantina in generale, con viaggi che
continuarono fino ai primi anni Duemila.?* Essi consentirono la rac-

25 Lericognizioni si svolsero sotto I'egida dell'Istituto di Storia dell’Arte della Sapien-
za e del CNR, in seno al quale, nel 1984, fu istituito un Gruppo Nazionale di Coordina-
mento «Storia dell’Arte e della Cultura Artistica Bizantina», presieduto da Fernanda
de’ Maffei e composto da quattro unita facenti capo rispettivamente alle universita di
Roma La Sapienza, di Padova, di Siena e di Bologna. Ognuna di esse si orientava ver-
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Figure 14-15 Istanbul, Kog University, ANAMED. Mostra fotografica
Picturing a Lost Empire: An Italian Lenson Byzantine Art in Anatolia. 1960-2000. © Kog Universitesi ANAMED
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colta di un‘assai cospicua quantita di materiale fotografico e grafi-
co, poi confluito nel Centro di Documentazione di Storia dell’Arte Bi-
zantina, istituito per volonta e interessamento di Mara Bonfioli nel
1996 e oggi ospitato presso il Dipartimento di Storia Antropologia
Religioni Arte Spettacolo della Sapienza. Di una parte di questi ma-
teriali hanno voluto recentemente dare conto due mostre fotografi-
che, tenutesi tra 2018 e 2019: una allestita nel Museo dell’Arte Clas-
sica della Sapienza, curata da Eva Staurenghi e Alessandra Guiglia,
che ha offerto uno sguardo su una parte del materiale fotografico ri-
guardante le missioni in Siria;*¢ I'altra curata da Giovanni Gasbarri
e da chi scrive, presso il Research Center for Anatolian Civilizations
- ANAMED della Ko¢ University di Istanbul, specificamente dedica-
ta ai materiali relativi alla penisola anatolica (Bevilacqua, Gasbarri
2018).?" In quest'ultima, inaugurata a cinquant’anni esatti dall’espo-
sizione romana di Palazzo Venezia, occupa uno spazio specifico pro-
prio una selezione delle fotografie realizzate nel corso delle missioni
del 1966 e del 1967 nei territori dell’Armenia storica all'interno del-
la repubblica di Turchia [figg. 14-15]. Il nucleo archivistico del CDSAB
€ attualmente in corso di riordino, allo scopo di essere presto reso
accessibile alla comunita scientifica. Esso rimane la testimonianza
concreta degli importanti risultati nell'ambito della storia dell’arte
del Medio Oriente e del Caucaso medievale raggiunti durante quegli
intensi anni di esplorazione e, si spera, un punto da cui ripartire per
futuri studi sulla cultura artistica della regione.

Livia Bevilacqua

so indirizzi di ricerca in parte diversi, ma questi ultimi perseguivano l'obiettivo comu-
ne di promuovere il riconoscimento adeguato del ruolo della cultura artistica bizanti-
na nell'ltalia e nell’Europa medievale (de’ Maffei 1988). Tale obiettivo era tangente a
quanto in quegli anni si proponevano anche Giuseppe Bovini e Raffaella Farioli Campa-
nati con l'organizzazione degli annuali Corsi di Cultura sull’Arte Ravennate e Bizantina
che si svolgevano a Ravenna (Gasbarri, Bevilacqua 2018, 43-5). I Corsi di Cultura offri-
rono peraltro 'occasione ai partecipanti alle spedizioni in Armenia di presentare i ri-
sultati delle proprie ricerche al pubblico italiano e internazionale (Breccia Fratadocchi
1973a e 1973b; de’ Maffei 1973a e 1973b; Cuneo 1973a e 1973b; Zarian 1973a e 1973b).

26 https://web.uniromal.it/polomuseale/archivionotizie/la-siria-bizantina.

27 https://anamed.ku.edu.tr/en/events/picturing-a-lost-empire-an—-italian-
lens-on-byzantine-art-in-anatolia-1960-2000/.
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Abstract During the last centuries, numerous books and papers were published on
Armenian artin different collections of the world. Still there is an ocean of work to do in
this field to fill in the gaps of the history of Armenian art. The members of the Chair of
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1 Introduction

The exploration of the Armenian art started in the nineteenth century by
French, Russian, German, Finnish, Austrian and Armenian art historians and
continued in the twentieth century by Russian, Armenian, Ukrainian, Ameri-
can, Italian and other scholars, who published many books and papers regis-
tering and exploring the Armenian unknown artefacts, especially illuminat-
ed manuscripts in different parts of the world. There are also innumerable
examples of ecclesiastic architecture (monasteries, churches, chapels, cas-
tles), sculptural reliefs, khachkars (cross stones) in the territories of West-
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ern Armenia (in today’s Turkey), Iran, in former and present Armeni-
an communities of India, Ukraine, Russia, Romania, Bulgaria, Syria,
Lebanon, Egypt and elsewhere. Thus, the history of the Armenian
art is not restricted within the boundaries of present Armenia and
has a global character. Its exploration needs huge efforts from many
experts of different nationalities and enormous amounts of money.
The artistic legacy of the Armenian people, which is put into schol-
arly circulation due to the books and articles written in different lan-
guages by former generations of scholars, represents only one part
of Armenian art history. There is still a lot of work to do in this field.
There are numerous Armenian artefacts in different museums of the
world. The study of the art works preserved and created in many
countries and especially in Armenian communities abroad is very
important for filling in the gaps of the history of Armenian art. Nu-
merous artworks that have come down to us are preserved in vari-
ous countries, because of Armenian communities established there
across the centuries. After leaving their historical homeland, the Ar-
menians brought to Europe, US and Middle East decorated manu-
scripts, objects made of silver, icons, carpets, decorated textiles, etc.
The Armenians who lived in different countries for centuries devel-
oped a large-scale cultural activity. In the Middle Ages, after inhab-
iting the foreign areas, they established art centres trying to pre-
serve the national traditions and borrowing the cultural features of
the new milieu. The registration, inventory and study of these sam-
ples are urgent, as many countries have favourable conditions for
the assimilation of the Armenians, which results in a decrease of Ar-
menian communities and the threat of their elimination. The destiny
of their art treasures is becoming more and more threatened or un-
known. This situation increased the pressing need for an exploration
of the Armenian artworks by joint forces of different art historians.

2  The Romanian Project

The idea of the exploration of the Armenian artistic legacy starting
from present Armenia by the joint forces of several experts was not
new, since in the beginning of the sixties of the twentieth century it
was started on the territory of Turkey and Iran thanks to the efforts
of Prof. Adriano Alpago Novello from Politecnico of Milan and Prof.
Paolo Cuneo from University of Rome, who directed the missions of
Italian scholars to those countries and started systematic research
and publications on Armenian medieval churches and monasteries
that still existed there. They continued their work till the end of eight-
ies of the last century.

For the idea of the necessity of the exploration of the Armeni-
an artistic heritage of the Eastern Europe I owe to late Dr. Armen

Eurasiatica 16 | 52
L'arte armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive, 51-62



Levon Chookaszian
On New Paths for the Exploration of the Armenian Art

Hakhnazarian from the University of Aachen, who in the seventies of
the twentieth century initiated the research trips to Western Arme-
nia (present Eastern Turkey) with German colleagues, his classmates
from Department of Architecture of the Faculty of Architecture and
Civil Engineering at RWTH Aachen University of Aachen. He and his
colleagues visited the Armenian medieval churches and monasteries,
made enormous research and published on them. At the beginning of
this century, during a private conversation with me, Hakhnazarian
expressed his concern about abandoned churches and monasteries
and all artistic legacy of former Armenian communities of the East-
ern Europe. Since then, I have been looking for the convenient occa-
sion to initiate that work.

For the beginning of such project, my meeting and conversation
with the head of Romanian-Armenian Diocese, His Grace Bishop
Datev Hagopian, during my short visit to Bucharest in the fall of
2011, were crucial. His Grace shared with me his desire to publish
a volume containing the study of the artifacts of the Dudian Muse-
um of the Armenian Diocese in Bucharest. During those days in Bu-
charest, I met also Mr. Hamlet Gasparyan, at that time the Ambas-
sador of RA (Republic of Armenia) in Romania, who during a private
conversation with me mentioned the importance of the exploration of
the Armenian-Romanian artistic relations and the cultural heritage
of the Armenian community of Romania and expressed his interest
to support such work. During those meetings with His Grace Bishop
Datev Hagopian and Mr. Hamlet Gasparyan, I told them that my col-
leagues, the members of the Chair of Armenian Art History and The-
ory at Yerevan State University, would be able to carry out such work
and that I would do my best to organise that project.

After returning to Yerevan, I spoke to Mrs. Hasmik Poghosyan, at
that time the minister of Culture of RA, about the results of the con-
versations with His Grace Bishop Datev Hagopian and Mr. Hamlet
Gasparyan. She promised her support for such project.

In 2012 the Chair of Armenian Art History and Theory at Yere-
van State University, in collaboration with the Armenian Diocese of
Romania, began the long-lasting project to study the cultural her-
itage of Romanian Armenians. The sponsors of the project became
the Ministries of Culture, Youth and Sport of RA, later Committee
of Science of RA, State Committee of Science of RA, Union of Arme-
nians in Romania.

At His Grace Bishop Datev Hagopian’s invitation, Mariam Vardan-
yan and Nelli Smbatyan, the lecturers of the Chair of Armenian Art
History and Theory, travelled to Romania in October 2012: Vardan-
yan to study the silver artworks and Smbatyan to study the textiles.
They started their work at Dudian Museum of the Armenian Diocese
in Bucharest as there are concentrated numerous Armenian arti-
facts of different centuries. The collection of the Dudian Museum con-
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tains medieval liturgical vessels and crosses and silver reliquaries,
religious vestments, embroideries, carpets, icons, illustrated manu-
scripts, portraits of the representatives of the Armenian community
made in last centuries, etc. One part of these artifacts was brought
to Romania by the Armenians who were escaping from their home-
land because of the Mongol and later Turkish yoke and the other part
was created inside Romania by the artists of the Armenian commu-
nity. The collection of the Dudian museum was never studied before
by the experts of Armenian art.

Between July and August 2013, Vardanyan and Smbatyan went to
Bucharest again. This time Seyranush Manukyan, Doctor of Arts, pro-
fessor of the Chair of Armenian Art History and Theory, joined the
group, who started the exploration of the icons. These three special-
ists made a research trip also to different centres in Moldavia and
Buckovina with almost assimilated Armenian population and their
cultural monuments (Focsani, Targu Ockna, Suceava, Botosani, Iasi).

In 2013, the research group was awarded a grant by the Commit-
tee of Science of the Republic of Armenia, which represented a new
opportunity to continue the work already started.

The research group of Manukyan, Vardanyan and Smbatyan con-
tinued their work in Bucharest collections in 2014. Also Dr. Seyra-
nush Manukyan visited the Armenian centres of Transilvania.

In November 2013, I went to Romania, precisely in Transilvania re-
gion. Lusine Sargsyan, the lecturer of the Chair of Armenian Art His-
tory and Theory, joined me in Romania, as she received a fellowship
from the New Europe College of Bucharest in 2013 for the exploration
of the Armenian illustrated manuscripts in Romanian collections and
worked in different cities between October 2013 and February 2014.
During the trip to Transilvania, we examined the books and carpets
in the Armenian centre of Cluj-Napoca and Armenian manuscripts
in the library there, and later explored the collections of books and
murals and other artifacts in Armenian churches of Gherla, the city
that was established by the Armenians and that in previous centu-
ries was known as Armenopolis and Armenierstadt. The results of
this research later appeared in several publications (Chookaszian
2013, 2014; Smbatyan, Vardanyan 2014a; Smbatyan 2015a; Sargsy-
an 2015; 2016; 2017a; 2017b; 2018a; 2018b).

Also Smbatyan received a fellowship from the New Europe Col-
lege of Bucharest for the exploration of the Armenian textile and car-
pet collections in Romania and worked in different cities between
March 2015 and July 2015. In May 2015, Vardanyan joined Smbaty-
an to make a visit to Armenian centres in Transylvania. They visited
Gherla, Cluj-Napoca, Dumbraveni, Gheorgheni and explored Arme-
nian collections. The same year the results of their work of that and
of previous years were described in other articles (Manukyan 2015;
Smbatyan 2015b; Vardanyan 2015).
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In 2016, Vardanyan travelled again to Bucharest, to continue the
work at the Dudian Museum. Later she published an article on that
and on previous years’ work (Vardanyan 2017).

Seeing the results of the research, His Grace Bishop Datev Hako-
bian, with the sponsorship of the Ministry of Religions of Romania,
decided to publish a catalogue of the Armenian treasures of Roma-
nia. In 2017 Seyranush Manukyan and Mariam Vardanyan went to Ro-
mania again, this time with the photographer Hrayr Baze Khatcheri-
an to take photos for the catalogue. This catalogue is in publishing
house and will be sold soon.

The members of the research group published articles and deliv-
ered papers in various international conferences (Vardanyan 2018;
Manukyan 2019b).

One of the greatest achievements of the project was the First Inter-
national Conference devoted to Romanian-Armenian historical and
artistic relations. In order to organise the conference, the efforts of
Mr. Hamlet Gasparyan (the ex-Ambassador of RA in Romania), the
Armenian Union of Romania, the Diocese of the Armenian Church in
Romania, and the Ministries of Culture of Romania and Armenia were
particularly significant (Smbatyan, Vardanyan 2014a). At the end of
October 2013, S. Manukyan, N. Smbatyan, M. Vardanyan and the Au-
thor went to Bucharest to take part in this conference and deliver pa-
pers in which our work was introduced to the audience (Chookaszian
2013; Manukyan 2013; Smbatyan 2013; Vardanyan 2013).

The group presented the results of the research in several con-
ferences.*

3  Thelranian Project

The city Isfahan in Iran is one of the major centres of the Armenian
culture outside Armenia. Between 1604-1608 Persian Shah Abbas I
violently deported thousands of Armenians to Iran from Northern
(Ararat valley, especially Nakhijevan and Old Julfa) and Southern re-

1 International Conference Dedicated to the 125th Birth Anniversary of Hakob Siruni,
Bucharest, 2015 (Chookaszian 2015a, unpublished); 2nd International Conference: Art
of Armenian Diaspora, Gdansk, 2016 (Vardanyan 2017); The Armenian Community and
Armenian-Russian Connections: History and Modernity, Moscow, 2016 (Vardanyan, un-
published); Hidden Treasures Unearthed: Armenian Arts and Culture of Eastern Europe,
Los Angeles, 2018 (Chookaszian 2013; Manukyan 2018; Vardanyan 2018); From the Bal-
tic Sea to the Black Sea: Armenians in Cultural, Economic and Political Processes, Ye-
revan, 2018 (Ghazaryan, unpublished); 12th International Congress of South-East Eu-
ropean Studies, Bucharest, 2019 (Chookaszian L. 2019; Manukyan 2019a; Vardanyan
2019). See Chookaszian 2013, 2014, 2015, 2019; Manukyan 2013, 2015, 2018, 2019a,
2019b; Sargsyan 2017b; Smbatyan 2013, 2014a, 2015b; Vardanyan 2013, 2015, 2017,
2018a, 2018b, 2019.
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gions (especially Vaspourakan) of Armenia and settled them in Isfa-
han, and also in the regions of Peria and Charmahal. They brought
with them many manuscripts, silverwork and other artworks. The Ar-
menians in Isfahan established a district called New Julfa. Between
the beginning of the 17th and the first decades of the 18th centuries,
they also erected churches there and decorated them with murals. Is-
fahan is an important centre for the Armenian culture also because
in 19th century the museum that contains numerous artworks and
among them illustrated manuscripts was established in the territory
of the Armenian monastery of All Saviour. The collection of the Arme-
nian manuscripts of All Saviour’s monastery is considered to be one
of the major treasuries of Armenian century-old book culture. The
collection of the old museum of the All Saviour’s Monastery contains
medieval liturgical vessels, crosses and silver reliquaries, religious
vestments, embroideries, carpets, icons, portraits of the representa-
tives of the Armenian community made in last centuries, paintings of
the Iranian-Armenian artists of the twentieth century, etc. The mu-
seum was built thanks to donations by the Armenians.

Since 2015 some lecturers of the Chair of the Armenian Art Histo-
ry and Theory started private trips to Iran and especially Isfahan for
the exploration of the Armenian artworks. Inesa Danielyan, assistant
of the Chair, was the first among them to visit Isfahan in June of 2015
and started the examination of several illustrated Armenian manu-
scripts of the fourteenth century. The results of her work were pub-
lished in an article (Danielyan 2017) and presented in September of
2017 in Berlin during the 4th International Conference, Forum Kunst
des Mittelalters, Berlin und Brandenburg an der Havel - Verortung, En-
tgrenzung, Globalisierung, with a speech entitled: “The Art of Momik,
the Armenian Architect, Sculptor, Miniaturist and Scribe: Connec-
tions with Western and Eastern Arts”. Another communication based
on the research developed by Danielyan in Isfahan was delivered in
St. Petersburg during the International Conference Armenia, Byzan-
tium and the Orient: Written Heritage from Manuscripts to the Inter-
net, Dedicated to the memory of Karen N. Yuzbashian (1927-2009), with
the title “The Illustrated Manuscripts of Armenian Artist Mkhitar An-
etsi (13th-14th centuries AD): Between Eastern and Western Arts”.

Dr. Satenik Chookaszian was the second among the lecturers of
the Chair of the Armenian Art History and Theory who had the op-
portunity to make a private visit to Isfahan in 2016 and to start the
exploration of the murals of the churches there. Chookaszian report-
ed the results of her work in a paper devoted to the decoration of All
Saviour’s Cathedral of New Julfa that she delivered during the con-
ference held in Warsaw in 2017 concerning the Art of Armenian Di-
aspora. The study, which was based on verified historical data and
general research, included a description and a stylistic analysis of
the frescoes, was published in Poland as a separate article. The re-
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sults of the research made in Isfahan by S. Chookaszian is going to
be elaborated in a second article where there will be a description
of each scene of murals of All Saviour’s Cathedral and comparisons
with other contemporary monuments. Such a detailed description is
missing from the work of previous researchers.

In 2016 the representatives of the parish council of the Armeni-
an monastery of All Saviour of Isfahan (Iran) came to Yerevan and
asked me and my colleagues to support them to organise a new mu-
seum devoted to the material culture and artifacts of the Armenian
community on the territory of the monastery and to start the explo-
ration of the murals of the Armenian churches there and also to re-
search the collection of old, former museum, the exposition of which
was organised in the thirties by famous Armenian painter Sarkis
Khachadourian.

The further negotiations with the parish council of the All Sav-
iour’s Monastery resulted in the formation of a new group of members
of the Chair of the Armenian Art History and Theory who agreed to
go to Isfahan and start the research of the Armenian artifacts there.
It is noteworthy that the artistic legacy of the Armenians in Isfahan
region was never explored by joint forces of Armenian art historians.

Thus parallel to the work in Romania, the trips to Iran started.

In October and beginning of November 2017, Dr. Yvet Tajarian,
Dr. Davit Ghazaryan, and assistant Inesa Danielyan, lecturers of the
Chair of the Armenian Art History and Theory, visited Iran. The vis-
it of Dr. Y. Tajarian and I. Danielyan was founded by ANSEF (Arme-
nian National Science and Education Fund) and that of Dr. D. Ghaz-
aryan by Sirarpie Der Nersessian grant. They went to Teheran and
later to Isfahan. In Tehran they examined the old manuscripts and dif-
ferent artefacts represented in the exposition of the “Artak Manuki-
an” museum. Later they went to Isfahan with the intention to explore
the old museum collection in the New Julfa quarter.

Dr. Y. Tajarian started to explore the paintings of the Iranian-Ar-
menian artists of the 20th century which are preserved in the mu-
seum. Those are the donations of the authors of the paintings. Ghaz-
arian here studied the scroll-shaped handwritten and old-printed
amulets. He later introduced the results of his work in a communi-
cation delivered at the International Armenological conference ded-
icated to the 100th anniversary of the birth of academician Levon
Khachikian (which took place in Mesrop Mashtots Matenadaran, Ye-
revan 28-30 June 2018). That work is already published with the title
“The Collection of the Amulets in Scroll of the All Saviour Cathedral
of New Julfa” in the proceedings of the communications.

Danielyan studied the Armenian illustrated manuscripts of the
fourteenth century in the collection of the museum and made digi-
tized photos of the miniatures of certain manuscripts of that peri-
od and also the decorated tombstones in Armenian old cemetery of
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New Julfa; the results of her work were included in some articles that
ars still in press.

In 2018 the lecturers of the Chair of the Armenian Art History and
Theory, including Chookaszian S., Danielyan, Tajarian and me, re-
ceived the grant from State Committee of Science of RA for the ex-
ploration of the Armenian art treasures of Isfahan.

In 2018-19 the members of this group examined the materials con-
cerning their future trips to Iran. Yvet Tajaraian studied the literature
on the manuscripts copied in New Julfa and also explored gorgeous il-
lustrated Gospels and Bibles, presenting the art of the Armenian min-
iature school of New Julfa of the seventeenth century, and preserved
in Yerevan Matenadaran collection. Danielyan meticulously studied
the manuscripts of the All Saviour Monastery’s catalogue and, based
on the descriptions of those manuscripts, she compiled a separate list
of illustrated manuscripts, sorting them by chronological order. Inesa
Danielyan also carried out a description and a study of the manuscripts
copied and illustrated inside New Julfa region in previous centuries.
She also studied the colophons of 14-15th century manuscripts and sin-
gled out information on various historical events and people in them.

I myself travelled to Iran in July 2019 and visited Teheran where I
have examined the old manuscripts and different artefacts at the “Ar-
tak Manukian” Armenian museum. During my stay I had the chance
to visit the National Museum of Jewels, and to acquaintance with the
works of the well-known Armenian-Iranian goldsmiths of the 19-20th
centuries Tserun Masehian, Leo Avetian and those of earlier periods.
In Teheran’s Golestan palace, I explored the works of Klara Abgar
(Abgarian), a well-known 20th-century Armenian-Iranian painter.

My main goal in Iran was the visit of the Isfahan and especial-
ly New Julfa where I started the research of illustrated Armenian
manuscripts in the collection of the old and new museum of the All
Saviour’s Monastery of New Julfa (the museum collecting the ma-
terial culture and artifacts of the Armenian community). I had the
chance to examine also other artworks, i.e. medieval liturgical silver-
work and textiles and paintings of 19-20th centuries, made by Sark-
is Khachadourian and Armenian-Iranian painters such as Abraham
Gurgenian, Smbat Ter-Kyureghian, Esayi Shahijanian, which are ex-
posed in the same place and were never studied by the Armenian ex-
perts. My stay in Isfahan made possible the exploration of murals of
All Saviour’s Cathedral and the interior and exterior decoration of the
Holy Godmother’s church as well. Another point of interest became
also the sculptured tombstones in the Armenian old cemetery (17th-
20th centuries) of New Julfa. The series of papers which summarise
the results of this trip are in the process of preparation.

The research of the Armenian artworks is in the process and hope-
fully will be continued in upcoming years. During coming years, pos-
sibly, there will be other trips of the lecturers of the Chair of the Ar-
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menian Art History and Theory to Isfahan and the results of their
work will be published in articles and books.?

Unfortunately, no systematic and consistent study to register the
number of artworks kept in all countries has been made. The realisa-
tion of such projects will create new interests concerning the culture
and history of Armenian communities. These research projects are dic-
tated by actual necessity. It is necessary that the study and publica-
tions of the items will be accessible to the scholarly world and public.
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1 Introduction

The purpose of this article is to present some general observations
on two important issues concerning the study of medieval art and ar-
chitecture in the Anatolian-Armenian-South-Caucasian region: the
relationship between Armenia and Georgia, and between Armenia
and the Islamic world, two areas of study whose normal development
is hindered by some kind of taboos. Even if an increasing number of
conscientious and bold scholars (working mainly outside the region)
have already overcome them, these prejudices remain widespread
in the societies and in their elites, as well as in a part of the national
academic circles, and continue to obstruct research.

By raising these issues, this article aims to contribute to an unbi-
ased approach, free of any national passion and prejudices. It calls
for systematic, rigorous and dispassionate comparative surveys in all
areas where parallels can be drawn. The Author believes that such
an approach will allow a fruitful study of a rich heritage that must
be considered, without ignoring the specificity of each of its compo-
nents, as the shared property of the entire region.

2  Armenia - Georgia

A first group of taboos concerns the relationship between Armenia
and Georgia,* and is based, from both sides, on nationalistic prejudic-
es, a false national pride, according to which all that is ours is better,
older, more authentic, and is the origin of the creations of the other.?

On the contrary, as neighbours Armenia and Georgia have an old,
deep relationship, based on a largely common heritage and histori-
cal fate, a shared tradition of stone construction, and sculpted dec-
oration, which translates into a mainly common aesthetic language,
particularly visible in the architectural silhouette, proper in general

1 Caucasian Albania, also concerned by this problem, is left aside in this article be-
cause of the specificity of its position, near the two neighbouring Christian cultures,
because of the complexity of the questions it poses, and because of the limited number
of preserved monuments. A recent synthesis on the early Christian churches in this
part of the South-Caucasian ensemble can be consulted in Plontke-Liining 2016, based
on the same author’s book of 2007.

2 The 20th century in Transcaucasia was punctuated by intense historical-cultur-
al controversies, among which art historians remember notably the publication of the
Georgian academician Giorgi Cubina$vili’s polemical book on Armenian architecture
(1967), followed by the Armenian Academy’s response (Arakeljan, Arutjunjan, Mnaca-
kanjan 1969). Many similar controversies (on the church of Ateni, on the Chalcedonian
Armenians...) continue nowadays. One of the last of such disputes concerned the work
of Giorgi Gago$idze and Natia Cantladze (2009), to which Samvel Karapetyan (2013)
responded with a detailed review.
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to ‘South-Caucasian’ (or Sub-Caucasian) churches and monasteries.
Having already published an attempt of overall comparison between
the two architectures, the Author will limit himself to brief remarks.?

2.1 The Early Christian Period (4th-6th Century).
Longitudinal Structures

In the early Christian period, both architectures had roughly a com-
mon development, with the same architectural compositions and the
same decorative solutions.” The longitudinal single-nave and three-
nave compositions were similar, but some features were specific. For
example, Iberia (central and eastern Georgia in the late Antique pe-
riod) created an original type of three-hall basilica, or triple basili-
ca, and began to show a trait that should remain constant: a stronger
interest towards sculpted decoration. Iberia was paying more atten-
tion to openings in the south facade than Armenia. But overall, it was
the same architectural language.

2.2 The Birth of Domed Structures, Both Centred
and Longitudinal (Late 6th-7th Century)

In Armenia, the basis of sacred architecture with centred composi-
tions crowned with a dome was laid perhaps at the very beginning of
Christianity, the 4th century, but more probably at the end of the 5th
century in St. Echmiadzin and Tekor. Iberia too probably has very old
evidences of cupola on centred compositions, for example at St. Nino
chapel of Samtavro, founded perhaps in the 4th century. However, it
is only from the end of the 6th century, in both countries, that began
the absolute reign of cupola (Donabédian 2012a, 223-9). A great di-
versity of compositions developed in both countries. A series of im-
portant types is attested in Armenia, like the Echmiadzin-Bagaran
one and its development in the Mastara group, or the composition
called ‘domed hall’ (Kuppel Halle/Salle a coupole) [fig. 1], which are
unknown in Iberia at the time.

On the contrary, the Avan-Jvari group is common to both coun-
tries and was created simultaneously at the end of the 6th century.®

3 Several considerations set out in the first part of this article (§ 2) have been present-
ed, with a detailed bibliography and an abundant collection of illustrations, in a two-
part essay: Donabédian 2012a; 2016.

4 A synthetic comparison of Armenian and Iberian architectures in the late antique
period is proposed in Donabédian 2012a, 215-22.

5 Many studies have been devoted to this group. For a synthesis with a detailed
bibliography, see Donabédian 2008, 79-87, 163-84. More recent publications include:
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Figure 1 Armenian domed halls (Kuppel halle / Salle d coupole)
of 7th c. Plans after Cuneo 1988, 726. Arutj church. © Author

Within this group, along with an obvious kinship, the differences are
rich in lessons. In Armenia, the internal radiant composition is strict-
ly inscribed in a parallelepiped. Dihedral (triangular) niches cut into
the perimeter suggest the inner articulation. On the contrary, in Ibe-
ria the outline is much more cut out, and the external mass is more
‘transparent’. Jvari (late 6th-first decades of 7th century) gives the
best example of this Iberian version. The conchs that mark the cruci-
form volume are clearly expressed. Besides, by its position on a high
hill dominating the whole region, the Church of Jvari is characteristic
of a frequent choice in Iberia, almost absent in Armenia.® In Iberia the
sanctuary completes and crowns the nature, while in Armenia, it inte-
grates with the nature. Moreover, in Jvari a figurative sculpture of ex-
ceptional quality and marked presence animates the facades. Although
it bears the signature of the Armenian architect Thodosak, the church
of Ateni reproduces faithfully, but a little more clumsily (partly due
to later restorations), the major monument of Iberia at the time, Jvari.

Plontke-Luning 2007, 313-29; Kazarjan 2012; in the latter, several passages from the
first three volumes concern these monuments.

6 On the position, often on heights, of the sanctuaries in Georgia, see: Alpago No-
vello 1980, 251.
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2.3 The Golden Age of the 7th Century

Standing next to a large group of hexaconch and octoconch build-
ings in both countries, one of the summits of Armenian 7th centu-
ry Golden Age (Donabédian 2008), the cathedral of Zvartnots, pre-
sents a daring composition, in which a tetraconch is inscribed in an
annular ambulatory.” This model will be repeated in several impor-
tant churches of the South-Caucasian region from the second half
of the 7th to the 11th century (Mnacakanjan 1971). Zvartnots dis-
tinguished itself also by an abundant and refined, very innovative
carved decoration. Among its characteristic features are the ‘Tonic-
Armenian’ basket capitals, the cornice adorned with interlace, and
especially the blind arcade on blind colonnade. Starting from Zvart-
nots, this arcade covers the conchs and drums of many Armenian
churches of the second half of the 7th century. In Iberia, it remains
unknown, except for an original echo in Tsromi. It will spread wide-
ly in this country a little later.

In addition to the central and radiating compositions, the Golden
Age produced a series of inscribed cross churches with a dome on four
free supports, a plan inherited from Tekor [fig. 2]. In Iberia, the sole
representative is Tsromi, a monument of great interest for its combina-
tion of archaisms and innovations, as well as for its great kinship with
the contemporary churches of Armenia (Donabédian 2012a, 236-7).

Another innovation of the Golden Age in Armenia is the ‘domed
hall’, a church of an elongated type in which the supports of the cu-
pola are attached to the main, lateral walls. It will have a feeble echo
in Medieval Georgia (Gengiuri 2005), and a very wide development in
Armenia, through the so-called croix inscrite cloisonnée (partitioned
inscribed crosses) (Cuneo 1988, 2: 726-9). On the contrary, the com-
position called by convention ‘three-conch (triconch) basilica’, with
a dome on four free standing supports, and with three protruding
conchs, represented in 7th century Armenia by the cathedrals of Dvin
and Thalin [fig. 3], will serve later as a model for many major buildings
of Tayk/Tao and of Medieval Georgia (perhaps also for several Byzan-
tine churches - Alpago Novello, Berize, Lafontaine 1980, 248, 259).

The schism that occurred between the two Churches around 608
sanctioned an already long-standing divergence but did not yet lead,
at least in the course of the 7th century, to a significant rupture in the
cultural field. Although poorly preserved, the fragments and traces of
murals visible in many monuments attest that in the 7th century, this

7 Among the numerous publications on this monument, a recent detailed study can
be mentioned: Maranci 2015, 113-99. The same author dedicated a synthetic article to
it, with a selective bibliography: Maranci 2016.
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Figure 2 Inscribed cross with adome on four free standing supports (sometimes called ‘domed basilica’).
Tekor (Armenia, late 5th c.), Armenian churches of 7th c., and the Georgian church of Tsromi (7th c.).
Plans after Cuneo 1988, 730, and, for Tsromi, after Mepisachvili, Tsintsadze 1978, 90. © Author

Figure 3 ‘Triconch basilicas’ of Dvin and Talin (Armenia, 7th c.), with a dome on four free standing supports,
and three protruding conchs. Plans after Hasratian 2000, 159-60. © Author
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Figure 4 Churchesand cathedrals of Tayk/Tao and of Georgia (10th-11th c.).
Combination of monoconch or triconch free cross, and of ‘domed basilica’.
Plans after Mepisachvili, Tsintsadze 1978, 129, 142, 146, 148, and Giviashvili, Koplatadze 2004, 30, 34, 35

field of art was widely represented in Armenia,® as well as in Iberia.

Thanks to its high conceptual, technical and decorative fecundi-
ty, the 7th century Golden Age, in which Armenian creation predom-
inated, endowed the two Christian cultures of the South Caucasus
with a well-established architectural language, and with a strong
identity, in the main common to both, which they will retain until
the modern period.

2.4 The Post-Arab Period (9th-11th Century)

From the end of the Arab domination, in both countries started a new,
impetuous development of architecture. This process began earlier
in Georgia, perhaps as early as the 8th century, and later in Arme-
nia, not before the second half of the 9th century. It revealed a bi-
furcation of the tracks. Two national schools were then emerging. In
both countries, the role of the provinces (Syunik, Vaspurakan, Shi-
rak; Karthli, Kakheti) was increasing, with very original composi-

8 For arecent comprehensive publication on Armenian mural painting of the 5th-7th
centuries see: Kotandzyan 2017; see also Zarian, Lamoureux 2019. The collection ed-
ited by Matevosyan 2019 is more about medieval and late painting.
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tions (for example the innovative structures of Gurjaani and Vachnad-
ziani - Donabédian 20124, 247-8). Among them, the province of Tayk/
Tao, straddling the western end of both countries and the eastern
end of Byzantium, is particularly important: this very fertile area of
architectural creation provided models for both schools, especial-
ly for that of Georgia (Donabédian 2012a, 248-56). Tao ‘exported’ to
Georgia, for example, the Dvin-Thalin principle of domed cathedral
on a three-conch cross with an elongated western arm [fig. 4], a type
of small cupola on porches, with radiant ribs, a type of blind arcade
which follows in its vertical development the slopes of gable facades,
or the effect created by the gap between the projecting surface of the
facade above the blind arcade, and that recessed under the arcade,
as well as the motive of hanging palmette with concentric veins. It is
revealing that a device created in Tayk/Tao is present exclusively on
the three main cathedrals of the region: the blind arcade on a colon-
nade made of one single half-column, first in Oshk, then in Ani and
Kutaisi. Curiously, the umbrella-shaped dome, created almost simul-
taneously in Klarjeti and in Armenia (probably early 10th century),
gained a huge favour in Armenia (and keeps it until our days), but re-
mained very rare in Georgia (Donabédian 2018-19, 215-31).

During the post-Arab period (9th-11th centuries), in Armenia,
plans tended to a normalization around the model of the partitioned
inscribed cross with angular chapels (Donabédian 2012a, 242-3).
This new version of the ‘domed hall’, more compact, proved to be
more resistant to earthquakes. In Georgia, on the other hand, the
byzantine type of the inscribed cross with a dome on two western
free-standing supports began to spread [fig. 5], along with several
other compositions.

The period is marked by the first development of monastic archi-
tecture in both countries. In Georgia the place given to sculpted dec-
oration increased, leading at the end of the 10th - the beginning of
the 11th century, to a kind of “Baroque style” (Donabédian 2012a,
259-63).° The slender, picturesque and festive image of the Georgian
churches is very distinct from that of the Armenian churches, squat-
ter, more ascetic (Alpago Novello et al. 1980, 249) and more sober-
ly animated by the vertical lines of the blind arcade and the angular
vivacity of the umbrella dome. The rich palatine church of Aghtamar
is an exception, outside the general trend of Armenian architecture.
At the time, murals were ubiquitous in Georgia. In Armenia, on the
contrary, they were the subject of a contrasting attitude according to
the regions and their dogmatic-political position vis-a-vis Chalcedon-
ism and Constantinopolitan power: in the central and northeastern

9 A thorough study on Georgian medieval figurative sculpture can be found in
Aladasvili 1977.
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Figure 5 Inscribed cross with adome on two free standing western supports.
Georgia (11th-14th c.). Plans after Mepisachvili and Tsintsadze 1978, 158, 162, 174-5, 178, 193-4, 198, 206

Figure 6 Inscribed cross with adome on two free standing western supports.
Armenia (7th[?]-14th c.). Plans after Cuneo 1988, 731 and, for Khutjap, after Shakhkyan 1986, 135
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provinces, without being banned, mural painting was often avoided,
while it was maintained in the south, southeast and outlying areas
(Thierry, Donabédian 1987, 125-6).

At this period was created in Georgia, on the east fagade of Samta-
visi (1030), an original sculpted composition [fig. 7]: a body of moldings
comprising a pair of rhombs, the rectangular frame of the central
window, and a large cross on a tall shaft, on top of the facade (Don-
abédian 2012a, 266-7). This impressive composition spread through-
out Georgian churches of the 12th-13th centuries, and found a cer-
tain echo in 13th-century Armenia (see below).

2.5 The Period of Queen Tamar and of the Mongol Yoke
(Late 12th-First Half of 14th Century)

During the period of Queen Tamar and of the Mongol yoke, the two
schools continued their own path, with many features in common.
Monasteries amplified their development. In Armenia, a characteris-
tic type of monastic building, the gavit/zhamatun, a kind of narthex,
imposed its constant presence before the western fagade of the main
church, while in Georgia more reduced forms were used, like porch-
es or galleries on the west and south facades of the church (Donabé-
dian 2016, 38-48, 105-14).

This time, Georgian solutions served as models, both in architecture
and in sculpted decoration, and were taken up and reinterpreted by
the Armenian builders. While the main Armenian architectural type
remained the compact version of the kuppelhalle, on the contrary, in
the northeastern provinces of the country, several Chalcedonian com-
munities adopted for their churches formulas borrowed from Georgia.

Among these new features, the architectural type of a large and
high single nave, with a barrel vault reinforced by two or three trans-
verse arches resting on engaged pillars, which was common in Geor-
gia since the previous period, appeared in northern Armenia. The
apse, very wide, usually without side sacristies, is in direct, or al-
most direct continuation of the side walls. Since the end of the 12th
century, in Armenia, this kind of enlarged and high nave was used
for some churches which are Chalcedonian or linked with Georgia
(Donabédian 2016, 60-70). In each of them, traits of the two tradi-
tions are present, but variously combined, in different proportions.

The so-called ‘Georgian church’ of Ani bore a Georgian inscrip-
tion, engraved in 1218; it served an Orthodox parish, but it was the
least characteristic of the group, the narrowest. On the internal face
of the well-cut stone walls, there are no traces of paintings, except
short captions painted in Georgian near two reliefs. The single ap-
sidal window conformed to the Armenian tradition.
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el ¥ 4
ovhannavank (1216-21)

Figure 7 The Samtavisi composition of the eastern fagade (1030), reproduced in Georgia (12th-13th c.),
and in Armenia (early 13th c.). © Author, except for Gudarekhi: J.-C. and Ch. Hotellier

The Thezharuyk church, near Meghradzor village, is typologically
more representative of this group. It had a large Georgian inscription
probably of the late 12th century. It is a large and high three bays
nave. Against the Armenian norms, there is no apse elevation (bem),
but according to them, there is only one window in the apse. Inside,
the covering stones, well cut, do not bear any trace of painting. The
carved decoration combines elements of both traditions. In front of
the south door, the porch recalls a Georgian one.

The single-nave church of Sedvi presents three windows in the
apse, and does not have, inside, the elevation of apse, two traits which
are more reminiscent of Georgian practices. But the carved decora-
tion, very modest, resorts to Armenian formulas. The church was
probably the centre of a monastery and yet, against Armenian modes,
it is deprived of gavit; its southern door is preceded by a small tetra-
pod porch, of a Georgian type.

The most ‘Georgian’ single-nave of this group is at Kobayr mon-
astery. As Kirakos Gandzaketsi reports, in 1261 Shahanshah, son of
prince Zakare, died and ‘was buried in Kobayr, which his wife had
taken from the Armenians’. Kobayr single-nave church was broad and
high. Three windows, a Chalcedonian mark, are opened in the apse.
Two high niches are cut out inside the apse, as in several Georgian
single naves. The carved inscriptions are in Georgian, the paintings
in the apse are accompanied by texts in Georgian, and sculpted deco-
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‘Hovhannavank

Figure 8 Crosson top of the fagade. A Georgian formula adopted on Armenian churches of 13thc.
© Author, except for Gandzasar: © H.H. Khatcherian

Figure 9 Crosson top of the fagade (other than eastern). Georgia (and Khutjap in Armenia) (late 12th-13th c.).
© Author, except for Khutjap: © Z. Sargsyan
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ration draws from the Georgian repertoire, with however a restraint
adapted to the Armenian environment.

The second type of the 13th century, probably linked to Georgia,
is the inscribed cross with a dome on two free standing western sup-
ports [fig. 6]. Well known in Georgia, this type was very rare in Arme-
nia before this time. From the beginning of the 13th century, it was
used in the North of the country, in a small group of monuments, many
of which had a relationship with Georgia (Donabédian 2016, 70-86).

The most famous is the church of Paghandzahank or Akhtala
monastery. Kirakos Gandzaketsi tells us that when ‘Zakare’s broth-
er Ivane died, he was buried in Paghandzahank, in the church he
had built himself, having taken it from the Armenians, and where he
had established a Georgian monastery’. In the same time, the monk
Simeon attests that Paghandzahank, home of Orthodox thought and
culture, was simultaneously an Armenian and Armenophone centre.

By its typology, its architectural features, the octagonal shape of
the two west columns, the three windows in the apse, and by its deco-
ration, the large church of Akhtala is in keeping with Georgian stand-
ards. The eastern facade repeats the sculpted formula of Samtavisi-
Ikorta. The other three facades adopt, on their upper half, the most
widespread formula in Georgia: the high cross standing between two
windows. However, the portals combine both traditions. The south
one reproduces the usual Georgian type, whereas the west and north
portals follow the Armenian models. A certain restraint in the carved
decoration fits with the Armenian milieu.

The church of Khutjap, in the north of Armenia, in all regards
conforms to the Georgian standards: typology, proportions, twelve
windows in the drum, three windows in the apse, no altar elevation,
the octagonal form of western supports, traces of plaster on interior
walls, forms and motifs of the exterior decoration, porch to the west
and gallery to the south.

The monastic church of Kirants is, along with Berdavank and
Servegh, one of the rare brick monuments of northeastern Armenia.
It is related to Qintsvisi and Timotesubani in Georgia by its materi-
al and plan composition, its slender proportions, the paintings that
adorned its internal walls, and its Iranian-Turkish affinities. The gen-
eral image of the ‘agglomeration’ of elements adjoined to Kirants
church is close to that of Qintsvisi. On the other hand, the portals of
Kirants are of the Armenian type. This group of five brick-built mo-
nastic churches - three of them in Armenia, two in Georgia - deserves
a special attention: it seems to constitute an enigmatic transnation-
al phenomenon, including an Islamizing component.

Several decorative compositions of 13th-century Armenia are in-
spired by Georgian models (Donabédian 2016, 87-94). Most emblem-
atic is the large composition of the eastern fagade of Samtavisi (1030),
reproduced in 1172 in Ikorta, and on several Georgian churches of
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the 13th century, which adorns in Armenia two monuments of the
early 13th century: Akhtala and Hovhannavank; in the latter, which
did not belong to a Chalcedonian community, it is treated much more
soberly [fig. 71.

Beside Orthodox monasteries, borrowings from the Georgian
decorative repertoire took place in the non-Chalcedonian Armeni-
an space too. For example, the metamorphoses of the blind arcade,
combined with a large cross on the centre and on top of the facade,
very frequent on 13th-century Armenian churches [fig. 8], are proba-
bly an echo of the compositions spread on Georgian facades since the
12th century [fig. 9]. The scallops (festoons) sculpted on top of the Ar-
menian external, dihedral niches of the 13th century also have prob-
ably a Georgian origin.

These borrowings reveal an attitude of openness, of permeability
to foreign forms, characteristic of the Armenian art of this period,
including ‘Islamizing’ forms. All these questions, very important for
aright understanding of the history of Armenian and Georgian arts,
must be studied dispassionately, without any nationalistic pressure.

3 Armenia - Islam

The second taboo in the history of medieval architecture in the ‘Asia
minor - Armenia - South Caucasus’ region concerns one of its impor-
tant chapters, which remains little studied, notably inside the coun-
tries: the relationship between Armenia and its Muslim neighbours.
During the period of Seljuk (12th-13th centuries) and Mongol (Ilkhanid)
(13th-14th centuries) rules, this relationship was made of numerous
exchanges and interactions which resulted in a close kinship. But few
researchers are willing to recognise it and make it a subject of study.

Here too nationalism is at work. Its impact is aggravated by the
very heavy legacy of genocide, and its official denial, including oblit-
eration of the Armenian past of ‘Eastern Anatolia’. The political, ide-
ological and practical factors rightly highlighted by Patricia Blessing
and Rachel Goshgarian - the strengthening of an exclusive national
identity, the closure of the Turkish-Armenian border, the estrange-
ment of the countries from one another, the ‘ghettoisation’ of the
fields, the linguistic barrier of publications - also have a negative in-
fluence (Blessing 2016, 54-5, 58; Blessing, Goshgarian 2017, 3). As Is-
lamic monuments located in Nakhichevan, Arran and Shirvan (now-
adays Azerbaijan) that bear witness to artistic interactions are also
concerned, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict must obviously be added
to these negative factors. Fortunately, recent works by scholars like
Oya Pancaroglu, Birgiil Acikyildiz, Gllru Necipoglu, Rachel Gosh-
garian, Armen Kazaryan/Ghazaryan..., have initiated a radically dif-
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ferent, objective and open trend.*

The question also reveals interesting aspects when comparing Ar-
menian and Georgian architectures. Here we observe a clear differ-
ence between them regarding their attitude towards the formulas
used by the Islamic environment. Georgia bases its architectural de-
velopment mainly on its own heritage, remaining almost impervious
to external contributions, whereas Armenia opens widely to exchang-
es with the Muslims, creating a new phenomenon: a kind of Arme-
nian-Islamic ‘syncretism’ (Donabédian 2016, 94-104). It is important
to note that this openness is not only about relations between Arme-
nians and their Muslim neighbourhood. Indeed, the Armenian art of
the time, including miniature in Cilicia, also incorporates Byzantine,
Western European and even Far Eastern contributions.

3.1 After the Caliphate (9th-11th Centuries)

Armenia was occupied by the Arabs from the 7th to 9th century. Still
quite light in the second half of the 7th century, Arab domination be-
came very heavy in the 8th and 9th centuries and interrupted the de-
velopment of Armenian early Christian architecture. Destructions, re-
pressions against the local nobility, and settlement of Arab tribes and
emirates on Armenian soil marked this period, during which almost
no Armenian construction was made. Nevertheless, the Arab domina-
tion also meant development of the economy thanks to the internation-
al network of the caliphate, and stimulation of the local productions,
in particular textiles. At the end of this period, important changes
took place, which result, in part, from integration into the caliphate.**

a) The definitive break with the Byzantine Church and the re-
affirmed rejection by the Armenian Church of the dogma of Chal-
cedon on the two natures of Christ, which occurred in the 8th
century, are reflected, in architecture, in the spread of compact
structures where space is perfectly united under the dome, and in
a certain reluctance, at least in the central-northeastern regions of
the country, towards painted decoration in the Armenian churches.

10 Among relatively recent studies by these authors, some are particularly relevant
for our subject: Ghazarian, Ousterhout 2001; Kazarjan 2004; Pancaroglu 2009, 2013;
Acikyildiz 2009; Necipoglu 2012; Goshgarian 2013 (in particular her chapter “Erzincan
and Muslim-Christian Cultural Exchange”, 239-46); Blessing, Goshgarian 2017. Earlier al-
ready some authors in Armenia had led the way, not only by emphasising - without much
merit - the Armenian contribution to the works created for Muslim sponsors, but also by ac-
knowledging “the interaction of the types and methods of construction between local Chris-
tian and Muslim architectures” (Muradjan 1984, 152-3, citing studies from the twenties).

11 On the situation of Armenia during the Arab occupation, relatively succinct pres-
entations, accompanied by detailed bibliographies, can be found in Dédéyan 2007, 214-
41; Dadoyan 2011-14, 1: 43-112; Mahé, Mahé 2012, 105-25.
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Tsakhats-Kar chapel, khochkors (1041) Kings Smbat (577-988) and Gagik (990-1020) Bagratuni

Figures 10a-b 10a: Monastery of Tsakhats-Kar, funerary chapel. Two khachkars (1041).
10b: Monastery of Haghbat. King Smbat Bagratuni (977-989); Ani. King Gagik Bagratuni (990-1020).
© Author, except for Gagik’s statue: Archives of the Museum of History of Armenia

b) This dogmatic choice was also reflected, after the Arab occupation,
by the creation of a new type of stela, the khachkar, or cross-stone,
an emblem of Armenian spirituality and Christology.** From the 9th
century onward, Armenia was covered with thousands of khachkars
on which the cross is always sculpted as a tree of life, and never as
the instrument of the human sufferings of Christ. Over time, the edg-
es of these stelae were covered with a wide band adorned with in-
terlaces where, while expressing the hope of eternal life, a kinship
bond was established with the world of Islam. These interlaces be-
came denser and tended to cover the entire available surface. At the
beginning of the 11th century, a new motif appeared under the foot
of the cross: two flared palmettes, placed horizontally [fig. 10a], to
which an Arab origin can be attributed.**

¢) From the 9th century onward, an innovation in Armenian on-
omastics was the use of Arabic names among Armenian princes. In
the 10th-11th centuries, while Armenia was in principle no longer de-
pendent on the caliphate, the Armenian kings, perhaps to better as-
sert their authority, continued to proudly wear the caftan and turban
that the caliph traditionally used to offer them for their investiture,
as shown in the sculptures of Smbat and Gagik Bagratuni in Haghbat
and Ani [fig. 10b]. In the Gospel of King Gagik of Kars, on the portrait

12 For a thorough study on khachkars see Petrosyan 2008.

13 Jean-Michel Thierry writes about the motif that he calls the ‘abbasid palmette”
“de gros bouquets végétaux dont l'origine abbasside ne semble pas faire de doute”
(Thierry, Donabédian 1987, 168).
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of the royal family, the king, his wife and daughter, seating cross-leg-
ged, wear coats with rich animal motifs and tiraz decorated with Cuf-
ic letters on the sleeves (Der Nersessian 1977, 103, 109-10; Maran-
ci 2018, 88-9). Thus names, attitudes and fabrics illustrate the depth
of marks left by two centuries of Arab domination.

d) The presence and role of Armenian viziers at the court of the
Egyptian Fatimid rulers (from 1074 to 1163), accompanied by tens
of thousands of their compatriots, must be also mentioned as an im-
portant moment in these close contacts between Armenians and the
world of Islam, after the Arab occupation of Armenia (Dadoyan 2011-
14, 2: 65-143). The construction of the first stone ramparts of Cairo,
and in particular of the main gates of the city, is attributed to Arme-
nian architects from Edessa, invited to Egypt by the first of these vi-
ziers, Badr al-Jamali (1074-1094) (Creswell 1952, 1: 165; Irwin 1997,
218; Dadoyan 2013, 124-6). It should be noted that these towers seem
to give the first example (c. 1087) of adapting mugqgarnas to stone (see
below), a very early dating, as this form is not attested in Armenia
before the end of 12th century, which did not prevent Creswell from
attributing them to Armenian builders.

3.2 Under Seljuk Rule, Georgian Suzerainty
and Mongol Domination (12th-14th Centuries)

Annexed by Byzantium between the end of the 10th and the first half
of the 11th century, Armenia was not able to resist the Turkish inva-
sion: the capital Ani was taken in 1064. Armenia passed almost en-
tirely under the Seljuk domination. After the shock of the invasion,
the Seljuk Turks settled down and created their new culture by inte-
grating the contributions of the cultures to which they imposed their
power: naturally, those of the Muslim Persians and Arabs, but also,
especially in Asia Minor, those of the Christian natives, Greeks, Ar-
menians, Georgians... In Armenian cities, life was resuming, espe-
cially in Ani. In the Turkish states, a brilliant culture was develop-
ing, in particular, a great architecture.

To the north of Armenia, Georgia reached its zenith during Queen
Tamar’s reign (1184-1213). Under her leadership, the Zakare and
Ivane brothers, of the Armenian Zakarian dynasty (Mkhargrdzeli in
Georgian), at the head of Armenian-Georgian troops, liberated the
former Armenian kingdom. In 1199 Ani was retaken. Formally a vas-
sal of Georgia, ‘Zakarid’ Armenia experienced a brilliant cultural and
artistic bloom in the early 13th century. But this prosperous period
was interrupted in the 1230s, when the Mongols invaded the region.
Once the first shock passed, northeastern Armenia, although subject
to a very heavy Mongol tax and military pressure, managed to main-
tain a certain autonomy until the mid-14th century. Under the Mon-
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gols, major international trade routes, part of the ‘Silk Road’, crossed
Armenia and benefited the Armenian cities, including Ani. But the
Mongol anarchy of the second half of the 14th century and the inva-
sion of Tamerlane at the end of the 14th century put an end to this
last bloom in the Armenian Middle Ages.**

3.2.1 Adoption/Adaptation of Local Know-How

It is natural that the Turkish newcomers, few in the beginning,** once
settled and having assimilated the Arab-Persian legacy of Islam,
should turn, especially in Anatolia, to the native craftsmen because
the latter had valuable experience of the region’s mainly volcanic lap-
idary materials, an in-depth knowledge of earthquake-resistant de-
vices (Donabédian 2012b), and a precious architectural and decora-
tive know-how (McClary 2017, 31-4).

Indeed, “despite a dearth of names and masons’ marks pertaining
to Armenian craftsmen” (McClary 2017, 31), the inscriptions engraved
on a few Seljuk and Ilkhanid buildings of Anatolia seem to indicate
an Armenian origin, hypothetical for some architects, and certain
for two of them. Particularly important is a group of builders from
Khlat (in Armenian), Khilat (in Arabic), Ahlat (in Turkish), an Armeni-
an city and a port on the northwestern shore of lake Van, whose pop-
ulation was in part Islamized.*® These architects had Muslim names,
but could very well have a Christian origin. They played a major role
in the creation of certain key devices at the end of the 12th century.

14 Here again, synthetic essays on Armenia’s fate during these troubled periods,
with comprehensive bibliography, may be found in Dédéyan 2007, 327-36; Mahé, Mahé
2012, 209-47.

15 According to Rustam Shukurov, “in the 12th-13th centuries, the number of Mus-
lim newcomers (Turkmens, Persians, Arabs) was hardly more than ten percent of the
Anatolian population” (Shukurov 2004, 757-8; see also Eastmond 2015, 185, referring
to William of Rubruck, mid-13th century). In eastern Asia Minor, the overwhelming ma-
jority of the population remaining Armenian, this reality was reflected in the name of
Turkish state formations: if the Danishmendid and Seljuk princes, further west, pro-
claimed themselves kings or sultans of Rum (= of Romania), those of Erzurum and Amid
called themselves kings of Rum and Armenia (Shukurov 2004, 720-1). As for the rulers
of Khlat/Ahlat, they bore outright the title of king of Armenians (next note).

16 On Khlat, its mixed population and trilingual culture (Arabic, Armenian and Per-
sian), see Pancaroglu 2009, 185; 2013, 54. A detailed article is devoted to Khlat in Ha-
kobyan, Melik-Bax$yan, Barsetyan 1988, 737-8. Note that the local Turkmen rulers, in
the 12th-early 13th century, called themselves ‘Shah-i Armen’ (King of Armenians).
See further about Khlat’s medieval Muslim cemetery and the very close links between
its stelae and khachkars.
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+ Tutbeg bin Bahram,*” builder of the Alay Han caravanserai near
Aksaray*® (c. 1192) and of the Sitte Melik tiirbe of Divrigi (1196),
a pioneer in the creation of stone portals adorned with muqar-
nas in Seljuk architecture;*®

* Ebu'n-Nema bin Mufaddal, builder of the Mama Hatun tiirbe*°
at Tercan, c. 1200;

* Khurramshah ibn Mughith, author of the Great Mosque-Hospi-
tal of Divrigi (1229).2

Two names have been considered Armenian by many authors:

» Kalus® or Keluk,** son of Abdallah, builder of Konya’s Ince Min-
areli medrese (1258), and of two mosques of the same city, could
correspond to the Armenian name Kalust/Galust;

+ Kaloyan/Kaluyan al-Kunawi (from Konya), a name which might
be both Greek** and Armenian,*® is mentioned on the Sivas Gok
medrese (1271) and on two monuments at Ilgin.

Two other names are clearly Armenian:
* Ashot, mentioned as the builder of the caravanserai at Zor/
Kervansaray (13th century);*®

17 Bahram-Persian name widespread among the Armenians since the 7th century un-
der the form Vahram, see Ac¢aryan 1962, 5: 20-9.

18 Description and bibliography in http://www.turkishhan.org/alay.htm.

19 Onthe inscription citing the name of Tutbeg B. Bahram, see Pancaroglu 2013, 39-
41; on his ‘background’, Pancaroglu 2013, 53-7 (“The World of Tutbeg B. Bahram al-Kh-
ilati”). See also McClary 2017, 42.

20 Description and bibliography in: https://islamansiklopedisi.org.tr/mama-ha-
tun-kulliyesi.

21 On this monument, Pancaroglu 2009. The wooden minbar of the mosque dated to
1241 is signed by a craftsman named Ahmad ibn Ibrahim al-Tiflis1 (from Tiflis) (Gre-
nard 1901, 553; Marr 1934, 37; Pancaroglu 2009, 184-6). On the importance of Khur-
ramshah’ origin: van Berchem 1917, cited by Thierry 1985, 299 fn. 50.

22 Marr 1934, 36; Jakobson 1983, 126; Yevadian 2010, 34 [referring to Clément Huart’s
articles of 1894 and 1895].

23 Sarkisian (1940, 61) and Yetkin (1962, 31) read ‘Keluk’, a form adopted by Hoag
(1987, 117).

24 Vryonis 1981, 282: “Perhaps the best known of these architects was the Greek from
Konya, Kaloyan, who worked on the Ilgin Han in 1267-8 and three years later built the
GOk Medrese of Sivas”. See also Vryonis 1971, 235-8.

25 For Marr (1934, 36), who bases himself on Grenard (1900, 457), Kaloyan is Greek;
for their part, Sarkisian (1940, 62) (referring to Max van Berchem and Halil Edhem
1917), Jakobson (1983, 126) and Yevadian (2010, 32, 34) consider him as an Armenian
architect. Hoag (1987, 117) evokes a “possible Armenian origin and even an identifica-
tion with Keluk b. Abdullah”.

26 Barxudaryan 1963, 97; Kalantar 1994, 74 (first published in Christianski Vostok,
1914. Petrograd, 3(1), 101-2, in Russian).

Eurasiatica 16 | 81
L'arte armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive, 63-112


http://www.turkishhan.org/alay.htm

Patrick Donabédian
Armenia - Georgia - Islam. A Need to Break Taboos in the Study of Medieval Architecture

» Takvor, son of Stepan, at one of the medreses of Malatya (13th
century).?’

Several factors facilitated the intercultural exchanges and interac-
tions. Among them, mixed marriages between the elites of the two
communities played of course a great role,?® as well as, particularly
under Mongol domination, international trade and the circulation of
people (princes, princesses, merchants, real and false clergymen)
and goods, including textiles (Blessing 2019). In large cities with
mixed population, like Erzenka/Erzincan,?® a certain linguistic plu-
rality, including a common knowledge and appreciation of Iranian
poetry (Goshgarian 2013, 239-46; Cowe 2015, 90) can also be con-
sidered in this context, as well as translations and the use of mul-
tilingual inscriptions (Eastmond 2019). An interesting trilingual in-
scription, in Arabic, Syriac and Armenian, engraved on the entrance
to the Hekim Han caravanserai, near Malatya, mentions the name of
the Syriac deacon and doctor from Melitene/Malatya who had it built
in 1218 (Erdmann 1961, 1: 65 fn. 18; Hillenbrand 1994, 349; East-
mond 2014, 80; Cowe 2015, 86; Blessing 2016, 59 fn. 22). The Arme-
nian text requests the prayers of local Armenians in favour of the
patron, reflecting the image of a multicultural society. High-ranking
officers of Armenian origin serving in local and neighbouring Mus-
lim states may also have contributed to artistic exchanges, such as
the Armenian convert to Islam, Badr al-Din Luw’lu’ (d. 1259), gover-
nor and emir of Mosul for nearly fifty years, who was a patron of the
applied arts (Ettinghausen, Grabar 1987, 254).*°

27 Grenard 1901, 551; Marr 1934, 36; Jakobson 1983, 126; Yevadian 2010, 32.

28 See atable of Armenian-Muslim marriages in the 11th-13th c. in Mutafian 2012, 2,
“Tableaux. 4. Les unions d’Arméniens avec les Mongols et les musulmans”. Two of the
most emblematic figures in this regard are the Armenian-Georgian princess Tamta,
who successively married two emirs and one sultan (Eastmond 2017), and the daugh-
ter of the Chalcedonian Armenian prince Kir Vard, Mahperi Khatun, wife and mother
of two sultans, and patron of an impressive number of constructions, notably in Kay-
seri (Mutafian 2012, 1: 118, 134-5; Blessing 2014; Yalman 2017). See also, on the Geor-
gian-Turkish marital alliances as an element of diplomacy, Peacock 2006.

29 About the interactions between Armenian and Muslim communities of Erzenka in
the 13th-14th c. see Dadoyan 2011-14, 3: 21-3, 29-33, 69-71.

30 Mattia Guidetti (2017, 167-8) highlighted the role that the Mosul region may have
played, through its productions in the last decades of the 12th century, as a source for
certain Armenian ornaments, in particular capitals with angles cut into mugqarnas,
and arabesques.
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3.2.2 Adoption/Adaptation and Exchanges
of Architectural Structures

It is therefore natural that the architectures built for Turkish Mus-
lim and Armenian Christian sponsors show a great kinship. Thus, the
techniques of stone construction in the first Seljuk buildings, with per-
fectly matched cladding blocks carefully cut and bound by a concrete
core, with vaults and dome of stone, obviously appeal to the Armeni-
an and Georgian traditions.** From the second half of the 12th centu-
ry, the plans of the Seljuk mosques and medreses combine Arab and
Persian compositional models; and the mausoleums in the form of a
cylinder (or a polygon) topped by a conical (or pyramidal) dome car-
ry on probably Iranian and perhaps Central Asian traditions.** But
at the same time, these structures have an obvious kinship with Ar-
menian architectural forms. The architecture of Armenian churches
with their system of arches and vaults (barrel, broken or groin vaults),
with their pyramidal or conical dome preceded by an octagonal or cy-
lindrical drum, first on squinches, then on pendentives, or the struc-
ture of the gavits/zhamatuns (narthex) with their central truncated
cupola and lateral ceilings, on mighty supports-cylindrical or octag-
onal columns, are very close to what we see in the external volumes
and in the large internal spaces of the Seljuk mosques, medreses and
hans (caravanserais). The comparison between the cupolas of the Ar-
menian gavits and some Seljuk medreses, with a central skylight and,
under/around it, similar stalactites is striking (Blessing 2016, 56-7):
it suggests that the same craftsmen took part in the various work-
sites, or in any case, that models were faithfully reproduced [fig. 11].

A very characteristic form of medieval Turkish architecture, the
mausoleum called tiirbe (kiimbet, gumbat or gonbad),** while perpet-
uating probably, as we noted above, the memory of Iranian or Cen-

31 For comparisons on technical aspects (measure units, project conception, build-
ing technique...) see Kazarjan 2004; a thesis by Sharon Laor-Sirak on The Role of Ar-
menians in Eastern Anatolian Muslim Architecture (in Hebrew), defended in 2008 in Je-
rusalem, mentioned in Blessing 2016, 61 fn. 37; McClary 2017, 34.

32 The earliest ‘tower tombs’ are located in northern Iran. One of the earliest and
most impressive examples is the high tower of Gumbat-i-Qabus (1006), covered with
a conical dome (Ettinghausen, Grabar 1987, 221-2). For Yetkin (1962, 33), the Anato-
lian tiirbes recall “the ancient Turkish tents”, an idea close to David Talbot Rice’s hy-
pothesis (1975, 60-3), according to which Mongolian tents with a conical roof on a cy-
lindrical volume could reveal the Central Asian origin of these forms. Otto-Dorn (1967,
165), while listing all the elements borrowed by the tiirbes from the Armenian archi-
tecture, nevertheless underlines the heritage of the funeral rites of Central Asia. Af-
ter reviewing the various hypotheses, Robert Hillenbrand concludes: “it seems better
to admit ignorance” (1994, 282).

33 Onthe Anatolian tiirbes, see Arik 1969; Onkal 1996; in English, Hillenbrand 1994,
306-11; in French, Yetkin 1962, 31-44; Talbot Rice 1975, 170-1; beautiful photographic
documentation, among others, on the tiirbes, in Curatola 2010, 23-94.
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Gavits of Haritj and Gueghard monasteries (first decades of 13" century) Erzurum, Yakutiye Medrese (1310)

Figure 11 Gavits of Haritjand Geghard monasteries (first decades of 13th c.). Yakutiye medrese, Erzurum
(1310). Photo of Haritj © Author; of Geghard © Z. Sargsyan; of Erzurum © bing.com, blogspot.com

Figure 12 Monastery of Geghard. Main church (1215). Erzurum, two tlirbes (13th c.).
Photo of Geghard © Z. Sargsyan; of Erzurum © Author

tral Asian traditions, seems to be a transposition of the drum and
dome (gombet in Armenian) of the Armenian or Georgian churches.*
In both cases, the form - a cylindrical drum surmounted by a conical
dome (or a polygon covered with a pyramidal dome), the decoration
of the drum - often a blind arcade, and the ribs on the roof - a rem-
iniscence of Roman tiles, are almost identical [fig. 12]. This similari-

34 This issue is briefly addressed in Marr 1934, 36 [referring to Choisy 1899, 2: 22,
101, 137]; Orbeli 1939, 152; Sarkisian 1940, 61-2; Otto-Dorn 1967, 165, 168; Baboudji-
an 1979, 233; Jakobson 1983, 127; Hillenbrand 1994, 307-9 (“The Armenian Connec-
tion”); Irwin 1997, 218; Curatola 2007, 271; Yevadian 2010, 26-37; Yalman 2017, 227;
Maranci 2018, 135-6.
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Tercan, Mama Hatun tiirbe (c. 1200) Ani, Virgins hermitage (early 13" c.)

Figure 13 Tercan, Mama Hatun’s turbe (c. 1200). Ani, Virgins hermitage (early 13thc.).
Photo of Tercan © H.H. Khatcherian; of Ani © Author

ty is reinforced by the community of stone material. In the structure
too, one can see the old principle of the two- or three-storey funer-
ary chapel, which dates back to the early Christian period.**
According to Hillenbrand (1994, 307-8), most of the tiirbes, par-
ticularly those of Kayseri and Erzurum, “are virtually indistinguish-
able from the top half of the standard contemporary Armenian
church”. The same author considers as Armenian borrowings “the
use of twin windows [...], of deeply grooved V-shaped niches with scal-
loped heads,*® and of the continuous patterned rectangular borders
enclosing them”. Hillenbrand’s final remark in this passage could

35 Onthe tradition of the tower-shaped, two or three-storey mausoleum in early Chris-
tian Armenia, see: Mnac‘akanyan 1982, 57, 88-92, 177; Donabédian 2008, 25-27, 204-
205, 207-208; in medieval Armenia, see: Mnatsakanyan 1984, 422-4. On the structure
of the tiirbes, with a funerary ‘crypt’ surmounted by an ‘oratory’, see: Gabriel 1931,
75-6; Yetkin 1962, 31-3; Ettinghausen, Grabar 1987, 271, 323; Hoag 1987, 124; Hillen-
brand 1994, 282-7 (“The Tomb Tower”).

36 We saw above that the scallops on top of the niches can be regarded, in the Arme-
nian repertoire, as a borrowing from the Georgian one. On tiirbes of Erzurum, the row
of hanging palmettes with concentric veins, and the motif of cable that adorn the cor-
nice are more reminiscent of Tayk-Tao and Georgia (as well as of the Armenian-Geor-
gian church of Cengelli near Sarikamis, early 11th century) than of Armenia proper.
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serve as a conclusion for our essay: “Clearly, an extended scholar-
ly assessment of the interplay of the two cultures in this field is long
overdue” (1994, 308).

One of the Seljuk mausoleums, the Mama Hatun tiirbe of Tercan,
built, as we saw above, c. 1200, by an architect from Khlat/Ahlat, has
an octoconch configuration, unusual in this context [fig. 13]. Some of
the tiirbes have an umbrella-shaped dome, rather rare in the Turkish-
Muslim world (but present on Yezidi mausoleums). An umbrella roof of
an original shape®” also covers the central dome of one of the largest
and richest ensembles of the time, the Divrigi Mosque-Hospital (1229),
built by Khurramshah from Ahlat [fig. 14]. These forms are in all like-
lihood borrowed from Armenian architecture where they have been
widespread for long centuries: the hexaconch and octoconch compo-
sitions have been employed since the 6th-7th centuries (in Armenia as
well as in Georgia - Donabédian 2008, 78-9, 185-9), and the umbrella
dome since, at least, the 10th century (Donabédian 2018-19, 215-34).
The free hexaconch of the Virgins monastery in Ani (early 13th cen-
tury) is very close (and almost contemporary) to the Tercan mausole-
um (Baboudjian 1979). One of Khlat/Ahlat’s tiirbes, the Emir Bayindir
tirbesi, dated 1481, is crowned by a rotunda, similar to the lantern
frequently used in Armenia on top of the gavits, bell-towers and chap-
el-mausoleums of the 13th-14th centuries (Jakobson 1983, 127).

Two remarks can be added to these observations on the exchange
of architectural structures. The first one concerns an important and
impressive structure in the Armenian monastic architecture, which,
curiously, was not transferred, nor adapted for Muslim architecture.
It is the large system of pairs of cross arches that support the vaults
of many gavits and other monastic constructions. The buildings spon-
sored by the Seljuks and then by the Ilkhanids did not resort to this
remarkable solution, which remained unique to Armenian architec-
ture. Only a relatively late mosque, located in Sis/Kozan, former cap-
ital of the Armenian kingdom in Cilicia, a Mameluk work dated 1448,
recently restored, presents such a structure under its large vault.** The
second remark concerns a curiosity: one of the manifestations of the
strong Armenian interest in cross arches was the creation of six-point-
ed stars made of cross ribs in the cupolas of two 13th century gavits
(Neghuts and Khoranashat) and one church (Khorakert, 1251).>° This

37 The dome has eight rhomboid panels faintly pleated in their centre, a solution close
to that adopted on Haghbat'’s bell tower (Armenia, 1245) (Donabédian 2018-19, 233).

38 Avery brief note with photos can be found concerning this monument in https://
tr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hoskadem_Camii.

39 A powerful carcass of six large arches creating a six-pointed star, reconstructed
in the dome of St. James cathedral of Jerusalem during its restoration of 1835, might
be a reminiscence of the original structure, similar to Khorakert’s one, contemporary
(?) of the foundation of the cathedral, in the mid-12th century.
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Figure 14 Umbrelladomes on Armenian churches of 11th c. (photos: © Author), and on Turkish monuments of
13th-14th c. © J.-C. and Ch. Hotellier (Divrigi), and Z. Sargsyan (Amasya and Tokat)

Figure 15 Plans of caravanserais built by Armenian sponsors (13th-14th c.), after Khalpakhchyan 1971, 189.
Plan of Sultan Han near Aksaray (1229), after Yetkin 1962, 53
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form in turn has an enigmatic affinity with the eight-pointed stars of
10th-11th centuries Andalusian domes...

3.2.3 Kinship of Compositions Based
on a Community of Function

A close relationship is observed in the architectural composition of the
caravanserais, called han in Turkish, large buildings placed along the
roads, at a distance allowing the caravans to go through stages of one
day (around 40 km) [fig. 15]. Approximately the same structures are pre-
sent on a wide territory including nowadays eastern Turkey and the re-
public of Armenia.*® Several caravanserais are partly preserved in ‘east-
ern’ Armenia: Zor (now Kervanseray, province of Igdir, Turkey), Arutj,
Harjis (1319), Selim (1332)... Most of them, like the early Christian basil-
icas, have three naves, with vaults and roof in stone, and correspond to
the category of ‘mountain caravanserais’. Often, at the top of the vault,
skylights are open, sometimes decorated with stalactites. In Zor, it is
precisely here that, according to a practice attested elsewhere in Ar-
menia (Barxudaryan 1963, 97), the architect had his name engraved.

At Selim, a preliminary room before the entrance was perhaps in-
tended for thermal protection of the interior. In some other repre-
sentatives of the “mountain caravanserais”, notably at Zor, the same
“airlock chamber” was integrated within the building’s perimeter
(Thierry 1985, 293-323). There was also, for example at Dashtadem
(Nerkin Talin), a type of plain caravanserai: a larger, quadrangular
composition with a central courtyard and open galleries (summer
inn), flanked by two three-nave wings (perhaps dormitories).

The numerous hans preserved in nowadays Turkey have, in the
main, the same composition but are generally much larger, and bet-
ter preserved (restored). The larger ones combine both principles: a
covered space, with several naves and a dome (an eight-sided pyra-
mid on a short octagonal drum) on the central nave, for the winter,
and buildings stowed on the sides of an open courtyard, for the sum-
mer. In four of them, in the centre of the courtyard, stands a small
square-plan oratory, an original two-level structure called a kiosk-
mosque, with a first floor open like a canopy.** On the main facade of
this type of ‘chapel’, two corbelled staircases lead to the door of the
upper floor. We will come back to them below.

40 Onthe medieval caravanserais of Armenia see: Harut‘yunyan 1960; Chalpachc¢jan
1971, 185-209. On those of Turkey, Erdmann 1961-76; Yetkin 1962, 46-59; Hillenbrand
1994, 346-50.

41 The study of this original structure and its links to similar constructions in the

region is outside the scope of this article. It could bring out affinities, especially with
the bell towers and funerary chapels mentioned below.
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Kayseri

= Sultan Han =

Figure 16 Pairs of corbelled staircases on Armenian monuments (13th-14th c.)
and on the ‘kiosk-mosque’ of Kayseri Sultan Han (c. 1230-36). Photos of Haritj
and Kayseri © H.H. Khatcherian; of Gandzasar © Z. Sargsyan; of Noravank © Author

Referring to the ‘flourishing school of caravanserais centred in
Armenia’, Hillenbrand emphasises the Armenian contributions to the
architecture of the Seljuk caravanserais, which include, according to
him: “the tradition of fine stereotomy and carved stone decoration,
[...] the form of an open courtyard with an adjoining basilica stable”.
And from there, enlarging the perspective, he adds: “conical roofs on
tall drums, exterior sculpture, stonework in chequerboard patterns
and numerous geometrical and floral motifs, all come to mind. Even
the preponderant use of stone in Anatolian Saljuq architecture [...]
is a notable characteristic of Armenian architecture” (1994, 346).
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3.2.4 Transfer of Forms with Round Trips from One Area
to the Other

The pairs of corbelled staircases give a good example of round-trip
transfer of architectural forms between Christians and Muslims in
Anatolia-Armenia region [fig. 16]. Corbelled staircases are used in
Armenian architecture from the very beginning of the 13th century,
inside the churches. Starting from the ground, they allow access to
the second floor of the twin angular chapels that flank the west arm
of the nave. One of the first dated examples can be seen in Haritj in
1201. Several others were built during the first decades of the centu-
ry. On each sacristy, a single flight of stairs protrudes, but as the two
walls of the west arm of the nave face each other, we perceive these
two staircases as a pair.”* The effect is even sharper when the twin
staircases are placed in the apse, as is the case in Gandzasar (1216-
1238). Sometimes the underside of each step is cut into a three- or
pentalobe leaf pattern, which is the matrix of stalactites/muqarnas
(McClary 2017, 32). The pair of cantilevered staircases is soon tak-
en up inside the hospital of the Great Mosque of Divrigi, built, as we
saw, by an architect from Khlat/Ahlat c. 1229.#3

At the same time, the device is transposed to the exterior of build-
ings where its twinned position is highlighted: it is adapted to the fa-
cade of the small kiosk-mosques mentioned above. Four examples are
preserved in the following caravanserais: Sultan Han and Agzikara
Han near Aksaray (respectively 1229 and 1231, 1240), Sultan Han
near Kayseri (c. 1230-36), and Isakli (Sahipata) Han (c. 1250) in Afy-
onkarahisar district. The same form is used, with the same func-
tion of threshold staircase, at the foot of several tiirbes, especial-
ly in Ilkhanid period (13th-14th centuries) mausoleums, for example
in Kayseri.**

Several decades later, in its new version applied to the facades of
Turkish shrines, the form ‘returns’ to the Armenian Christian envi-
ronment. In the monastery of Noravank, it vigorously animates the
western facade of Prince Burtel Orbelian’s mausoleum-church (1331-
39): its two flights of steps, starting from the ground, gradually rise
on both sides of the facade, leading to the door of the upper chapel.*
‘Shortened’ formulas can also be found on Armenian buildings of the

42 In Yeghipatrush (Mravyan) monastery, such staircases are used inside the gavit
(early 13th century) to access the second floor of eastern angular sacristies.

43 Gabriel 1934, pl. LXXVL, figs. 1-2; pl. LXXVIL, fig. 1.

44  Gabriel 1931, numerous illustrations. The same type of staircase appears on the
GOk medrese of Amasya (1266).

45 This “convergence of construction techniques” was noted by Blessing 2016, 61.
See also McClary 2017, 34; Maranci 2018, 143.
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late 13th and early 14th century which have the shape of a tower,
such as the library-bell tower of Goshavank (1291) and the chapels-
mausoleums-campaniles of Yeghvard (between 1301 and 1328) and
Kaputan (1349) (Donabédian, Porter 2017, 844-5).

3.2.5 Shared Decorative Repertoire Between Armenian
and Seljuk-ilkhanid Architectures Since the Late 12th
Century

As regards the decorative repertoire of architecture, an important
phenomenon can be observed. At a time when a rich decorative and
ornamental Seljuk vocabulary was just being created and dissem-
inated, in all likelihood with the participation of Armenian, Geor-
gian and other indigenous artists, Armenian architecture opened
its doors widely to many of these new compositions and motifs, hith-
erto unknown to it. In this process the rich urban civil architecture
that was developing in multicultural Ani, with the active participa-
tion of merchants like Tigran Honents, probably played a notable
role (Marr 1934, 35-6; Guidetti 2017, 177; Donabédian 2019a, 122-4).
An astonishing ‘syncretism’ was thus created, in which many devic-
es, shapes and ornaments fluidly passed from Christians to Muslims
and vice versa (Otto-Dorn 1967, 165; Blessing 2016, 55, 58).¢ This
‘porosity’ was such that the boundaries between the two religious
spheres sometimes seem blurred (Blessing 2016, 55, 63-4). The cat-
alogue of common traits is very extensive, ranging from the struc-
ture of the portals to surfaces dug with stalactites, from zoomorphic
scenes to a large number of ornamental motifs.

3.2.5.1 Decorative Structures

Portals. During the post-Arab renaissance (the ‘kingdoms period’) in
the 10th-11th centuries, Armenian portals were of two types: with
a curved contour until the end of the 10th century, then with a rec-
tangular frame and a high ‘lintel’ ornated with ‘antiquisant’ motifs,
in the first decades of the 11th century. After the Seljuk domination,
from the end of the 12th century, a new type of portal appeared, ak-
in to the pishtaq created in the Islamic architecture of Iran around

46 Richard McClary (2017, 32) invokes, among examples of transfer of forms from
the Islamic tradition to the Armenian architecture, some elements of ornamentation of
Gandzasar church (1216-1238). In fact: a) the scallops/festoons on top of the dihedral
niches, as we saw, are a borrowing from Georgian architecture, where this feature is
present since the 11th century; b) the pair of corbelled staircases, as was noted above,
is widespread in Armenian churches since the early 13th century.
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the late 10th-11th century.*” It is characterised by two frames: the
first one, immediately at the edge of the bay, curved, and the sec-
ond one, a little wider and higher, rectangular. The same principle
of double frame portal is omnipresent on Muslim monuments dur-
ing the Seljuk rule, then under the Mongols, but, according to the
pishtaq norm, it is often ‘out of scale’, independent, to a certain ex-
tent, from the architectural structure of the facade and it shows a
much greater ornamental richness, including frequently a deep tri-
angular niche filled with mugarnas.

On the contrary, Armenian portals are more tightly integrated
into architecture and differ from the Seljuk style by their sense of
measure, and the simplicity and clarity of their decoration. Some of
them present bands of stalactites along the frame(s), but the niche
carved with mugqarnas is relatively rare (gavits of Holy Apostles in
Ani, Neghuts, and Yeghipatrush/Mravian, upper level of Yeghvard
chapel, palace of Sahmadin at Mren, caravanserai of Selim).*®* Arme-
nian portals are also often decorated with stone marquetry or its im-
itation. The portals of Ani’s palaces and hotels however differ from
this norm, because, although they present the same composition and
decoration, they are double, consisting of two portals placed on top
of each other (nevertheless in correspondence with the architectur-
al structure of the building).

Another portal of Ani attracts attention, that of the gavit/zhamatun
(@ building with an ambiguous function) added in the early 13th cen-
tury, contrary to usual practice, not to the west, but to the south of
the Holy Apostles church (early 11th century). Enriched with a high
niche adorned with stalactites, it is part of an unusual, large compo-
sition with vertical sculpted stripes and pairs of small dihedral nich-
es, which decorates the eastern facade (a strange position) of this
building. As Antony Eastmond recently pointed out, a great similar-
ity binds this enigmatic portal of Ani to that, created in the same
years in Tercan, at the entrance to the courtyard of Mama Hatun’s
tiirbe, by an architect already mentioned above, from Khlat [fig. 17].°

Dihedralniches. As noted by several scholars (Otto-Dorn 1967, 165;
Baboudjian 1979, 237; Hillenbrand 1994, 308; Pancaroglu 2009, 181),
pairs of dihedral (triangular) external niches on the fagades, very
popular in Armenia (and Georgia) since the 7th century, where they
had a multifunctional use, were in all likelihood transferred to Mus-

47 http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t276/e7367?_hi=0&_
pos=6389.

48 Useful synoptic plates can be find in Cuneo 1988, vol. 2. For the portals of late
12th-14th centuries, Cuneo 1988, 779-82, 811. Architectural surveys of sixty-four por-
tals from this period are published in Azatjan 1987.

49 Eastmond 2019, 14-15; pertinent observations also by Maranci 2018, 135.
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Ani, church of Holy Apostles, ’gaw’t’;

Figure 17 Portals of the courtyard of Mama Hatun’s mausoleum, Tercan, and of the gavit
of St. Apostles church, Ani, both c. 1200. Photo of Tercan © H.H. Khatcherian; of Ani © Author
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lim architecture, first of all to tiirbes, where they received a pure-
ly decorative function. Continuing a tradition that dates back, in Ar-
menia, partly to the 7th, and partly to the 10th-11th centuries, the
squinch that covers these niches often receives a sculpted decorative
treatment in both schools, sometimes including animal figures (St.
Gregory of Tigran Honents, Ani, and Emir Saltuk tiirbe, Erzurum).

Radiating/arched ribs on the external surface of the domes and
blind arcades-colonnades on the drums, which are an old Armenian
tradition, as we have seen before, have frequently been applied on
Seljuk and Ilkhanid constructions, especially on tiirbes.

Brace-shaped arches and, less often, trefoil/trilobed or polyfoil/pol-
ylobed arches are shared between both architectures.

Triangular caissons under certain cupolas. We mentioned above the
similarity of the transitional systems of cupolas through squinches
and pendentives. Under the cupolas of some 13th-century gavits, as
well as in the chapel of Yeghvard (c. 1321), one finds the same type of
triangular caissons adjusted into a transition belt as in certain Mus-
lim monuments of Anatolia (Karatay medrese, and ince Minareli Me-
drese, Konya, 1251 and 1279).

Elaborate ceilings and groined vaults with radiating patterns and
stone marquetry are present in both architectures, always with the
same difference: soberer in Armenian monuments, mainly gavits, and
extremely sophisticated in some Muslim ones - one of the most im-
pressive examples is offered in the mosque-hospital of Divrigi. The
city of Ani has partly preserved two remarkable sets of flat and vault-
ed ceilings, one in the prayer room of the Manuchehr Mosque, the
otherin the gavit of the Holy Apostles [fig. 18]. In the first, the flat por-
tions alternate with groined vaults, in the second, the central rhom-
bus is occupied by a stalactite-dug cupola open in the centre. These
two ensembles distinguish themselves, in particular, by the rich-
ness of their marquetries where dark brown and orange stones al-
ternate to draw various star and checkerboard motifs. In the centre
of the gavit, the stalactites of the vault are dug into blocks of bright
orange tuff, while the rhomboid moulded border is dark brown. Giv-
en the kinship of these two halls, including the resemblance of their
wide cylindrical columns topped by capitals with mugarnas-carved
angles, and given the earliest inscription, of 1212, engraved on the
gavit (Karapetyan 2011, 112) which constitutes a terminus ante quem,
it seems reasonable to envisage, for both, as Mattia Guidetti (2017,
169-73) proposes, a dating from the late 12th-early 13th century. The
participation, in both buildings, of the same team of craftsmen can
also be considered.
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Mosque of Manuchehr

Figure 18 Ceilings, vaults and capitals of columnsin Manuchehr mosque
and the Holy Apostles ‘gavit’, Ani, both c. 1200. © H.H. Khatcherian

Eurasiatica 16 | 95
L'arte armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive, 63-112



Patrick Donabédian
Armenia - Georgia - Islam. A Need to Break Taboos in the Study of Medieval Architecture

3.2.5.2 Ornamental Compositions and Motifs

Sculpted architectural ornamentation is traditionally, since the early
Christian period, executed in Armenia in bas-relief, generally (but
not always) flat and slant-carved, inseparable from the stone surface
on which it stands out. This slightly protruding sculpture lends itself
well to the play of shadow and light. It was very permeable to con-
tact with Islamic ornamentation, both animal, floral and geometric.
In his chapter “Bevelled style cum arabesque”, Guidetti (2017, 163-
8) rightly points out the Armeno-Islamic kinship in this regard dur-
ing the ‘Seljuk-Ilkhanid’ period. It could be useful, however, to recall
the old roots, in Armenia, as well as in Georgia, of the technique of
more or less slanted/bevelled, sometimes vertical, carving, shared
since the late Antique period with the other eastern Christians (Syr-
ians and Copts), as well as with Sasanian stucco tradition (Donabédi-
an 2008, 58-9, 247-8). Compositions, perhaps of popular origin, such
as rosettes or daisies with almond furrows, seem to reveal the influ-
ence of the traditional wood carving and its type of incisive cutting
with very regular geometry. At the same time, especially for figura-
tive images, there was a more plastic treatment, with rounded tran-
sitions and more marked relief. This common heritage served as the
basis for the subsequent interactions, including those which devel-
oped during the Arab and post-Arab periods. From the second half of
the 9th century, the khachkars provide countless examples of more
or less bevelled carving technique, including, since the 11th centu-
ry, elaborate geometric interlaces. All this prepared the ground for
the exchanges of the 12th-14th centuries, where intricate plant mo-
tifs, arabesques and floral interlaces multiplied.

Zoomorphic compositions where real or fantastic animals are
placed symmetrically, in pairs, face to face, or in combat scenes,
show great affinities between the two schools. It should be remem-
bered that images of animals, already widely practiced in the archi-
tectural sculpture of Armenia and Georgia since the early Christian
period, adopted new patterns during the post-Arab period (10th-11th
centuries), giving a wide place to fantastic themes and scenes of at-
tack of an animal by a lion or an eagle. On this fertile soil grew the
rich bestiary of the 12th-14th centuries, whose pictures appear on
both Christian and Muslim monuments. Among imaginary animals
of the new period, pairs of harpies, sphinxes, griffons and dragons,
or isolated figures of such monsters, illustrate narrow links.*° On a
monument mentioned above, the Alay Han caravanserai near Ak-
saray, built c. 1192 by an architect from Khlat/Ahlat, a small bas-re-

50 For an accurate visual presentation of the Armenian medieval bestiary, see Ky-
urkchyan, Khatcherian 2010, 40-88.
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lief depicts a double-bodied but single-headed lion (or sphinx);** a sim-
ilar creature is carved on the Artukid rampart of Diyarbakir (early
13th c.), and on the portal of Nor Varagavank monastery (1224-37),
in Armenia [fig. 19].%?

Let us note in passing that, in the Armenian context, some of these
scenes, which seem to have a ‘heraldic’ character - for example those
showing an eagle holding a small quadruped in its talons, or a li-
on attacking another animal - have often been interpreted as coats
of arms,*® while virtually the same figures are observed on monu-
ments sponsored by different dynasties, which excludes that they may
have a function of dynastic symbols. For their part, Antony Eastmond
(2015, 185) and Patricia Blessing (2016, 56) have rightly suggested
an apotropaic function for several animal figures. This interpreta-
tion seems particularly justified for such representations as the pair
of long dragon-snakes that converge, with their mouths wide open,
towards a central figure, and seem indeed to protect, from the ram-
parts on which they are carved, the cities of Ani, Amid and Baghdad
(Eastmond 1015, 186-90, 194).

Stone marquetry (or its imitation) combines stars and rhombuses,
eight-pointed stars and crosses, polygons and triangles... In Arme-
nia, stone marquetry on ceilings, portals (notably the tympanums)
and fronts of altar, is often two-toned or polychrome. We briefly pre-
sented above two remarkable examples of such stone mosaic in Ani:
in Manuchehr’s mosque, and in the gavit of Holy Apostles (both prob-
ably late 12th-early 13th century).

Stalactites - mugarnas in Arabic are one of the most characteris-
tic motifs of late 12th and 13th-14th centuries sculpted decoration,
common to both arts and still popular on their monuments for many
centuries, until the modern period. It is a transposition into stone of
a form widespread in Persia, Mesopotamia and Central Asia since
the 11th century on brick supports. On Armenian and Seljuk-Ilkhanid
monuments, stalactites, almost identical in their design, are mainly
applied to domes, portal niches and internal niches.** They are also
often carved on the lower angles of parallelepipedic capitals which
are very similar in both architectures (Guidetti 2017, 163, 167-8,
174; Eastmond 2019, 16-17). We mentioned above the striking re-
semblance between the cupolas of the two architectures which are

51 According to McClary 2017, 42, the same image, interpreted as a ‘symbol of royal
authority’, is carved on two other Muslim monuments of Anatolia, in Kayseri and Sivas.

52 Itisalso present on khachkars of the late Middle Ages; cf. Petrosyan 2008, 214, 227.
53 This broadly accepted viewpoint is presented, for example, in Mat'evosyan 2002.

54 In his study of gavits, Stepan Mnatsakanyan summarises the history of this form,
and analyses the structure of the stalactite vaults of Armenia and the design of their
main elements: Mnacakanjan 1952, 118-30. See also Ghazarian, Ousterhout 2001. An
in-depth analysis of the geometry of muquarnas is given in the work of Necipoglu 1995.
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Figure 19 Doublebodied and single headed sphinx or lion: A) Aksaray Alay Han (c. 1192).
Photo: Aksaray Il Kiiltlir ve Turizm Miidiirliigi. B) Diyarbakir, rampart (early 13th c.).
Photo: H.H. Khatcherian. C) Nor Varagavank monastery (1224-37). © Z. Sargsyan
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carved with muqarnas surrounding the central skylight, and thus
benefiting from the permanent contrast of shadow and light [fig. 11].
At the Horomos Monastery, near Ani, the reliquary hall and library
built in 1229 by Prince Vache Vachutyan, had one of the largest sta-
lactite vaults in the whole region, which covered a square of 76 m?
(Kazaryan 2015, 184, 196).

Two observations can be added concerning the mugarnas in Ar-
menia and Anatolia.

First, this ornament seems to have been introduced into the stone
architecture of the Armenians and of the Seljuk Turks simultaneous-
ly, at the end of the 12th century. According to Oya Pancaroglu, the
bearers of the innovation seem to have been architects from Khlat/
Ahlat (Pancaroglu 2013, 55-7; McClary 2017, 39).%°

Second, in Armenian architecture, this ornament is less present
in the purely religious/liturgical space: it certainly appears around
the tympanum and on the edges of the portal of some churches and
sometimes on some elements of their decoration, but it is very rare
in the interior of the churches (Mnacakanjan 1952, 128). On the con-
trary, the muqarnas is widespread on and in other monastic build-
ings, including gavits, which are adjoined to the western facade of
the monastic churches, and in which funerary function is predomi-
nant, probably combined with an utilitarian function (e.g. as a meet-
ing place), but where the purely religious function is much less im-
portant, almost deprived of liturgical component. One wonders if this
reveals, at least in part, a religiously prohibitive origin.

The ornaments®® shared between the two architectures include:

a. complex floral compositions, such as sophisticated arabesques

of long, coiled flowering stems, interlaced scrolls, several
kinds of palmettes... that cover entire fields, e.g. on the tym-
panums of the doors, the borders of the portals, the front
of the apses, as well as on the medallion under the cross of
the khachkars. Mattia Guidetti (2017, 167-8) recently put for-
ward the hypothesis that the Mosul region could have served,
through its productions of the last decades of the 12th centu-
ry, as the source of certain Armenian ornaments, such as cap-
itals with angles cut into muqgarnas and intricate arabesques
with coiled stems. As for the latter, it is true that they do not
appear, in the field of Armenian architectural sculpture, be-

55 Mattia Guidetti (2017, 167) evokes the appearance of muqarnas carved on the cor-
ners of stone imposts as early as 1172-73 in Mosul, suggesting that this would be a pos-
sible source for the introduction of this form one or two decades later on Armenian (and
Anatolian Seljuk) monuments.

56 A representative selection of Armenian ornamental motifs is given in Kyurkchy-
an, Khatcherian 2010.
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fore the 1190s.*” However, it should be noted that very simi-
lar floral coils are already present in Armenian illumination
since the 11th century.?® Similarly, in the Georgian sacred sil-
verwork, the brilliant scrolls with very sophisticated tendrils,
of the late 12th century, are the result of a long evolution that
links them to an already ancient local tradition (Donabédi-
an 2016, 96 fn. 94). In other words, without excluding the
‘appeal’ exerted by some of Mosul’s works of late 12th centu-
ry, it is probably necessary to go back in time to find the first
exchanges that could give birth to these forms.

b. Various geometric interlaces, especially bands with complex
angular tracery, popular on portals and on drums of Armeni-
an churches and on Turkish tiirbes,

c. Angular interlace of two large, rounded stems, often called
‘Seljuk chain’. These two stems cross diagonally and draw rel-
atively long horizontal sections between two intersections.
Strangely enough, the appellation ‘Seljuk chain’ is mainly
used by historians of Armenian art, even though the motif is
at least as much, if not more frequent on Armenian Christian
architecture than on medieval Turkish buildings.

d. Eight-pointed stars (and more rarely, five- and six-pointed
stars) are a popular motif, both in Armenian art (in some
cases, perhaps, because of the crosses that alternate with
the stars) and in the Islamic world. Iranian decorations with
eight-pointed tiles of earthenware are one of its famous man-
ifestations. It is frequent, in Armenian architecture, in stone
mosaics (marquetry), on the strips that adorn for example the
portals, on the elevation of the altar (bem) and on the ceil-
ings, as well as on the khachkars (see below).

e. Some Armenian inscriptions, both in metropolitan Armenia
(Noravank) and in Cilicia (Anavarza), as well as in Crimea
(Holy Cross of Surkhat/Surb Khach), are inspired by the flo-
riated Cufic script, as shown by the flowery form of the let-
ters and the plant background on which they are carved (Ma-
ranci 2018, 144).

57 For early examples on portal frames see Azatjan 1987, 16 (chapel, Makaravank,
1198), 18 (church, Goshavank, 1191-96).

58 The earliest occurrences of such floral coiled scrolls can be seen in the following
manuscripts of the Matenadaran (Yerevan): Durnovo, Sargsyan 1978, 9-10 (Mat. no.
2877, 10th-11th centuries), 22 (Mat. no. 8209, End pages, 11th century), 23-6 (Mat. no.
7737, 11th century), 27 (Mat. no. 985, 11th century), 28 (Mat. no. 379, 12th century).
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3.2.6 Yeghvard - An Emblem of the Armenian-Islamic
‘Syncretism’

The chapel-mausoleum of Yeghvard, built between 1301 and 1328,
probably around 1321 (Donabédian, Porter 2017), is a true emblem of
Armenian-Muslim artistic interaction, for two reasons. First, a very
large place is given in its carved decoration to features, shapes and
ornaments which are common to Armenians and Muslims. These el-
ements include:

a. Decorative structures and compositions: the structure of the
lower portal, with its two frames, the composition of the sec-
ond level door (with its niche, frame and animals), the niche
of this door and that of the apse of the same oratory, both
similar, with their stalactites, to a mihrab, the row of trian-
gular caissons under the ‘portion of drum’ that supports the
rotunda.

b. Decors and ornaments: the numerous animal sculptures, the
‘Seljuk chain’ which has a considerable presence, especially
on the western facade of the monument where it forms a large
cross, the elaborate arabesques, the complex networks of ge-
ometric interlaces with star motifs, the row of eight-point-
ed stars, omnipresent, and the combination of eight-point-
ed stars with cruciform figures sculpted on the altar front
of the lower floor.

The second reason why Yeghvard can be seen as a symbol of Armeni-
an-Muslim ‘syncretism’ is the very close relationship that binds this
funerary chapel to the Khachen-Dorbatli mausoleum, erected in 1314
for a Muslim lord, about two hundred kilometres further east as the
crow flies, in Artsakh/Karabakh (Usejnov, Bretanickij, Salamzade
1963, 149-56; Bretanickij 1966, 188-95; Karapetyan 2010, 4-11). In-
deed, the two buildings are the work of the same architect who signed
them by his name, Shahik. In Khachen, the architect harmoniously
combined the cruciform composition of the interior with the dodecag-
onal outline of the exterior. He freely reinterpreted the principle of
Armenian dihedral niches, in particular those carved into the faces
of the type of polygons surrounding a hexaconch or an octoconch of
Armenian religious architecture. He could be inspired by the 7th-cen-
tury church of Zoravar, very close to Yeghvard, which is an octoconch
inscribed in an eighteen-sided polygon (Donabédian 2008, 185-7).
Moreover, related by function and composition, and practically
contemporary, these two monuments have, as we saw, many traits
in common [fig. 20]. A great resemblance binds in particular the im-
ages of animals, real and fantastic, even if in Khachen they are en-
graved, and not sculpted: the representations of the spotted panther,
the doe, the ibex, the deer and the attack of a goat by a feline are al-
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Figure 20 Khachen-Dorbatlitiirbe (1314) and Yeghvard mausoleum-chapel (c. 1321).
Drawings after Bretanitskii 1966, 191. Photos of Yeghvard © H.H. Khatcherian and Author

most identical in terms of design. The location of the two animals en-
graved (and painted in Khachen), under the arch that rises above the
door with mugarnas, is exactly the same in both cases.

An underground mausoleum recently discovered in Yerevan, in
the basement of a building on Abovyan Street,** may well be the
third work of the same architect. Indeed, its cruciform structure is
close to that of Khachen'’s interior, and the muqarnas carved on the
four rectangular niches of the cross are similar to those of Yeghvard
and Khachen.

59 To our knowledge, only one or two photographs have been printed in non-special-
ised publications.
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3.2.7 Khachkars

The limitations of this article do not allow us to evoke the various
areas of medieval Armenian art in which Islamizing motifs have a
certain presence, for example, the fields of miniature and of wood-
en doors.®® We will limit ourselves to brief observations on the do-
main of khachkar because of its strong representativeness and its
close connection to sculpted decoration of architectural monuments.

Revealing the depth of the phenomenon considered here, many
features and motifs already observed on architectural monuments
can also be seen on the khachkars, symbols of Armenian Christian-
ity. As indicated above, mainly aniconic, the khachkars have great-
ly benefited from contacts with the cultures of Islam. Here too these
interactions were probably facilitated by the fact that Armenian tra-
ditions, know-how and artists had contributed to the gestation of the
art commissioned by Seljuk princes, and to its development.

While until the 10th century the khachkars had often their upper
end rounded, from the 11th century the stelas with rectangular out-
line multiplied, bordered by wide bands abundantly ornamented.
Elaborate and subtle interlaces, both geometric and floral, devel-
oped, complementing and reinforcing, with their endless movement,
the symbolism of eternal life expressed by several other elements,
including plant ornaments.

After the Seljuk and Mongol invasions, the ornamental repertoire
of the khachkars was enriched with rows of six- and mainly eight-
pointed stars, complex arabesques of the type described above, wide
angular interlaces, ‘Seljuk chain’ (less frequent), brace-shaped arch-
es, rows of muqarnas (less frequent): the patterns shared between
Armenian and Islamic architectures are almost equally present on
khachkars. The tendency to cover the entire field is also strong from
the late 12th century onwards.

The two-directional character of these exchanges and the depth
of their roots are confirmed by some important evidences. In some
of the oldest (preserved) medieval cemeteries of Turkey, the carved
stelas erected by the Muslim neighbours of the Armenians (and/
or by Islamized Armenians) are obviously inspired by the model of
the khachkar. This is patent in the Muslim cemeteries of Khlat/Ahl-
at (Sarkisian 1940, 61; Pancaroglu 2009, 186; Curatola 2010, 23) and
Vostan/Gevas in the basin of Lake Van. Vostan, on the south shore,
was the capital of the Armenian kingdom of Vaspurakan (908-1021);
as for Khlat/Ahlat, as mentioned above, this port on the north-west-

60 The large door of Bethlehem, dated 1227, for example, deserves a particular at-
tention, not only because of its decoration, but also because of its bilingual, Armenian
and Arabic inscription. See Donabédian 2019b.
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ern shore of Lake Van became one of the first Muslim settlements on
Armenian soil, where as early as the 8th-9th centuries, the caliphs
had established an Arab colony. During the Seljuk and Mongol peri-
ods it was known as a multicultural and polyglot centre. Dated ap-
proximately to the 12th-14th centuries (the earliest from the 1180s-
90s - Pancaroglu 2009, 185), covered on both faces with elaborate
floral and geometric patterns, as well as long Arabic inscriptions,
the high rectangular Islamic slabs of Khlat are richer than the ordi-
nary Armenian khachkars, and their ornamentation is different. But
by their proportions and general silhouette, their general decorative
composition (a main field delimited by fairly wide edges often form-
ing the frame of a kind of niche), the presence of a slightly protrud-
ing cornice, as well as by their position at the extremity of a tomb,
they are very close to their Christian models. It should be noted that
an Armenian cemetery with khachkars existed in Khlat until the be-
ginning of the 20th century in the vicinity of the Muslim one (Bach-
mann 1913, taf. 45; Pancaroglu 2009, 198, fig. 14).

3.3 The 17th-Century “Renaissance”

During the dark period from the mid-14th century until the mid-17th
century, Armenia was several times ravaged, submitted to Turkmen
tribes, then became the arena of numerous conflicts between Otto-
man Turkey and Safavid Persia. Few Armenian constructions are
then reported. Cultural life took refuge in monasteries and especially
abroad, in Diaspora centres. At the beginning of the 17th century, a
large part of the Armenian population of southeastern Armenia was
deported to Persia, notably to Isfahan, where they built the large Ar-
menian quarter of New Julfa, and from where they developed an im-
mense international trade network.

When peace returned in 1639 between Turkey and Persia, Armenia
came back to life. Restorations and new constructions marked this pe-
riod of rebirth. Among the diversity of sources from which Armenian
architectural decor was enriched, the Islamizing current remained very
important, as always integrated into the main core of the national tra-
dition. This current manifested itself as before, mainly in the sculpt-
ed decoration, especially in the carved strips, on the door or window
frames, on the imposts or capitals. These motifs were highly regular-
ized interlaces, lush plant motifs and stalactites of a new, Ottoman type.

The great novelty was coming from the opulent merchant commu-
nity of New Julfa. An unprecedented synthesis of Armenian and Per-
sian traditions was taking place there. For the first time, architec-
tural forms borrowed from Islam were entering the Holy of Holies
of Armenian religious architecture. On the centre of the churches, a
bulbous dome was built in light masonry, substantially above the ac-
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tual cupola, and under the latter, the transition was carried out by
reticulated pendentives.®*

Inside their buildings, the New-Julfan Armenians adopted an abun-
dantly painted decoration that opened up, on the one hand, to the
iconographic and stylistic influence of Western engravings used in
printed Bibles, and on the other hand, to ornamental compositions
borrowed from Persian Safavid art. The impressive churches of New
Julfa could not fail to exert a strong influence on the Armenian world
of the time. Admittedly, the bulbous domes, probably considered too
foreign to the national tradition, were not transplanted out of Persia.
On the contrary, the other principles used in New Julfa, the reticulat-
ed pendentives and the new fashion of painted decoration, had a wide
resonance in Armenia itself, especially in St. Echmiadzin cathedral.

4 Conclusion: Let the Vast Lands Left Fallow Be Cultivated

Islamic-Christian ‘syncretism’ and the deep relationship between the
two ‘South Caucasian’ Christian communities are areas of consider-
able importance for the history of medieval art in the region. This is
true not only for their most visible expression, architecture, but also
for their sculpted decoration and, if we consider the question from
the Armenian point of view, for the emblematic domain of khachkar,
as well as for the field, still insufficiently explored, of mural painting.

The depth and breadth of Armenian-Muslim ‘syncretism’, for exam-
ple, strongly distinguishes Armenian art within Christian cultures.
In this respect, Armenia can be compared to Andalusian Spain and
Norman Sicily. In this fruitful dialogue, Armenia has undoubted-
ly given a great deal for its part, but it has also received much. It is
probably the breadth of the contribution that explains and facilitat-
ed the wide use by Armenians of ‘Islamizing’ forms.

These considerable questions have not yet been the subject of any
specific and in-depth study because of the serious obstacles evoked
above. Although the objective and dispassionate study of the artis-
tic relationship between the three communities is indispensable for
a right understanding of the history of art of the region, these ques-
tions remain hindered by several prejudices.

These observations lead the author to unite his voice with that of
his colleagues Ivan Foletti, Stefano Riccioni and Erik Thung:

Viewing the artistic heritage of the South Caucasus from a region-
al perspective [...], while at the same time acknowledging its diver-

61 For an overview of New Julfa religious architecture, see Hakhnazarian, Mehra-
bian 1992.
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sity, interconnection and association with other medieval societies,
islong overdue. [...] Barriers of many kinds - linguistic, geograph-
ical, political, nationalistic, racial, religious and ethnic - have not
only made it difficult, sometimes impossible, for outside scholars
to access the South Caucasus, but have also torn the interrelat-
ed cultures apart and isolated them from each other and from the
rest of the world. (Foletti, Thung 2016, 13)

To think of the entire region as a place where extraordinary cultures
came together in constant dialogue, could be a partial solution. In
order for this viewpoint to lead to a solution, though, we should re-
member that, in addition to common traits, there are in the region
unique cultural identities that must not be denied or diminished.
One model could be important for the region’s future: the concept
of ‘shared heritage’ [...]. The basic idea [...] is to transform the per-
ception of a specific artistic monument into an object whose value
is shared as human heritage. (Foletti, Riccioni 2018, 8, 10)

The fairly numerous recent studies published in international collec-
tions, which have largely fed this essay, and their general orientation
show a widely shared view: the breadth and depth of exchanges and
interactions are clearly seen as one of the essential features of medi-
eval artistic life in the Anatolia-Armenia-South Caucasus region, and
as the source of the extraordinary richness of its creations in particu-
lar during the late 12th-14th centuries. The profound wish of the Au-
thor of these lines is that this common wealth be made more percep-
tible, understandable, and accepted by the societies concerned and
their elites. This is why he proposes to unite efforts with researchers
working inside the countries of the region to help break taboos, and,
by creating common scientific structures, to encourage systematic
and unbiased comparative studies, in all the fields of the three arts
where similarities exist and parallels can be established. Specifici-
ties and differences should also be carefully considered from a com-
parative viewpoint, in the same spirit of openness and the same effort
of objectivity, in order to better identify their sources and teachings,
and thus better apprehend the common heritage of the region.
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1 Introduction. First Academic Inquiries into Armenian Art’

In the second half of the nineteenth century and in the early decades
of the twentieth, Armenian medieval art experienced an early prolif-
ic wave of interest. The most important names among professional
art historians were, in the Russian world, certainly Dimitri Bakradze,
Nikodim Kondakov, at the turn of the twentieth century, and Nico-
las Marr (Filipové 2018).

In recent years, Ivan Foletti has attempted to demonstrate how
Bakradze and Kondakov - the former a historian and the latter an art
historian - put forward a vision of medieval Armenian architecture
as being peripheral (Foletti 2016). Implicitly, the two scholars deal
with the art of Armenia and Georgia as if it were one single historio-
graphical phenomenon (Bakradze 1875; Kondakov 1891). A study by
Bakradze is emblematic here. In a concise publication on Armenian
and Georgian architecture, he classifies the monuments alphabeti-
cally, as though to deny any differences between the two cultures
(Bakradze 1875). Kondakov, in turn, promotes a viewpoint of the art
of the Caucasus that is largely dependent on Byzantine art. The final
result is simple: in the Middle Ages as at the end of the nineteenth
century, when these studies were published, the Caucasus had been
considered a somewhat indistinct province of a great empire. It is in-
teresting to note that Kondakov was Russian and Bakradze was Geor-
gian. Their official viewpoints of Caucasian heritage, however, were
very similar, which certainly mirrors the intellectual unity sought
within the empire. We believe their position can be explained in view
of the political situation at the time when the Caucasus had become
another viceroyalty of Russia - a reality which affected the scholars’
perception of the legacy of the medieval Caucasus.

Marr’s case is more complex: from a younger generation, this schol-
ar was part of a wave corresponding to a rebirth of regional studies
in Georgia and Armenia (Choisnel 2005). It is interesting to note that
Marr was from an Anglo-Georgian family but spoke Armenian and five
other languages since childhood. Educated at the University of St. Pe-
tersburg, he specialised in the study of the languages of the Cauca-
sus, becoming a professor of Armenian. Well-known for his later lin-
guistic theories, Marr is actually a fundamental figure for studies on
medieval Armenia, having directed the earliest (and most extensive)
excavations in the ancient capital of Ani. This essay is not the place to
delve into these important very significant excavations, published on-
ly in 1930; however, we would like to highlight the fact that, although

1 This article was carried out as part of the project “The Heritage of Nikodim P.
Kondakov in the Experiences of André Grabar and the Seminarium Kondakovianum”
(GA18-20666S).
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aware of the uniqueness of Armenian culture, Marr believed in great
interdependence between the cultures of the southern Caucasus:

The class tastes in different societal strata possessed such pecu-
liar features that the architectural monuments which emerged
from various social milieus in the self-same people of Armenia
share fewer similarities than those created within one and the
same social environment of two distinct peoples, i.e., the Armeni-
ans and the Georgians. For instance, common features in the mon-
uments of Armenian and Georgian architecture can be explained
not so much by the mutual influence of one nation on the other, but,
rather, by the common sources in which both Armenian and Geor-
gian masters would find satisfaction and forms for their art; they
were imbued with affined ideals pertinent to their shared feudal
condition. (Marr 1934, 124)>

What we can see is that, although he had a different methodological
training, Marr does not challenge the doxa established in the previ-
ous decades: medieval Armenian and Georgian art (of the élites) are
in his view very close to each other. His own story, born and raised
in Thilisi, then a city with a thriving Armenian community, made
him particularly sensitive to interpreting the culture of the medi-
eval Caucasus in this way. Thus, for example, his definition of the
Church of St Gregory of Tigrane Honents as a ‘chalcedonian ortho-
dox, of armenian-georgian type’ monument, has an evident founda-
tion in visual culture.

Thus, at the outbreak of war and later the Russian revolution, the
view of monumental Armenian art seems to be dominated - at least
in general reflection - by an ‘imperial’ vision that presents the art of
the Caucasus, with its various specificities, as a whole all together
consistent throughout the Middle Ages.

The aim of this paperis to understand - after a short excursion in-
to the cultural background of this Russian imperial viewpoint - how
this vision would be transformed in the Soviet years. It is not mate-
rially possible here to give a detailed explanation of all the stages of
thought in more than seven decades of Soviet domination. Moreover,

2 “CoCJIOBHBIE BKYCHI MMEJIH HACTOJIBKO CBOeOGpa3Hble 0COOEHHOCTH, YTO UHOTAA
APXUTEKTYPHEIE TAMSATHUKY, BO3HUKIIKE B PA3JIMYHOM COCTIOBHOU CPefie OMHOTO U TOTO
JKe apMSAHCKOTO HAapofia, MEeHbIIe IIPOSBISIOT OOMUX YePT, 4YeM NMaMsITHUKY, BOSHUK-
e B OMHOM U TOM JKe COIIMAIbHOM CPefie ABYX Pa3IMYHbIX HAPOIOB, apMSH U I'PY3HU.
OGmue 4epTH B TaMITHUKAX, HAIIPUMeD, apMSIHCKOT0 U TPY3UHCKOTO 30[YeCTBa, MO-
TyT HAaXOOUTH 00bSICHEHNE He CTOJIBKO, GBITH MOXKET, BO B3ANMHOM BIIMSIHUH OHOTO Ha-
POfia Ha APYTO#, CKOJIBKO B OOIIHOCTH HCTOYHUKOB, B KOTOPHIX HAXOIMIIU YEOBIETBOPE-
HHUE U 0TKYZa Yepnanu GOpPMHL 151 XyH0KEeCTBEHHOTO TBOPYECTBA aPMSIHCKUE U TPY3UH-
CKHe€ MacTepa, IPOHUKHYTHIE CPOAHEIMHY XyI0KEeCTBEHHEIMY UIealaMi O UHAKOBO (e-
omanbHOU cpenel”. If not otherwise stated, all translations were made by the Authors.
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for us, this is just the first study in a vast field. We would, however,
like to comprehend the general historiographical tendencies in the
Soviet years. First, we will look at the interwar period, and the sec-
ond part will be dedicated to the history of studies during the six-
ties and seventies. Finally, the last chapter of this study will address
the final years of the Soviet empire.

2 Pushkin and Abaza: Within the Old Mythology

As demonstrated in the works of Kondakov, Bakradze and Marr, the
first scholars studying Armenian art presented the Caucasus as a ho-
mogeneous cultural whole and its peoples as dependent not only geo-
politically but aesthetically on the surrounding states. This approach
was based on contemporary Russian imperial discourse; however, the
latter can be retraced much further back in the time.

Armenia and Georgia, the ancient Christian states, have been sub-
jected to territorial strife and ensuing speculations around it for cen-
turies. Certain common places emerged in this process that tran-
scended even the Revolution of 1917 which apparently entailed some
fundamental revisions of policies and mythologies. During the nine-
teenth century, once again, the countries lost their autonomy to be
brought together in a single political whole called the Viceroyalty of
Caucasus (Mahé, Mahé 2012; Rayfield 2012, 284-305). The Russian
military generals were usually among the first intellectuals to ex-
plain the logic of another Russia’s territorial acquisition in the Caucu-
sus and were often the first to ‘explore’ and ‘describe’ the territories
and the peoples. A good example in the case of Georgia was General
Nikolay Muravev-Karskiy (1794-1866) who took Kars by storm to an-
nex it from Turkey and wrote Personal Notes, and, in the case of Ar-
menia, General Major Viktor Abaza (1831-1898), the author of History
of Armenia (Abaza 1888), a book fully reflecting the imperial vision
of a son of the fatherland and a faithful subject of the tsar.

Compiling his book on Armenian history, Abaza makes some obser-
vations which would become common places and probably had been
for his predecessors. According to him the “borderlines of Armenia
were frequently redrawn” (I"'paHuIsl ApMeHiu OIBePraiuCh YaCTHMb
u3sMbHeHisiMB) (1888, 1), in different epochs the country had intermit-
tently been under the rule of the Greeks, the Romans, Parthia, Byz-
antium, and the Sassanians; it enjoyed some periods of independence
and was fighting to protect its Christian faith against the pagans. An
amateur historian, Abaza outlines major events in the Russian-Armeni-
an affairs starting from the Derbent campaign of Peter the Great (un-
rewarding for Armenians), Catherine the Great’s ‘Greek project’ and
down to the Treaty of Turkmenchay (1824) and the Treaty of Adriano-
ple (1828) (Abaza 1888, 99, 104). Speaking of the latter, Abaza clear-
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ly expresses the imperial point of view calling Georgians and Armeni-
ans “our Transcaucasian population”, Russia’s “eastern coreligionists”
drawing the following geopolitical bottom-line for Armenia:

These victories of the Russians liberated the indigenous Armenia
from the power of Persia. But the restoration of Armenia proved to
be senseless since Georgia had already voluntarily entered Russia.
As an independent country Armenia would have been too weak for
an aidless fight against Persia and Turkey and would instantly fall
victim to her Muslim neighbours. Now, Armenians were welcomed
into a new fatherland of the same religion which guarantees their
nationality [narodnost’], faith and customs from any entrenchments.*

Five years after the treaty, the poet Alexander Pushkin, in Journey
to Arzerum, made in 1829 (published in 1836), recollects the atmos-
phere which he witnessed in Erzurum as the Russian troops victori-
ously entered the city.

The Armenians noisily crowded into the narrow streets. Their lit-
tle boys ran before our horses, making the sign of the cross and
repeating: ‘Christians! Christians!’.*

On a mythological level, both for Abaza and Pushkin, Armenia had
been a Christian country of Noah’s Ark, a territory belonging to sa-
cred history. Following the Russian army, which was engaged in bat-
tles with the Turks, at some point of his journey the poet sees a moun-
tain which immediately evokes the biblical context in his mind

Against the clear sky stood a white, snowy, two-headed moun-
tain. “‘What mountain is that?’ I asked, stretching, and heard the
answer: ‘It’s Ararat.” How strong is the effect of sounds! I gazed
greedily at the biblical mountain, saw the ark, moored to its top
in hopes of renewal and life - and the raven and the dove flying
off, symbols of punishment and reconciliation.®

3 “Jtum nobbae Pycckuxb 0cBOGOIMIN KOPEHHYI0 ADMeHi0 u3b MOAL BiacTu Ilepciu.
Ho Bo3cTaHOBIEHIe ADMEHiH yKe HOTEPSIIO CMEICIE Toch Toro, ¥To ['py3ist 106poBOIIb-
HO BOIIIJIa BB COCTaBb Poccin. Kaks He3aBUCHMas CTpaHa, ApMeHist Obiyia Obl CTUIIKOMB
cnaba g5 caMoCTOATenbHOM 60pb0sI Cb [Tepcieit u Typiiieit u HeMUHyeMo BHOBB cabiia-
71ach GBI KEPTBOIO CBOUXD MYCYIbMaHCKUXb cocheil. Temeps xKe apMsHaMb OTKPHIBA-
JIOCh HOBOe eguHOBbpYeckoe oTeyecTBo, 00e3meynBamllee UXs HAPOZHOCTE, Bbpy u
o0BIYau OTH BCIKUXb MOKyLIeHi#” (Abaza 1888, 104).

4 “ApMsHe IIYMHO TOJIIMIMCH B TECHBIX ynumnax. VX Manpuuimmky Gexanu mepeq
HAUINMHU JIOMAAbMU, KPecTsach 1 moBTopsis: Xpuctusu! Xpuctusu!” (Pushkin 1974, 557).
5 “Ha sicHoMm HeGe Genena CHeroasi, AByrjaBas ropa. ‘dto 3a ropa?’— CIIPOCHI S,
TOTATUBAsACH, U YCNbIIal B 0TBeT: ‘OTo Apapat’. Kak cunpHo melictBre 3ByKoB! XKap-
HO T7sifien 1 Ha OubneiicKyio ropy, BUAel KOBUer, IPUYalUBIINY K ee BepIINHe C Ha-
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In turn Abaza casts not a shade of a doubt on similar biblical allu-
sions to say that

[Armenians] consider themselves the first-born people and trace
their origin way back in a direct line from Noah. Confirming their
opinion, the Armenians refer to the book of Genesis, recognising
Ararat as the very place on which the ark stopped, and indicating
that Noah and his family, the only ones saved from the flood, did
not leave Ararat.®

Many people refute the significance of Armenia in a sense of it be-
ing the cradle of humanity. [...] But, according to the most recent
writers, all these arguments fall short in the struggle against the
Biblical legends.”

No matter how deeply religious the poet and the general were, they
would view Armenian Christianity as a path to some autochthonous
historical starting point in the distant past, tangible in their rheto-
ric of annexation. Religious connotations in the Russian perception
of Armenia had had a long history related to the country’s geopol-
itics, starting with Peter the Great’s attempts to support Christian
minorities in Persia, then the concerns of Alexander I “to take spe-
cial care to win over the Armenian nation”, to strengthen “the faith
of Christians” in Armenia and throughout the last years of the reign
of Alexander II (1855-1881), who appointed Count Loris-Melikov, Ar-
menian in origin and the hero of the Russo-Turkish War, to head the
Russian government in fighting Russian revolutionaries. The assas-
sination of Alexander II led to Loris-Melikov’s downfall and ushered
in the time of reaction. The growing influence of middle-class Arme-
nians in Armenia, their conflicts with the Georgian nobility and the
promotion of education in the Armenian language and culture had
made the people less subject to tsarist control towards the end of the
nineteenth century (Suny 1997, 127-8).

Armenians had been elaborating their own national political dis-
course at least since 1880s when Hai Heghapokhakan Dashnaktsutiun

neknoi OOHOBIEHUS U KU3HU — U BpaHa U roIyOuly U3/IeTalOIUX, CHMBOJIL Ka3HH 1
npumupenus” (Pushkin 2016, 381).

6 “[ApMsHe] cYuTaOTH ce0s MEPBOPONHEIMB HAPOZOME U BELYTH CBOE IIPOUCXOKIEHIe
1o mpsiMo¥t uHiKM oTh Host. By mogTBEpKAeHie cBoero MHbHIS, apMsiHe CCHLIAIOTCS Ha
KHUTY BHTig, npusHatomyio ApapaTs ThMb MbCTOMB, Ha KOTOPOM® OCTAHOBUJICS KOB-
4Yers, ¥ yKa3hlBalolyio, 4To Hoil i ero ceMbsi, eUHLIE CTIaCEHHEIE OTH BCEMIpPHATO I10-
TOIA, He yoansanuch oTs Apapar” (Abaza 1888, 14-15).

7 “IIpoTuBb 3HA4YeHist ADMEeHiH, Bb CMBICITh KOJIEIGEIH pofa YenoBbueckaro, BO3CTalOTh
MHorie. [...] Ho, mo MubHil0 HOBbAIMUXD mucaTesnel, Bch 3T CIOPH He BHIIEPKUBIOTH
60pn0EI Cb OubIeiickuMy cka3aHisiMmu” (Abaza 1888, 15-16).
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(Armenian Revolutionary Federation) gained acceptance as the first
real Armenian political organisation with a programme adopted in
1892 and aimed at the administrative and economic freedom of Turk-
ish Armenia (Hovannisian 1967, 17). Apart from the central concern
for the Turkish Armenia, the Dashnaktsutiun nationalistic cause had
been fuelled by various factors even in times when the people had
been under protection of the tsar’s Russia. Thus, in 1885, the tsarist
government imposed the Russian as the language of instruction and
shut down the hundreds of Armenian schools which had been operat-
ed by the Armenian clergy and community. This was not mentioned
by General Abaza in his History of Armenia. Later, in 1903, the tsa-
rist government ordered that the estates of the Armenian Church be
turned over to the Ministry of Agriculture and the Department of
State Properties (Suny 1993, 26, 69, 92). As a result, there followed
two years of organised mass protests in which the Dashnaktsutiun
joined forces with the Armenian clergy whom they frequently criti-
cised, as well as with the Catholics (Hovannisian 1967, 18).
However, the Russian government undertook measures to pacify
the region in the first decade of the twentieth century by sending the
viceroy of the Caucasus Adjutant-General Illarion Ivanovich Voronts-
ov-Dashkov (1837-1916) who reported to Nicholas IT in 1913, endeav-
ouring to instil sobriety in the perception of the region whose “pecu-
liarities are difficult to comprehend without intense attention from
the remote centre” (Voroncov-Daskov 1913, 6-7). The picture drawn
by the viceroy portrayed Armenians as peaceful, self-sufficient, agri-
cultural minority, not at all a burden to Russia which was not going to
turn them into an industrialised force as part of its imperialistic am-
bitions. Moreover, the viceroy’s Armenians were the minority which
was remote from any attempts to form a sovereign national state.

‘There is no separatism among the Caucasian Armenians’ as I al-
lowed myself to testify to you, Sire, in 1907, when the troubles did
not subside, and again I boldly confirm this at the present time, when
the past years have proved the correctness of the quoted testimony.®

The Adjutant-General then explained how the trial of the 30 mem-
bers the Dashnaktsutyun party had exaggerated the actual insuffi-
cient influence of the Armenian nationalists and “ended with a puff”
as it could not prove “the revolution in the whole people” (Voroncov-
Daskov 1913, 7). The paternalism in the view on the region in the Vo-

8 “'Hukakoro cemapaTu3Ma Cpefiu KaBKa3CKHXb apMsHB He CyIIeCTBYEeTH I03BOJII-
nu s ce6b cBupbTenscTBOBATH Mepens Bamu, Tocymaps, Bb 1907 rony, Koraa He yTUXJIa
elle CMyTa, ¥ CHOBa cMbJ10 mogTBEpK a0 9TO B HACTOSIIEe BpeMsl, KOTfia IIPOoTeKIie
rOfibl [OKAa3aJiy IPaBoTy mpuBefeHHaro ceuabrensctea” (Voroncov-Daskov 1913, 7).
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rontsov-Dashkov report is undeniable. This imperial vision of a small
people of the Caucasus seemed to dominate the minds of many intel-
lectuals and ‘statespersons’ as it was grounded in other powerful ide-
as such as the messianic role of Russia as the only Orthodox empire
in the world, its specific mission to the world, its military strength
etc. The report regards the people of Armenia not as those belong-
ing to their land but as countryless subjects living in “our Caucasus”
or in “Turkish Armenia”, a minority devoid of their own borderlines,
sharing the land with other peoples of the Caucasus. No statesperson
would dare to propose Armenia as a unique nation with its right to be
a sovereign state and its people to be free because they are Armeni-
ans, i.e. they were not emphasising the rhetoric of nationalism even
if they saw Armenians as a people with its history. Abaza conclud-
ed his chapter on the people of Armenia with a universal statement.

This people, as well as all of Adam’s kin, has their own strengths
and weaknesses.’

At the turn of the century and towards World War I and the Russian
revolution, the view of medieval Armenian art seems to be thus per-
vaded with imperial vision which did not distinguish national specif-
icities even though some nationalistic movements were already un-
derway both in Russia and among the Armenians. The generation of
intellectuals born in the late nineteenth century was very much of
an imperial mindset; it cut through their writings regardless of their
social and ethnic origin. Not that Armenians and Georgians were not
proud of their local heritage (Filipova 2018), but the general view of
the empire was not questioned. The predominant contemporary pol-
icies affected their perception of the medieval past: it was so easy to
see in the medieval Ani a sort of metaphorical mirror of Thilisi which
was an almost Armenian city in Georgia, where scholars and intel-
lectual would experience daily a thorough cultural métissage. Yet a
new historiographical turn would soon start to reflect the massive
events which were shaking regimes and philosophies.

3 From Lenin to Stalin: From Byzantium to Armenia

We do not have significant ‘Soviet’ studies on Armenian architecture
from the early years after the October Revolution. This situation can
be easily explained in the context of the tragic events of those years
of which we wrote earlier. After its annexation to the Soviet Union at

9 “Hapopnb ceit, Kakb u Bch 0T Agama nmpoucxonsuiie, "MbeTh CBOU OCTOUHCTBA U
HepoctaTtku” (Abaza 1888, 120).
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Figurel

Nekrasov, A. (1924). Vizantijskoe i
russkoe iskusstvo: Dlja stroit. fak. Vuzov.
Moscow: Idzanie Gosudarstvennogo
Universal’nogo Magazina

the end of the twenties, the Armenian Socialist Republic found itself
in dire economic conditions (Bobelian 2014). At the same time, more
generally, in the years of Lenin, despite the violent persecutions, most
scholars who remained in the Soviet Union continued their studies
along the lines of what they had been doing before. As an example,
below is a summary by Aleksey Nekrasov (1885-1950) in his volume
entitled Byzantine and Russian Art published in 1924 [fig. 1]:

Armenia was linked to Persia, Mesopotamia, Syria and Anatolia;
this determines its architecture. Some scholars want to see more
Hittite echoes in Armenian architecture; but anyway, in the fifth
century and later we see on the soil of Armenia both Syrian basil-
icas and central shaped buildings with exedras. The heyday of Ar-
menian architecture belongs to the so-called third century and the
era of Byzantine art. But it was too early for gable roofs and tent
tops instead of the curvature of the roofs and domes of Byzantine
architecture, where the roof was laid right along the arches. Re-
call that the exclusion of Ravenna is explained by the imposition
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of Antiochian art. It is quite possible that these features, especial-
ly zpatras[...] are deep Eastern archaism. Archaism affects Arme-
nia in curious forms. (Nekrasov 1924, 30)*°

Apart from the first sentences - which emphasise the transcultural
dimension of Armenian art - Nekrasov’s main thesis maintains that
Armenian architecture was an integral part of Byzantine architec-
ture. Furthermore, throughout the volume, Armenia is part of a gen-
eral narration dedicated to Byzantine architecture. This is therefore
a point of view that is completely consistent with what was described
above, which is logical when we consider that the scholar graduated
in 1920 from the University of St. Petersburg, where he had studied
with Dimitri Ajnalov (1862-1939), who had been a student of Kondak-
ov (Khruskhova 2012). Interestingly, in the introduction, completed
in 1923, there are no allusions to any new vision of the world. A small
nation, Armenia, wedged between colossal empires and exposed to
their influence on all sides. The historical events of the late teens and
early twenties, which we relate further, underpin this image entirely.

The Great War and the Russian revolution had brought a huge turn
of the helm as the poet Osip Mandelstam wrote in his poem The Twi-
light of Freedom (1918). In the turmoil of the war, the Turkish govern-
ment decided to ultimately resolve the question of its northeastern
frontier, the territory of fierce contention with Armenians inhabiting
it which led to their genocide in 1915 and this in its turn provoked
even greater resistance on the part of Armenian revolutionaries and
reinforced their nationalistic ideology (Suny 1993, 28-9, 42).

The Bolsheviks faced the trouble of readjusting annexation pol-
icies and the in-depth recoding of the political vocabulary. Saving
their revolution, they signed the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk (1918) which
turned Transcaucasia into an arena of territorial conflicts in which
the leaders were able to employ the terms of national interests as
long as the Bolshevik peace programme based on the principles of
no indemnities, no annexations, and the right of every nationality to
self-determination (Reynolds 2011, 174).

10 “ApwmeHus0bia cBsizaHa c [lepcueit, Meconotamueit, Cupueii u M. A3ueii; aTum
OIIpeneNnsieTcs ee apXUTeKTypa. HeKoTOphie y4eHbIe XOTST BUNETH B a@pMSIHCKON apXu-
TEKTYype ellle 0T3BYKHU XETTCKOH; HO, Kak Obl TO HU OBLIO, B V B. ¥ T03HEE MBI BUAUM
Ha [10YBe ADMEHHUU KakK CUpUicKue Oa3UIUKHY, TaK U LEHTPUYEeCKHUeE; 3MaHUS C 3KCe-
npami [...]. PaciBeT apMsSHCKON apXUTEKTYPH OTHOCUTCS K, TaK Ha3EBAeMOMH, 3 D € 1T
0 ¥ 310Xe BU3aHTUMCKOTr0 UCKyccTBa. Ho yxe paHO MOSBUIUCEH IBYCKATHEE KPOBIIU U
LIATPOBEIE BEPXY BMECTO KyPBATYPH KPHIII U KYIIOJIOB BU3AHTUHCKOTO 30049€CTBa, TIe
KPOBIIS KJIaJIaCh IIPSMO 10 CBOJAM; BCIIOMHUM, YTO HCKJII0YeHNe PaBeHHE 00bICHIET-
Cs BIUSTHUEM aHTHOXUNCKOTO UCKYCCTBa. BecbMa BO3MOKHO, UTO 3TH Y€PTH, 0COOEH-
HO IIATPHI [...] ABIAIOTCS IITyOOKUM BOCTOUHBIM apXau3MoM. ApXau3M CKa3bIBaeTCcs B
Apmennu B m060onHTHEX Gopmax” [spacing in the original].
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The tsar’s Russian Caucasus Army, faithful to the former govern-
ment, did not submit itself to the new rulers in Petrograd. Its disso-
lution began in 1917 with the subsequent forming and arming of Ar-
menian and Georgian units, the only soldiers in these regions who
had a stake in resisting the onslaught of the Ottomans. In doing so,
they were virtually bringing to life the words of the Bolsheviks’ de-
cree no. 13, ‘On Armenia’ signed by Lenin and the Commissar for
Nationalities Joseph Stalin (published in Pravda, 13 January 1918)
(Reynolds 2011, 179). The document related the two mutually exclu-
sive points: Armenia’s weakness to withstand the Ottomans without
Russia and the right of national self-determination which would be
impossible to realize without Armenians taking to arms themselves.

Witnesses on all fronts, Turks, Russians, Armenians, Georgians,
and Azeri wrote of political and humanitarian havoc into which Tran-
scaucasia had been thrown in 1917-18. In a catastrophic situation of
Turkish offensives and the absence of real support from the collaps-
ing Russian empire they organised themselves into a single political
body, the Transcaucasian Democratic Federation (9 April 1918), still
hoping for unity in their land, but internal and external tensions and
intrigues were so strong (including British and German military in-
terventions) that the Federation eventually dissolved and the people
indeed had to form independent states without being able to main-
tain them. To borrow the expression of one scholar, this part of the
Russian empire “collapsed along national lines” (Martin 2001, 19).
On 30 May 1918 the Armenian National Council, declaring independ-
ence - that is, the necessity “to pilot the political and administrative
helm of the Armenian provinces” - used no nationalistic slogans, not
even words like ‘republic’ or ‘independence’. Although proclaimed an
independent country, Armenia did not have a capital city and its na-
tional elites resided in Georgian Tiflis, while Erevan was predomi-
nantly a Muslim city (Reynolds 2011, 212). The period of Armenian in-
dependence lasted only two years, from the end of World WarI to the
arrival of the Red Army in the last month of 1920 (Suny 1993, 129-30).

It was undeniable that, except for their revolution, the Bolsheviks
were dealing with territories like the colonial rulers had done before
them. Similarly to the tsarist government, at first they found it more
convenient not to divide the Caucasian peoples into separate republics,
but to unite them. By early 1924, Armenia was a republic within the
Transcaucasian republic, which in turn was a member of the union of
Soviet republics (Suny 1993, 141). But trying hard not to resemble the
tsarist colonial policies, in twenties, they created Armenian adminis-
trative and economic organs as well as a film studio, a national radio,
an academy of science, museums, and a state university, all operating
in Armenian. They introduced the policy of korenizatsiia (rooting) or
‘nativization’, opening schools, theatres and newspapers in the Arme-
nian language (Suny 1993, 146). The early twenties in Armenia were
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-
Figure 2 Lavrentiy Beria with Svetlana Stalin and Joseph Stalin. 25 September 1934. © RIA Novosti

years of relative thawing and liberation. The majority of Russian par-
ty members, however, did frown upon the new nationalities policy and
viewed it as no more than a temporary ‘concession’ (Martin 2001, 21).

Employing the slogan of national self-determination of people, the
Bolsheviks, in fact, aimed for the modernisation and industrialisa-
tion of Armenia which was largely an agricultural society. In the late
twenties and early thirties, the Soviet regime abolished the policy
of supporting independent peasant agriculture urging the farmers
to join collective farms. Towards 1930, collectivization befell 63%
of all peasant households in Armenia; in 1936, almost four-fifths of
all households had been collectivised (Suny 1993, 151). These years
were also the time of widespread purges; the forces of centralisation
of the Soviet government began repressions of the former Dashnaks,
independent Marxists, and Mensheviks who were accused of being
Trotskyists. The period of intellectual freedom and debate in Arme-
nia was brought to an end (Suny 1993, 146).

The prominent role in subsequent repressions was played by
Lavrentiy Beria, head of Georgian OGPU from 1926 [fig. 2]. In 1931
he became secretary of the Communist Party in Georgia, and, a year
later, for the whole Transcaucasian region. His endeavours caused
the death of 10,000 people. In 1935, he summarised the results of his
work in his oration titled, On the History of the Bolshevik Organisa-
tions in Transcaucasia. The targets of his attacks were the ‘Dashnaks’,
that is anybody expressing criticism of the Communist regime (Paya-
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Figure 3 Brunov, N. (1935). Ocerki po istorii arhitektury: V 3 tomach. Tom 2, Grecija. Rim.
Vizantija. Moscow: Leningrad.

slian 2007, 176). He labelled them “creators of national trade unions”,
“the party of nationalistic bourgeoisie”, “supporters of Armenian
bourgeoisie”, and “the arsonists of the hostility between Armenian
and Azerbaijani population” (Berija 1948, 236-7).

The text was written in 1935 as a reminiscence of ‘heroic’ activi-
ties of the Bolsheviks in the Caucasus. In 1936, the head of Armeni-
an Communist party from 1930 to 1936, Aghasi Khanjian, who had a
significant local base of support in Armenia, and aspired to be a na-
tional leader, was Kkilled just before he was due to meet Beria. There
followed unprecedented purges against Armenian communists with
thousands of high- and low-ranking people disappearing in the waves
of terror and ethnic Russian officials taking their places at command-
ing positions (Suny 1993, 157). The centre which previously could
not hold together the falling empire was now being remodelled. The
dominant tone and thought of Beria’s On the History of the Bolshevik
Organizations in Transcaucasia was Stalin, portrayed as all-knowing
and powerful deity who had managed to bring peace and order to the
region (Berija 1948, 5-6).

The new Soviet leaders of Armenia watched closely the develop-
ments in the Armenian Church whose members had been persecuted
and properties confiscated since the early twenties. The active anti-re-
ligious campaigns began in 1928 (Avgustin 2001, 329-55). In 1930, the
Armenian Catholics, Kevork V - who until 1927 refused to recognise
the atheist Soviet regime (Suny 1993, 144) - and the Soviet Armenian
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government saw it as an the opportunity to achieve “the decisive con-
quest of the leadership of the Armenian Church” (Corley 1996, 91-2; Su-
ny 1993, 144). This was part of a radical wave of repressions. The stud-
ies of historian Armenak Manukyan, the author of the book Political
Repressions in Armenia in 1920-53, showed that 14,904 Armenians had
been subjected to purges and repressions, of which 4,639 were shot
during the years from 1930 to 1938 alone (Manukjan 1999, 218-58).

As if echoing the purges, Soviet art historiography started to un-
dergo radical changes. In 1935, Nikolay Brunov (1898-1971) published
a volume dedicated to Greek, Roman and Byzantine architecture
[fig. 3] (Brunov 1935). He was a scholar of a new generation, educat-
ed in Moscow in the years just after the revolution and became a pro-
fessor at the Moscow Institute of Architecture in 1934. His book is
crucial for its description of the transformation in the Soviet vision
of art history. The introduction to the volume leaves no doubts about
the political context of its preparation:

The main achievement of the Greek and Roman architecture is the
liberation of architecture from religion and its approval as an in-
dependent area of human activity.

This process should be considered in connection with the de-
velopment of all human culture on the basis of socio-economic de-
velopment as a result of the transition from the Eastern despotic
system to the Greek and Roman. The separation of architecture
from other aspects of human activity is associated with the gen-
eral differentiation of culture, which very strongly and rapidly ad-
vanced in trade-slave states. In oriental theocratic despotism, re-
ligion was a connecting principle that deeply penetrated various
aspects of human activity, forcing them to serve themselves and
uniting them into one undifferentiated culture. In it, science, law,
art, etc., have not yet separated from religion and therefore have
not yet separated from each other [...]. Only by referring to this
whole grand process of the gradual development and complica-
tion of human culture, which continues from the pre-class socie-
ty to the present day, one can correctly assess the stage at which
the architecture of the trade-slave states is located as part of the
entire culture of this era. (Brunov 1935, 11)**

11 “OCHOBHBIM [OCTHXXEHHEM TI'DEeYeCKOM U PUMCKON apXUTEKTYphl SBISIETCS
0cBOOOXKeHUE 30[YeCTBa OT PEJIUTHM U YTBepXKIEeHHUe ero KaK caMOCTOATEeIbHON
00J1aCTH YeJI0BEYECKON I€ATEIBHOCTH.

9TOT mpoIecc HYKHO pacCMaTPUBAaTh B CBSI3U C Pa3BUTHEM BCEH YeJIOBEYECKOMN
KYJIBTYPH Ha OCHOBE COI[MAIbHO-9KOHOMUYECKOT'0 Pa3BUTHUS B pe3yNbTaTe Iepexosa
0T BOCTOYHO-[IECIIOTHYECKOT0 CTPOS K 'PeYecKoMy U puMcKoMy. OTHeneHre apXUTEK-
TYPHI OT [PYTUX CTOPOH YeJI0BeYeCKOM NesTeNbHOCTH CBSI3aHO ¢ o0lei nuddeperiua-
1uel KyJIbTYPH, KOTOPas OY€Hb CUIIFHO U GEICTPO IPOABUHYJIACH BIIEPE]] B TOPrOBO-Pa-
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The new regime had finally penetrated the minds of intellectuals of
the new generation. The quotation sounds like a distant but clear par-
aphrase of the events in those decades. The standpoint taken by a
Moscow ivory-tower scholar is but shorthand for the aforementioned
repressions, purges, prosecution of well-to-do peasants and expropri-
ations of Church property. Imbued with Marxist dialectic, the text im-
plies the primitive role of religion in social evolution following Com-
munist doctrine verbatim. Speaking about Byzantium, the author
even embellishes his rhetoric with a direct quotation from Marx:

Constantinople is the Eternal City, it is the Rome of the East. West-
ern civilization, highly amalgamated by oriental barbarism under
the Greek emperors. (Marks 1957, 239)

The Byzantine Empire is a feudal, theocratic, strictly centralised
monarchy that in many ways resembles oriental despotism, espe-
cially Persian, revived again in the third century under the Sassa-
nid dynasty with its magnificent court ceremonial of the third and
fourth centuries which influenced the Roman court, and later, in
the fifth and the sixth centuries, had a great impact on the Byzan-
tine court. (Byzantium also resembles the Assyrian monarchy, the
successor of which, to a certain extent, was the Persian monarchy.)
However, the feudal Byzantine Empire is the direct successor of
the slave-owning Roman Empire, in which the process of feudal-
ization in the fourth century led to the reincarnation of its eco-
nomic and social basis. [...] But the Byzantine Empire, in which the
Greeks played a dominant role, became more and more Greek-cen-
tred, the Byzantines considered the past of the Greek culture their
own, and themselves its successors. In Byzantium, all areas of cul-
tural activity were strictly subordinated to religion, which is typical
of the feudal worldview. But Byzantine architecture does not mean
returning to the stage of the pre-Greek architecture, though it is
based at the same time on ancient tectonics. Other Eastern mon-
archies, especially Persia and Muslim states, also inherited Greek.
(Brunov 1935, 11-2)**

0oBJIafieTbY€CKUX TOCYAapCTBax. B BOCTOUHEIX TEOKPATUYECKUX NECHOTUSX PETIUT U
OblJ1a CBSA3YIOLIMM Ha4aJioM, KOTOPOe I1y60KO IPOHU3bIBAIIO CAMEIE PA3/INYHbIE CTOPO-
HEI 4€JI0BEYECKOM NeITEeIbHOCTH, 3aCTaBIIsAs UX CIIYKUTh ce0e U 00 beANHSS UX B ONHY
HenubdepeHIMPOBaHHYIO KYIbTYDY. B Hell HayKa, IpaBo, UCKYCCTBO U T. [. ellie He 0T-
TeJIUIIACh OT PEJIUTHH U B CBSI3U C 9TUM ellle He OTHeJIUINCh APYT OT Apyra. [...] Tombko
uMesi B BULIY BECh 3TOT T'PAHAMO3HEIH IPOIECC TOCTENIEHHOT 0 PA3BUTUSA U YCIIOKHEHU ST
YeJI0BeUECKOM KYJIbTYPHlL, KOTOPHIE OT 3M0XY JOKJIACCOBOT0 00IIECTBA IIPOHOIKAETCS
70 HAIIKX OHEH, MOXKHO IIPaBUJIbHO OLIEHUTH 3Tall, Ha KOTOPOM HaXOOUTCS apXUTEKTY-
pa ToproBo-paboBIafieIbYeCKUX TOCYNAPCTB KaK YaCcTh BCEH KYIBTYDH STOHU SMOXH”.

12 “BusaHTHMCKas UMIEPHU - peoganbHasi, TEOKpaTUYeCKas, CTPOTO IIeHTPATU30-
BaHHAs MOHAPXHs, KOTOPas BO MHOTOM HAallOMHUHAET BOCTOYHEIE IECIIOTHH, 0COOEHHO
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Figure 4 The Church of Aruch. Tth century. Photo Katarina Krav&ikova. © Center for Early Medieval Studies

However, in the pages dedicated to the art of the Caucasus, Brunov
writes:

A comparison of the monuments of Armenian and Georgian archi-
tecture of the sixth-seventh and subsequent centuries with the
monuments of Christian architecture of the Mediterranean re-
gions shows that the Caucasus was at that time closely connected

TePCUACKYI0, BHOBL Bo3popguBiryiocs B I1I Beke npu guHacTuu Caccanunos (cp. T. I) u
yxke B IIl u IV Bekax CBOMM IBIIIHBIM IPUABOPHLIM IIePEMOHUAJIOM BIUSIBIIYIO HA PUM-
CKHUU OBOp, a mo3nHee, BV u VI BeKax, 04eHb CHJIBHO BIMSBIIYIO HA [BOP BU3aHTHI-
ckuil. (BuzaHTHUS HanoMUHaeT TaK¥Ke U aCCUPUNCKYI0 MOHAPXUIO, IpeeMHulleil KOTo-
PO¥i 10 U3BECTHOM CTENEHHU CTajla epcuacKas MoHapxus.) OmHako ¢peopmanbHas BuzaH-
THHCKas UMIIepUs SBNISEeTCS HEOCPeNCTBEHHON MPOfoIXKaTelbHUIIeH paboBianess-
4eCKOW PUMCKO¥ MMIIepHH, B KOTOPOI nporecc ¢heomanu3anuy IpuBen yxe B IV Be-
Ke K [IePepPOXKAEeHUI0 ee X035 IUCTBEHHON U COLMANbHOM OCHOBEL. DTO 06CTOSTEILCTBO
COCTaBJIgeT CYILleCTBEHHOe pa3/inyue MeX/y BOCTOYHEIMHU NEeCIOTUSIMU U BU3aHTHUH-
CKO} MOHapxuei, KoTopas CJI0KUJIach B pe3yybTaTe pa3joxeHus paboBiafenbyecKo-
ro Puma. BusanTtuiinsl o XV Beka, KOTia UX UMIIEPHUS OKOHYATEIbHO OblJIa 3aBOeBa-
Ha Typkamu (1453 r.), Ha3wsBanu cebsi pomesmu. Ho BusaHTuiickas uMnepus, B KOTO-
PO¥ TPEKU UTPAJU TOCIOACTBYIOIYIO POJIb, BCe GOblIe U GONbIIe IPelu3UPOBaach,
IPOIIJIOe TPeYeCcKoH KyIbTYPHl BU3AHTHUHIIE CYUNTANIM CBOUM, a ce0si ee IIPOfoIKaTe-
naMu. B BusaHTuY Bce 0671aCTH KYIbTYPHOU AesITENBHOCTH OBIIN CTPOXKaimuM o6pa-
30M [IONYMHEHEBI PEJIUTUHY, YTO TUIIMYHO AJIs (eofanbHOro MUpoBo33peHus. Ho Bu3aH-
THHCKas apXUTEKTypa He 03HaYaeT BO3BPAIeHNS Ha CTYIEHb NOTpeYeCcKod apXuTeK-
TYPHI, @ OCHOBEIBAETCSI BMECTE C TEM Ha aHTUYHON TEKTOHUKE. [ DeyecKoe U PUMCKOe
Hacjefyue OOCTAlIOCh ¥ APYTUM BOCTOYHEIM MOHAPXUIM, 0CO0eHHO [Iepcuu u MyCyJib-
MaHCKUM rocygapcraam”.
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with the eastern provinces of the Byzantine Empire in the field of
architecture as well. [...] But at the same time, the architecture of
Armenia and Georgia already at this early time has its rather pro-
nounced face, which allows us to recognise the Caucasian monu-
ment among other Byzantine works. Eastern elements were also
very tangible in it, and the comparison of Armenian and Georgian
monuments with the Persian ones would be especially important.
Thus, in the large Church of the Cross in Mtskheta near Tiflis,
the end of the sixth-beginning of the seventh century, stands out
through the basis of the type of baptistery in Tebessa, complicat-
ed by a composition dating back to the church of Sergius and Bac-
chus in Constantinople, the dome on the square with tromps (i.e.
vaults bridging over corners) on the corners, which is so typical
of Sassanian palaces, for example in Firozabad. (12)**

This is absolutely in line with the doxa as outlined during the end
of the nineteenth century. The art of the Southern Caucasus is de-
scribed as above all very united (if not identical) and, despite local
specificities, clearly subject to the phenomenon of Byzantine art.
While this choice had a political angle in the years of Kondakov, in
this case, we believe we must think above all of the status quo that no
one wanted to question, considering the national politics of the new
empire. After a more liberal phase in the twenties, it had moved on
to an intense phase of Russification and centralization in the thirties.

The general art history studies of the early Soviet times, there-
fore, give the impression that the overall perception of Armenian
architecture remained consistent with that developed in late nine-
teenth-century writings and supported by widespread attitudes, de-
spite the explicit change in the rhetoric and secularization of the en-
tire discourse.

If we focus on more specific studies, however, written by Soviet
authors of Armenian nationality - and by nationality, we mean here
the famous ‘fifth point’ on the internal Soviet passport, where a So-

13 “ConocTaBiieHNe NaMATHUKOB apMSHCKOU ¥ TPY3WHCKOU apXUTeKTypsl VI-VII u
TIOCJIeAYIOMUX BEKOB C NaMATHUKAMU XPUCTHAHCKON apXUTeKTypHl IPUCPENU3EeMHO-
MOPCKHUX 061acTell moKa3kiBaeT, 4To KaBka3 ObLJI B 3TO BpeMsi TECHO CBSI3aH C BOCTOY-
HEIMU IPOBUHILUSMHU BU3aHTUICKON UMIIepUH U B 06/1aCTH apXUTeKTypHL. [...] Ho BMe-
CTe C TeM apxuTeKTypa ApMeHuu u ['py3uu yxe B 9TO paHHee BpeMs UMeeT CBOe [0-
BOJIBHO SIDKO BEIpaXKeHHOE JIHUII0, KOTOpOe MO03BOJsgeT TOTYaC y3HaTh KaBKa3CKUM Ia-
MSTHUK CPEAU APYTUX BU3AHTUUCKHUX IPOU3BEleHUN. B Hell 0ueHb CUJIBHEI ¥ BOCTOY-
HbIe 3JIEMEHTHI, 0COOEHHO BaKHO COIOCTABIIEHUE aDMAHCKHUX U I'PY3UHCKUX TaMATHH-
KOB C nepcupackumu. Tax, B Gonbuio# nepksu Kpecra B MuxeTe okono Tudiuca, KoH-
na VI - Havana VII Bexa, BEICTyIIaeT CKBO3b OCHOBY Tuna 6antuctepus B Tebecce, yc-
JIOKHEHHYI0 KOMIIO3UIIMeN, Bocxonsiel K nepksu Ceprus u Bakxa B KoHcTaHTUHO-
moJie, KyIOJI Ha KBafgpaTe C TPOMIaMHU (CBOLMKAaMHU, TIEPEKUHYTHIMHU Yepe3 YTJIEl) 110
yrjiaM, KOTOPHIH TaK THIIXYEH AJIsI CAaCCAaHUACKUX IBOPLOB, HanmpuMep B Pupo3abane”.
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viet citizen could even be of Italian or Jewish nationality - the rheto-
ric seems to be different. In his study on the Church of Arukhavank
[fig. 4], for example, Varazdat Harutyunyan (1909-2008) writes:

The powerful rise in construction in Armenia in the first half of the
seventh century had been prepared by a number of socio-histori-
cal premises, and led to the completion of the characteristic fea-
tures of the Armenian architecture as with respect to the design
of building and constructive techniques of the ancient masters,
and in relation to the addition national style. (Arutjunjan 1946, 3)**

A few pages earlier, we can read:

This rapid construction activity started in the period when Arme-
nia had been under the rule of the Sassanian marzban, the time of
a weakening Sassanian Iran in the first half of the seventh centu-
ry. This construction continued somewhat to a lesser extent in the
late seventh century - the initial period of the Arab invasions. (3)**

The whole concept then culminates, in the same passage, with the
following words:

The struggle for the independence of the Armenian people, which
was directed both against Arab and against Byzantine rule, was
headed by Prince Theodoros Rshtuni, who was the actual ruler of
Armenia in the initial period of the Arab raids. During the long
struggle between the Caliphate and the Byzantine Empire, each of
the opponents tried to attract Armenia to their side. (3)*¢

Published in 1946, the essay had been written in 1944. The interpre-
tation of facts, with a hostile view on the Byzantine Empire, seems

14 “MoOIIHBIH CTPOUTENBHEIHM MOOAbeM B ApMeHUU B mepBoi mnonosuHe VII B,
TOATOTOBJIEHHBIH PSNOM COLHMAJIbHO-UCTOPUYECKUX IPEANOCHIIOK, IpPUBENT K
3aBepPUIEHHUIO0 mpolecca 0GhOPMIIEHUS XapaKTEePHEIX YePT apMSIHCKOU apXUTEKTYPHI,
KakK B OTHOIIEHUH Pa3pabOTKU CTPOUTENIbHEIX ¥ KOHCTPYKTUBHBIX IPHEMOB APEBHUX
MacTepoB, TaK U B OTHOLIEHUH CJIOKEHUS HaIllMOHAIbHOTO CTHUIIS".

15 “Drta GypHas CTPOMTENbHAS AEATEebHOCTh HauaTas B Map3NaHCKOW ApMeHUH,
nepuopa ocnabeBIIero cacaHuACckoro Mpaxa B nepBoi nmosiosuHe VII B., B HECKOJIBKO
MeHbIIEH Mepe IPOfI0JIXKanachk ¥ BO BTOPoy ojioBuHE VII B.—HaYaIbHOM IEPUOJiE apad-
CKUX BTOPKEHUH".

16 “Bopbs0Oy 3a HE3aBHCUMOCTH apMSHCKOT0 Hapofa, KoTopas Obljia HalpaBieHa Kak
NPOTUB apabCKOro, Tak ¥ IPOTUB BU3AHTUICKOTO BIIafbI4eCTBa, BO3TJIABIIAI KHI3b
Teomopoc PmTyHU, KOTOPHIY ABIANCS GaKTHIeCKUM IIpaBUTeNIeM ADMEHUH B Hayajlb-
HOM Ieprofe apabckux Haberos. B xome gnuTenbHO# 60pbOE Mex iy Xanudartom u Bu-
3aHTUHUCKON MMIlepHel, KaXAbi U3 IPOTUBHUKOB CTapaJCs NpUBJIeYb Ha CBOIO CTO-
pOHY ApPMeHHI0”.
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Figure 5 Annenkov, Y. Portrait of Mikhail Babentchikov. 1921. © The Charnel-House

totally relevant from a historical point of view. Indeed, during the
seventh century, relations between Armenia and Byzantium were
rather complex (Maranci 2013-14). What is surprising, however, is the
generally very adversarial tone with respect to the Byzantine Em-
pire and the repeated insistence on the concept of Armenia between
two evils. In the second half of the nineteenth century, this rheto-
ric could have been interpreted as a veiled aspiration for independ-
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ence, a disturbing geopolitical scenario in the likelihood of which Vo-
rontsov-Dashkov had been trying to dissuade Nicholas II. Now, in the
course of the second global conflict, in which Armenian people were
to show their absolute loyalty and subordination to Stalin’s regime
in distress, any concept suggesting national autonomy or an autoch-
thonous origin would have been considered treason, even in academ-
ic papers with minimal readership.

Obviously, in specific studies, the autonomy of Armenian art from
Byzantine art had always been present. Our impression is, however,
that it is precisely with the Second World War that the reinterpretation
of the past is significantly detached from the historiography of imperi-
al tradition. Scholars began to surmise that Armenia had a potential
for independence in its history. But to do this, they had to revise the
concept of a country residing next to a neighbouring all-powerful em-
pire which had been the conventional worldview of the scholars writ-
ing from the imperial Russian perspective (not to mention that by all
accounts the Christian paradigm from its origin had been founded on
stories in which this concept was providentially essential).

Deconstructing Russia’s old imperial mentality, the Bolsheviks
had to cancel the role of the Byzantine Empire as a true origin for
the Russian culture and history which had been central for philoso-
phers, religious leaders, and politicians for decades (Berdjaev 2012,
33; Leont'ev 2005). A vision of Armenia as an autochthonous entity
had been in synch with the endeavours of the Bolsheviks to cast off
the past with its continuity into the present and ascertain the nature
of the people they annexed in their sheer existence as pure assets of
modernisation and industrialization torn from their traditional agri-
cultural ways and religious beliefs.

With the old concept of cultural, historical, and spiritual succes-
sion being demolished, new inquiries into the past obviously lacked
symbolic interpretations. But the perils that the USSR was thrown
into from the beginning of the war called for a change of roles for its
national republics which had been for two decades subjected to new
policies as the war created ultimate uncertainty. Statistics that are
known today allow us to draw a picture of Armenia and its people
as well as the Diaspora in a state of proactive engagement in many
contexts. In the course of the korenizatsija, ‘indigenization’ of 1929-
1933, the Soviet party leaders in Moscow considered the Armenians
as a culturally advanced nation to be treated preferentially in hu-
man resource policies and decisions concerning leadership positions
(along with the ethnic Russians, Ukrainians, Georgians, Jews, and
Germans) (Martin 2001, 23, 56). Considering the general 10% litera-
cy of the cultural minorities in the USSR, 36% of Armenians (46% for
the Russians) were literate and along with Georgians “overrepresent-
ed in higher education” of the Union (Martin 2001, 166). In the con-
text of ethnicity and nationality, Armenia had the lowest percentage
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of Russians living in its territory, constituting only 4% of the popula-
tion (21,000) by 1939, compared to other republics (Martin 2001, 77,
460). The linguistic korenizatsija in Armenia had been achieved rap-
idly with its experienced Bolsheviks, who immediately assumed lead-
ership positions. Soviet Armenia had influential native speakers, such
as Anastas Mikoyan, who occupied top party positions (Martin 2001,
77). By 1939, Armenian indices were remarkably more advanced as
compared to other republics in such categories as the percent of Ar-
menians in the total population in the republic (82.8%), the percent
of Armenian white collar employees (85.6%, the highest among the
republics), the korenizatsija rate (103.9%, the highest among the re-
publics). In all these indices Armenia had dominated since 1926 (Mar-
tin 2001, 380). The figures suggest that Armenia had been ready to
receive the status of a Soviet republic with its borders and modern-
ised identity in 1936, when Moscow abolished the Transcaucasian So-
viet Federated Socialist Republic and therefore recognised the pos-
sibility of establishing a political entity whose overall potential had
been very promising (Reynolds 2011, 265). In a way, Armenia could
have been an exemplary object of the Soviet rhetoric of decoloniza-
tion which in due time would arrive in such contexts as history of art.

The participation of Armenian people, both in Armenia and the Di-
aspora, in the Second World War is a story with very controversial
turns, irreconcilable as they are in this inquiry, but which can be re-
lated to the question of the radical changes in art history discourse.
The war did challenge the unfavourable geopolitical circumstances
in which Armenia had always found itself in history. Scholars enu-
merate facts proving that the concept of one nation in distress be-
tween two powerful empires at war had called to action Armenian
nationalists and separatists active on both sides of the battle lines.

Soviet Armenia supplied about 300,000 soldiers to join the ‘Great
Patriotic war’, about 23% of the republic’s population. More than 50
Soviet generals were Armenians, 32,000 soldiers were decorated in
the war, and over 100 were awarded with the star of the “Hero of the
Soviet Union’ (Walker 1990, 355-6). The 89th Infantry Rifle Division,
recruited among Armenians, was awarded the Order of Kutuzov for
its role in the capture of Berlin - the only Red Army national unit to
enter the German capital. As one of its veterans recollected, many of
the Armenian soldiers expressed a particular eagerness to take part
in capturing Berlin on account of the role of the German Empire as
an ally of the Ottoman Empire during the 1915 Armenian Genocide
(Hakobyan 1991, 299).

At the end of the war, Armenian loyalty and aspirations coincided
with the Soviet expansionistic politic, namely, Stalin’s plans to re-
turn Kars and Ardahan; this had been preceded by many petitions
which Armenian organisations had been sending to the Big Three in
1945, wishing for territorial annexations.

Eurasiatica 16 | 133
L'arte armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive, 113-150



Ivan Foletti, Pavel Rakitin
Armenian Medieval Art and Architecture in Soviet Perception: A longue durée Sketch

Figure 6 Portrait of Sedrak Barkhudaryan. Illustration from:
Sedrak Barkhudaryan - 120. Collection of scientific articles, Yerevan 2019, 6

However remote these dramatic events in Armenia may seem from
medieval art history, they affected the scholarly discourse, empha-
sizing the autochthonous nature of Armenian cultural heritage. In
1948, Mikhail Babentchikov [fig. 5], a Soviet art historian, wrote a
book in which he attempted to reshape the discourse.
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Figure7

Chgalpach¢'jan, 0. (1971). GraZdanskoe
zodCestvo Armenii. Zilye i obSestvennye TPAYKOAHCKOE 3004ECTBO APMEHHH
zdanija. Moskva: Izd. Literatury po
Strojtel’stvu
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Works of art of the Caucasus have been studied most often as aux-
iliary material, which had no independent academic value and nec-
essary only to illuminate the historical development mainly of Byz-
antine art. (Babenc¢ikov 1948, 13)*"

He goes further, however, giving an explanation for this fact:

All this was a direct consequence of the tsars’ colonial policies.
“Tsarism, - according to the words of comrade I.V. Stalin, - con-
strained, and sometimes simply abolished the local school, thea-
tre educational institutions in order to keep the masses in dark-
ness. Tsarism suppressed any initiative of the best people of the
local population. Finally, tsarism killed every activity of the peo-
ple on the outskirts of the country”. (14)*®

17 “IIpou3BeleHHUs UCKYCCTBA 3aKaBKa3bs U3y4a/IUCh Yallle BCEr0 KakK OACOOHEIH Ma-
TepuaJ, He UMeBIINI CaMOCTOSI TEJIBHOI0 HAYYHOr0 3HAaYeHU S ¥ He0OXOMUMBIH JIUIIb AT
OCBEIEHU T KICTOPUYIECKOT0 PA3BUTHUSI TIaBHEIM 00pa30M BU3aHTUHCKOTO UCKYCCTBA".

18 “Bce 9TO SIBNISINIOCH PSIMBIM CJIECTBUEM 1[apCKOM KOJIOHUAIbHOM MONMUTHKY. ‘[a-
pu3M,— 1o crnoBaM ToBapuia M.B. CranuHa, - CTeCHSJI, @ UHOTAA IIPOCTO YIIpa3mHAT
MacCTHYIO LIKOJIY, TeaTp, IPOCBETUTENbHEE YUPEKAEHUS IS TOTO, YTOOH IepKaTh
Macchl B TeMHOTe. Llapu3M npecekan BCAKYI0 UHUIIMATUBY JIY4IINX JI0fell MECTHOTO

"

HaceneHus. Hakonern, oapusm yﬁmaan BCAKYI0 aKTUBHOCTb HAPOAHBIXMACC OKPauH .
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It is clear that the art-historical discourse was reacting to chang-
es in the national politics which had been forged during the war
and due to its outcomes. Victorious, as the rest of the USSR, Arme-
nia now could enjoy the fruits of renationalization which had been
denied to the country under the Russian Empire. Stalin granted the
people their new identity free from the ghosts of the ancient Chris-
tian empire, thus securing its status in the idea of the new renation-
alized and cultured nationhood seeking new continuity with the past.

Expecting a liberal thawing of the Soviet politics after the war,
about 150,000 Armenian repatriates flocked to Armenia, which was
also part of Stalin’s expansionistic plans. In 1949, this active national
measure would result in purges against ‘nationalists’ and the subse-
quent repressive relocation of 15,700 Armenians to the Altai region
of the USSR (Walker 1990, 361, 363; Torosyan 2013, 78).

If we were to summarise in some way what we have asserted so
far, the perception of the architecture of the Caucasus in general and
of Armenia in particular, in the years after the revolution, continues
along the lines of the nineteenth century. The Caucasus is considered
to be a very artistically consistent region and an integral part of the
Byzantine world. In Marxist rhetoric, however, this is perceived in an
increasingly negative way. In the wartime years, then, there is - at
least in specialised literature - a significant change in direction: the
image of Byzantium ‘completely loses its positive connotation’ as an
ancestor of the empire and is identified as an external aggressor. Just
a few years later, Babentchikov explicitly states that regarding the
Caucasus as a provincial entity was a result of the colonial attitude
of the tsarist empire and that this situation had no historical legit-
imacy. What was stated above thus finds an explanation in the de-
velopment of the question of nation within the Soviet empire. In this
case, too, the movement is a consequence of the Second World War.

Such a tendency also appears to be perfectly logical in a more
general cultural policy of the USSR in these years. Indeed, while de-
scribing the country’s dominant artistic movement, social realism,
Stalin used the very famous words: “Socialist in content, national in
form” (Martin, Suny 2001, 67-82). Thus, the reflection on past cul-
tures can be seen as mirroring the reflection of coeval cultural pol-
icy. Furthermore, it shows how the ‘national’ question has been me-
diated, into Stalin’s years, through a reflection on arts and culture.
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Armenian Gavit. Illustration from:
Tokarskij, N. (1961). Arhitektura Armenii:
IV-XIVvv.Yerevan: Armgosizdat, 74

4 From Khrushchev to Breznev: A Marxist View
of Armenian Art

In the years before and just after the Second World War, the last years
of Stalin, the perspective on monumental Armenian art is profound-
ly changed by the political situation in the Soviet Union. The medie-
val past is ‘condemned’ due to the weight that religion had or for rea-
sons that seem to be directly linked to the global conflict. What is
interesting, however, is that there do not seem to be direct relations
with Marxist philosophy. This aspect seems to change over the six-
ties and seventies. While it is not possible to give an account here of
the studies and general publications in those years, certain aspects
consistently emerge. First of all, already outlined in previous years,
is the question of religion. Wherever possible, the role of Christiani-
ty in Armenian art and architecture is blurred or even silenced. This
is the case, for example, of a study by Sedrak Barkhudaryan (1898-
1970), who dedicates a monograph to the study of khachkars (stelae
decorated with crosses), which are absolutely essential to Armenian
identity [fig. 6]. He describes these monuments in general:
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Khachkars occupy a significant place among the monuments of me-
dieval Armenia. The earliest prototypes of them are the menhirs,
which received their perfect design in the Urartu era and contin-
ued to be erected until the nineteenth century. These Khachkar
steles were erected with very different goals: as monuments of vic-
tories, as boundary stones, as architectural patterns, etc. On the
basis of rich illustrative material, the speaker shows the develop-
ment of khachkars from ancient times. A large number of dated
khachkars bear the names of authors-artists and therefore are im-
portant for the study and dating of architectural ornamentation
and architectural structures, as well as for identifying schools of
carving artists. (Martirosjan 1957, 124)*°

These few lines describe the phenomenon in a fairly faithful man-
ner, aside for one fact: there is no mention of the fact that they fea-
ture crosses. This is not surprising, considering Barkhudaryan’s bi-
ography: a promising scholar, he was arrested in 1938 and spent the
next seventeen years in Stalinist camps. Cleared in 1954, he certain-
ly understood how dangerous the regime was. This kind of self-cen-
sorship can certainly be comprehended in the context of a biography
distorted by the Stalinist regime (Grigoryan 2005, 193).

In addition to the denial of elements of the past, though, Marxist
criticism was probably also responsible for a new approach. Given
its role in the promotion of the proletariat class, and also consider-
ing its complex philosophical approach, Marxist thought was at the
base of an original methodology. An early example can be seen in
the approach of Oganes Halpahchan (1907-1995) who, in 1971, pub-
lished a volume entitled Civil Architecture in Armenia [fig. 7]. His work
was dedicated to describing the medieval Armenian city with care-
ful attention to all the practical details of civil life. The volume in-
cludes pages dedicated to latrines, shops, and even religious struc-
tures (Chgalpach¢'jan 1971). His attention to the social history (of
art) is evident. This is clearly a completely logical point of view in
the Marxist environment, where the preoccupation with daily life of
the ‘little’ people was one of the founding pillars of artistic and cul-
tural production.

19 “Cpenu maMsATHUKOB CPeIHEBEKOBOU ApDMeHUM 3HAYUTEIbHOE MECTO 3aHUMAIOT
Xa4yKapHl. [JpeBHEUIINM IPOTOTUIIAM UX SBJISIOTCS MEHT P, KOTOPhIe ITOJIYYHUIIU CBOIO
COBEepIIEeHHYI0 KOHCTPYKIIUIO ellle B yPapTCKYIO 310Xy U IIPOMI0JIZKa Il BO3IBUTaThCA 10
XIX BB. OTH CTeJb-XadKapsl BO3ABUTAINCH C BECbMa Pa3HbIMHU L[eNIIMU: KaK TaMATHU-
KU n1o6efl, KaK MeXkeBble KaMHY, KaK apXUTEKTYPHBIN OpHaMeHT 4 Ip. Ha ocHoBe 6Gora-
TOr0 UJIIIOCTPATUBHOT O MaTepuasna AOKIagYuK I0Ka3bkBaeT IPoLecC Pa3BUTHS XadKa-
POB HaunHas C ApeBHEHIINX BpeMeH. bombIoe KOIU4YeCTBO JaTHPOBaHHBIX XadyKapoB
C UMeHaMU aBTOPOB-Xy[OXKHUKOB UMeeT BaXXKHOe 3HaYeHUe [JId U3yUYeHHs U NaTUPOB-
KU apXUTEeKTYyPHOM OPHAMEHTHKH U apXUTEKTYPHHIX COOPY2KeHHH, a TakKKe AJIS BBISB-
JIEHUH IIKOJI XyJ0XHUKOB-DE34YUKOB”.

Eurasiatica 16 | 138
L'arte armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive, 113-150



Ivan Foletti, Pavel Rakitin
Armenian Medieval Art and Architecture in Soviet Perception: A longue durée Sketch

Figure 9 Alexey Lidovin Armenia. 1987. © Private archive Alexey Lidov
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Figure 10 The Main Church of Akhtala. Illustration from: Zakaraia, P. (1990). Georgian Architecture. Thilisi

Just two years after Barkhudaryan’s book, a volume with a very dif-
ferent angle appears, written by Nikolay Tokarskiy (1961). In this
work [fig. 8] - which is composed of four relatively independent es-
says on Armenian architecture - four basic questions are explored.
The first essay is basically historiographical, as it addresses Marr’s

Eurasiatica 16 | 140
L'arte armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive, 113-150



Ivan Foletti, Pavel Rakitin
Armenian Medieval Art and Architecture in Soviet Perception: A longue durée Sketch

excavations, mentioned earlier. The second focuses on civil archi-
tecture, and the third is dedicated to the civil architecture of Ani.
The last essay discusses specific features of Armenian architecture
from the fourth to the seventh centuries. The second and third es-
says can be considered, given the point of view adopted, to be the re-
sult of a method (and a mentality) that is similar to Barkhudaryan'’s
work. Tokarskiy’s volume is much more scholarly, but the viewpoint
of these two works is fundamentally similar. Another important as-
pect: judging by their surnames, the two scholars are of Armenian
and Russian ‘nationality’, respectively. Both, however, demonstrate
a similar point of view. This is, we believe, proof of the fact that, in
the seventies, the USSR reached a climax both in its unity and in its
ideological consistency.

Tokarskiy’s work, however, offers one further important element:
the strictly formalistic method used to classify Armenian architec-
ture in the last chapter. This is not an exceptional feature, given that
a similar approach can be seen in countries beyond the Iron Curtain
in those same years - such as Longhi’s studies in Italy. The spread
of a formalistic approach in the countries of the ex-Soviet bloc does
not seem to be unintended: dedicating oneself completely to form
was a clever way to avoid addressing iconographic and therefore re-
ligious content.

Therefore, what emerges in the USSR’s peak years - in the years
when the Helsinki Agreement (1973-1975) was signed (Suny 1993,
187) - is the establishment of a decidedly Marxist point of view on
Armenian art. The absolute priority for this point of view is the social
history of art, while religious culture remains, in line with previous
years, in the margins. It is interesting to note that Byzantium - per-
ceived for decades as an integral part of reflections on the art of the
Caucasus - seems to simply disappear in studies dedicated to Arme-
nian art. Instead, the notion of Armenian ‘national art’ appears on
the horizon.

5 Gorbachev and the Fall of the Empire:
The Studies of Alexej Lidov

The several decades’ long merger with the USSR had turned the na-
tion into a controversial whole. Politically, in 1953-1988, the republic
was led by four ethnic Armenian leaders in a row (Suny 1993, 182).
Officially, throughout the Soviet years, Armenia remained a nation,
retaining its language as the official language of the republic (unlike
other Soviet republics), although Russification was powerful: 71.3%
of Armenians spoke Russian as their second language (Suny 1993,
184). Armenians were not disinclined to reside elsewhere in the USSR
(34.5% of all Soviet Armenians) (Suny 1993, 185). Armenian parents
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encouraged their children to apply to a university in Moscow or Len-
ingrad (Payaslian 2007, 184-6). Despite the consistent anti-national-
ist policies of the Soviet government, the nation solidified itself so
that the 1989 census revealed that 93,3% of the population were Ar-
menians (Suny 1993, 185). Even in matters of religion, Armenia could
boast a leader who was unofficially regarded as the leader of the na-
tion. During the demonstration of 1965 in Erevan, the Catholic Vaz-
gen I was among those who were considered to be instrumental in
pacifying the protesters, which would have been an unheard of sce-
nario in Central Russia (Suny 1993, 186).

The eighties in the Soviet Union corresponded to epochal changes
after Breznev’s death and a rapid succession to the power of the ‘old
guard’ when Mikhail Gorbachev was nominated as head of the party.
As we know, one of the crucial reasons for what was called the ‘im-
plosion’ of an empire was certainly the question of nation. In this con-
text, Alexey Lidov’s research deserves special attention [fig. 9]. At that
point, he was a graduate student at the State University of Moscow.

Lidov dedicated his brilliant research to the Church of Akhta-
la [fig. 10] and, more specifically, to its decoration. This well-known
building is representative of an interesting moment in Armenian his-
tory, when most of the territories of historical Armenia were includ-
ed in the kingdom of the Georgian Queen Tamar (1184-1213). Ac-
cording to Lidov, however, the monastery is a place where the two
cultures overlap:

At different times the region was part of the Kingdom of Georgia
but it remained a stronghold of Armenian culture. (Lidov 1991, 332)

This general observation, however, according to Lidov, can be iden-
tified in its architectural structure. We read:

In accordance with Georgian tradition the facades of the church
are decorated with large ornamental crosses with elongated win-
dows at their base. There are also typically Armenian elements in
the decor of the portals and individual motifs of the ornament. The
combination of these two traditions is the most important charac-
teristic of the architectural treatment of the Akhtala church. (333)

But the question is also confessional, given that the two populations
professed different Christian beliefs. About this, Lidov writes:

The strong Chalcedonian sympathies of the area clashed with the
most conservative aspects of the Armenian Church which, in times
of increased danger, adopted an uncompromising attitude to peo-
ple of other confessions. This situation became acute in the late
12th and 13th centuries when the region was ruled by two broth-
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Figure 11 Carréred’Encausse, H. (1978). L'empire éclaté: la révolte des nations en U.R.S.S. Paris: Flammarion
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ers, the Monophysite Zakare and the Chalcedonian Ivane Mkhar-
grdzeli of the princely house of the Zakharids. (7)

The family of the Zakharids is a crucial element, not only because of
the Akhtala Monastery. The two brothers came from the Armenian
culture. The second, Ivane, embraced the Chalcedonian faith. Their
reign must therefore be seen ecumenically.

This is what Lidov proves, observing several inscriptions present
in the church and where the hierarchies of the two currents of Chris-
tianity are mentioned together. The scholar concludes that:

There must be some special reason for so close a connection be-
tween a Chalcedonian and Monophysite higumenos. Perhaps it re-
flects a deliberate policy [...] to bring the main monasteries of the
two confessions closer together and thereby reduce the acrimony
of the religious disputes in his territories. (13)

This harmony, according to the scholar, was sought in the political
situation. Tamar entrusted positions of extreme prestige to the two
brothers, despite the fact that they were initially Monophysites. Lidov
cites an ancient Georgian chronicle that emphasises this situation.
He then continues with the following words:

It is hard to say why Tamar entrusted such high posts to Monophys-
ites. But she was certainly not mistaken in her choice. Taking the
Queen’s place at the head of the Georgian-Armenian forces, Zaka-
re and Ivane began to win one brilliant victory after another, an-
nexing new lands for Georgia, subduing the Muslim emirates and
winning great riches. [...] By the beginning of the tirteenth centu-
ry a large part of Greater Armenia had been liberated. The broth-
ers announce this proudly in the Armenian inscription at the Ho-
vanavank Monastery. (15)

Lidov also dwells on Ivane’s conversion to the Chalcedonian faith,
which he does not interpret as a betrayal, but as a key political ges-
ture (17). Ivane then helps make the alliance between the two (Chris-
tian) peoples facing a stronger outside threat. In Lidov’s research,
Ivane becomes an even more interesting and ecumenical figure, giv-
en that he is in direct contact with Rome:

In a letter of 1224 to Pope Honorius III about the concerted ac-
tion with the Crusaders to conquer Jerusalem, Ivane calls the Pope
‘the head of all Christians’ and himself ‘your humble and obedi-
ent son’. It is possible that this tolerance in religious matters was
largely determined by his belonging to the Armenian-Chalcedo-
nian circles. (18)
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Lidov summarises Ivane’s activities with the following words:

One can conclude that in the activities of Ivane Mkhargrdzeli polit-
ical and confessional tasks were organically combined, insofar as
both Zakharid Armenia and the Armenian-Chalcedonian Church
could develop successfully only given peaceful coexistence and the
gradual convergence of the different confessions. (18)

This is a very interesting reflection, and is clearly proven by the
sources. Lidov also opens up an almost completely unexplored field
of research. Published in Russian and in English 1991, the year of
the Soviet Union’s collapse, his transcultural and ecumenical view-
point would become, as the study presented in this volume by the ar-
ticle by Patrick Donabédian demonstrates, one of the most produc-
tive lines for the study of artistic production of the sub-Caucasian
area two decades later.

In this case, too, we wonder if the orientation of Lidov’s point of
view was, at least subconsciously, determined by the historical con-
text he was working in. Héléne Carreére d’Encausse had already sug-
gested in 1978, in her epochal volume La chute de I'Empire [fig. 11],
that the USSR would disintegrate following nationalist tendencies,
something that proved true (Carrére d’Encausse 1978). The Cauca-
sus was one of the particularly ‘hot’ places in the events that led to
the collapse of the country.

Within the period of the sixties and eighties, Armenia was a coun-
try that had been learning to be an integral part of the USSR, on the
one hand, with burgeoning nationalistic forces stirring it from with-
in, on the other. In the year 1965, Erevan saw a mass demonstration
commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the genocide in which
demands for reunification of the historic Armenian territories were
heard. Dealing with the issue, the Kremlin eventually permitted the
construction of the Genocide Monument at Tsitsernakaberd (Dzidz-
ernagapert). In 1966, Armenians in Karabagh petitioned the gov-
ernment in Erevan expressing grievances against Azerbaijani rule.
By 1975, the leaders of the Communist Party in Azerbaijan and that
of Armenia had heated discussions over the Armenian claim to the
mountainous Karabagh territories; the issue remained unresolved by
the Brezhnev government. But officially the nationalistic movement
in Armenia had been non-existent. The acts of terror which were at-
tributed to it received very little exposure, if any at all, in the Soviet
press; for example, the explosion in the 1977 Moscow Pervomaiskaia
metro station, which killed seven people and wounded thirty-seven,
was allegedly organised by members of Armenia’s secret National
Unity Party (NUP) (Payaslian 2007, 184-6).

Educated in Moscow, Lidov obviously had a different outlook on
nationalistic tensions. Also, considering the years in which he was
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educated, he was trained by a generation that, from the perspective
of the Soviet capital, considered the USSR to be a single intellectual
and methodological unit, despite differences in language and culture.
It is therefore tempting to suppose that, in light of the USSR being in
the grip of nationalistic tensions, Lidov would decide to study (con-
sciously or unconsciously, only he would be able to say) a historical
moment when the peoples of the Caucasus made union their strength.

6 Conclusion

As mentioned at the beginning of this paper, this is the first step to-
wards a broader reflection that we hope to carry out in the coming
years. The studies we have chosen for this paper are representative,
but only more exhaustive research can give further depth to the
thoughts explained above. What emerges clearly is that, even before
the birth of the USSR and for the duration of its existence, Armeni-
an art and architecture was not a neutral subject. Viewpoints con-
cerning these monuments served as a mirror of several issues that
were central to Soviet identity.

In the early years, this identity is still weak and only marginally
interferes with the studies. However, after Stalin’s rise to power, offi-
cial ideology would have an increasingly greater place in art-histori-
cal studies. First, it was necessary to remodel the past with a new so-
cial and ‘objective’ method resulting in Marx and Stalin becoming the
authorities condemning Byzantium and Imperial Russia respective-
ly. The last stage of this journey, made possible only by the changes
promoted by Gorbachev, would be very different: the medieval Chris-
tian Caucasus would become a place of transcultural exchange, dras-
tically different from the USSR in profound crisis.
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Abstract Vishaps are large-scale prehistoric stelae decorated with animal reliefs,
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1 Introduzione

Un fenomeno tipico dell’Altopiano Armeno, la vasta regione ciscaucasica che
include i pascoli d’altura dell’Armenia, della Georgia meridionale e della Tur-
chia orientale, € la presenza in montagna di megaliti preistorici decorati a ri-
lievi teriomorfi, convenzionalmente chiamati visap (Arm. ‘drago’).* Pur trat-
tandosi di monumenti di notevole fattura e grande impatto emotivo, conosciuti

1 Questo contributo & basato su dati raccolti nell’ambito del Progetto Vishap, che I'Autrice di-
rige insieme ad Arsen Bobokhyan e Pavol Hnila. A entrambi va esteso un particolare ringrazia-
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da oltre un secolo, la loro particolare localizzazione in luoghi remoti
e difficilmente raggiungibili, unita alla difficolta di decifrazione po-
sta da un repertorio iconografico senza immediati confronti, ha ral-
lentato significativamente la loro comprensione storico-artistica e
addirittura sancito un pressoché totale oblio scientifico nelle deca-
di passate, con l'eccezione di una poco divulgata corrente di ricerca
interna all’Accademia armena fortemente legata agli studi folklori-
ci (Bobokhyan in c.d.s.). Dal 2012, il Vishap Project, una missione ar-
cheologica dell’Accademia delle Scienze di Erevan, la Freie Univer-
sitat di Berlino e l'Universita Ca’ Foscari di Venezia, ha ripreso gli
studi ‘visapologici’, con l'obiettivo di chiarire il milieu storico-antro-
pologico in cui i viSap ebbero origine, partendo in primo luogo dal-
lo studio del contesto archeologico. Sette anni di lavoro sul campo
hanno consentito di raccogliere un gran numero di dati inediti e di
aprire nuove prospettive interpretative, tra cui una delle pit impor-
tanti concerne la lunga storia della ricezione di questi straordinari
monumenti. I visap perdurano con la loro imponente opaca materia-
lita dal momento della loro creazione fino ad oggi, funzionando come
catalizzatori, magneti e palinsesti di simboli e pratiche simboliche.
11 presente contributo si propone di attingere ai dati inediti raccolti
negli scorsi anni per ripercorrere a grandi linee i capitoli e le moda-
lita principali di questa storia. Prima di entrare nel merito specifi-
co, tuttavia, € opportuno ricordare i tratti fondamentali del fenome-
no nella forma che ebbe alle sue origini.

I visap sono stele a rilievo alte in media intorno ai tre metri, con al-
cuni esemplari eccezionali che arrivano a misurare oltre cinque metri
ed altri piuttosto piccoli che non superano il metro e mezzo.? La for-
ma delle stele e il repertorio iconografico delle decorazioni a rilievo
e limitato fondamentalmente a tre tipi [fig. 1]. Il primo tipo, da noi de-
nominato vellus, si presenta come un parallelepipedo quadrangolare,
sul quale & rappresentato a rilievo, come se vi fosse drappeggiato, il
vello di un capro, completo di testa, corna ed estremita. Il secondo
tipo, denominato piscis, € una rappresentazione verticale e a tutto
tondo di un pesce d’acqua dolce di grandi dimensioni, identificabi-
le come un pesce siluro, un pesce gatto o un luccio.®* Un terzo tipo di
viSap, che chiamiamo hybrida, combina entrambe le iconografie, tal-
volta rappresentando uno o piu velli caprini stesi sul ventre del pesce.

mento per aver condiviso i risultati delle loro analisi sul tema. Si ringraziano inoltre i
revisori anonimi per le critiche e i suggerimenti.

2 Una lista aggiornata dei dati pertinenti alle misure & pubblicata in Storaci, Gili-
bert 2019.

3 Per una analisi maggiormente dettagliata delle caratteristiche iconografiche rela-
tive a determinate specie ittiche, rimando a Storaci, Gilibert 2019.
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Figura 1l Tavolariassuntiva deitre tipi di viSap. © Autrice
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Fino ad oggi sono stati identificati 113 viSap, 83% dei quali (94)
si trova nell’odierna Armenia, localizzati per lo piu sul versante sud
del Monte Aragats e sul versante occidentale dei Monti Ghegham; il
resto si divide tra la Georgia meridionale (10), la Turchia orientale
(8) e il Nakhichevan (1). La densita distributiva attuale riflette forse
pil la storia delle ricerche che la realta sul campo; tuttavia, alla lu-
ce dei dati raccolti, € comunque legittimo ipotizzare che l'epicentro
del fenomeno sia da localizzarsi intorno alla Piana dell’Ararat. Dei
94 visap d’Armenia, 83 sono ascrivibili con certezza a uno dei tre ti-
pi sopra descritti (il resto & troppo mal conservato per consentirne la
tipologizzazione): 56 sono vellus, 19 piscis e 8 hybrida. I visap si tro-
vano per lo piu in pascoli d’altura, nei pressi di sorgenti, tra i 2.000
ei3.000 m s.l.m., raggruppati in piccoli gruppi sparsi che combina-
no le tre tipologie senza un chiaro ordine apparente. I luoghi in cui
furono eretti sono spesso distese prative leggermente concave e sin-
golarmente caratterizzate da una bassa intervisibilita, cosicché i si-
ti dei visap, comunque inaccessibili e innevati per gran parte dell’an-
no, poco si impongono nel vasto paesaggio montano e, per quanto i
larghi spazi consentano la presenza in loco di gruppi numerosi, essi
sembrano quasi dedicati a una cerchia di iniziati.

Un’analisi combinata della struttura iconografica suggerisce che
il significato simbolico dei visap vada collocato, con ogni dovuta ri-
serva, nell'ambito del culto delle divine origini delle acque. Nella for-
ma che questo culto assume nelle regioni settentrionali del Vicino
Oriente antico, il pesce diviene simbolo di un oceano sotterraneo di
acque dolci, da cui siritiene provenga sapienza ed equilibrio, mentre
le precipitazioni celesti, violente e imprevedibili, si immaginano vo-
mitate da un toro divino, al quale era necessario offrire capri in sa-
crificio (Storaci, Gilibert 2019). Ancora piu misteriose di questo gia
di per sé piuttosto occulto credo sono le pratiche alla base della pro-
duzione - evidentemente collettiva - di un’arte monumentale d’alta
quota: le ipotesi avanzate finora spaziano da feste stagionali spon-
sorizzate da personalita in cerca di autopromozione a riti iniziatici a
sfondo sciamanico a incontri di societa segrete (Hnila, Gilibert, Bo-
bokhyan 2019).* Un ulteriore problema e posto dalla datazione del
fenomeno, che per ora non si puo precisare se non tracciando una
finestra che si apre nel 5000 a.C. - data delle pil antiche tracce di
attivita umane nei contesti archeologici dei visap, legate alle prime
societa di pastori e agricoltori a sfondo egualitario - e si chiude nel
2100 a.C, che, come si vedra, & la data del piu antico riuso di un visap
in un nuovo contesto, in un periodo caratterizzato dall’esplosione di
forme di forte ineguaglianza nella distribuzione delle risorse (Gili-

4 Per un approccio antropologico al problema delle societa segrete in epoca preisto-
rica, si veda Hayden 2018.
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bert 2018, 16-17). La recentissima e tuttora inedita individuazione di
un frammento viSap ancora in situ lascia fortemente propendere per
una data assai alta: il frammento e stato rinvenuto circondato da un
monticolo d’ossa animali calcinate datate al C14 con alta precisione
(95,4%) al periodo 4240-4040 a.C.

A prescindere dalla data e dal loro contesto di origine, con il pas-
sare dei secoli i viSap furono sistematicamente modificati, distrut-
ti, reintegrati in nuovi contesti simbolici o riusati in ambito profano,
secondo percorsi non lineari e talvolta altamente individuali. Le mo-
dalita di questa ‘estetica della ricezione’ (apud Jauss 1991) rivelano
di volta in volta il dialogico mutare e perdurare di orizzonti cultu-
rali, senso artistico, fantasia figurativa, aspettative, preoccupazio-
ni, umane paure. Il presente contributo si propone di sintetizzare le
complesse e numerose tracce di riuso in cinque principali modalita
di ricezione, presentate in ordine cronologico. Il lettore tenga pre-
sente che molte delle informazioni elaborate in questo saggio si ba-
sano sull’evidenza archeologica documentata nel corso delle ricerche
sul campo presso il sito di Karmir Sar, sul versante meridionale del
Monte Aragats, dove sono stati rinvenuti dodici visap in situ, a una
quota di 2850 m s.l.m. (Gilibert et al. 2018 - € peraltro da questo si-
to da cui proviene il frammento databile di cui sopra).

2 Abbattimento

L'evidenza archeologica indagata a Karmir Sar indica che originaria-
mente i viSap erano monumenti solitari, eretti verticalmente e circon-
dati da uno spiazzo circolare o semicircolare di un paio di metri di
diametro, senza particolari installazioni, a parte il gia citato e uni-
co caso finora conosciuto dove il visSap era circondato di uno spes-
so deposito di resti ossei animali combusti. Una prima modifica di
questa istituzione rituale deve essere avvenuta in un momento im-
precisato non successivo alla fine del terzo millennio a.C. In questo
momento imprecisato, alcuni visap furono, per motivi ignoti, abbat-
tuti e abbandonati, collassati a terra, con la faccia principale rivol-
ta verso il terreno. Troviamo le tracce di una simile azione nell’area
di scavo D di Karmir Sar [fig. 2].° La situazione dello scavo, replica-

5 Unframmento dilegno d’acero carbonizzato (KS16D16.9) rinvenuto nel riempimen-
to della fossa di fondazione del visap (Locus D16) insieme a uno strumento calcolitico
e stato datato al C14 con una certezza del 91.1% al periodo 4265-4040 a.C. Questa in-
formazione, che andrebbe comunque qualificata da un’analisi stratigrafica dettagliata
che sirinvia ad altra sede, consente di ipotizzare ragionevolmente che 'abbattimento
del visap sia avvenuto posteriormente alla deposizione del carbone e dello strumento
calcolitico. E infatti probabile che questi ultimi siano da correlare al momento di ere-
zione del monumento o quantomeno a un periodo d'uso temporalmente vicino a esso.
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Figura2 Tavola riassuntiva dei tre tipi di viSap. © Autrice

Figura3 (destra) Il viSap rinvenuto a Oltu (Turchia orientale),
dove si osserva la modifica del rilievo originale
in senso antropomorfo. Belli 2005, 27

ta in altri contesti, colpisce per l'assenza di violenze ulteriori perpe-
trate ai danni della stele, che e stata rinvenuta in ottime condizioni
di conservazione. L'aspetto pietoso di questa ‘messa fuori uso’ ritor-
na nel caso, analogo e forse contemporaneo, di un altro visap di Kar-
mir Sar, attentamente collocato al centro di un tumulo di pietre da-
tato intorno al 2100 a.C., e cioé alla Media Eta del Bronzo (Gilibert,
Babokhyan, Hnila 2018). Questo contesto segnala incontrovertibil-
mente che alla fine del terzo millennio a.C. i visap erano si diventati
oggetti manipolabili, ma che al tempo stesso conservavano un’aura
religiosa e simbolica positiva.

3  Antropomorfizzazione

Presumibilmente intorno al 1600 a.C. o nei secoli immediatamente
seguenti, alcuni visap del tipo vellus vennero re-interpretati (e tal-
volta ri-eretti) come statue di guerrieri, probabilmente funerarie o
commemorative - una tipologia che si diffonde in seguito all’ascesa
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sociale di élite guerriere nella seconda meta del secondo millennio
a.C. (Leus 2007). Come ben si vede nel caso di un visap rinvenuto a
Oltu (Hnila c.d.s.) [fig. 3], nella Turchia orientale, la re-interpreta-
zione avviene con la modifica delle estremita della pelle di capra in
mani, 'aggiunta simbolica di una cintura e, forse, la rilettura delle
orecchie e delle corna caprine come copricapo. La riconversione in
statue di guerrieri e tracciabile in numerosi esempi ma e comunque
limitata ai quei viSap che gia in partenza mostravano spiccati tratti
antropomorfi, con il vello drappeggiato che sin dall’'origine trasfor-
mava l'opera in una rappresentazione quasi sciamanica di un esse-
re ibrido, a meta tra l'uvomo e il capro, a cavallo tra la vita e la mor-
te.® Alla base della risignificazione antropomorfa dei visap sembra
poco probabile un semplice errore interpretativo; e preferibile pen-
sare che i guerrieri della Tarda Eta del Bronzo abbiano volutamente
eletto a simulacri di personalita carismatiche in particolare questi
visap dall'innegabile impatto psicologico, dalla forma piu che adatta
e dalla riconosciuta antichita.

4 Mutilazione

In un periodo che possiamo preliminarmente datare intorno al 900
a.C., e cioé nella prima Eta del Ferro, alcuni viSap che apparente-
mente erano stati ri-eretti o si trovavano ancora nella loro posizione
originaria furono violentemente abbattuti e sistematicamente muti-
lati. A mutilazione avvenuta, i loro frammenti furono dispersi o reim-
piegati in contesti volutamente profani. Tra i casi di mutilazione il
meglio documentato e quello di tre visap recentemente rinvenuti a
Karmir Sar a poca distanza 'uno dall’altro, distrutti a colpi di maz-
za e contestualmente reimpiegati come pietre da calpestio in un’a-
rea paludosa. Si osserva qui in modo macroscopico la caratteristica
specifica di questo tipo di interventi: la precisa volonta di obliterare
completamente e specificatamente l'immagine [fig. 4], umiliandone la
memoria. Vittime della violenza iconoclasta sono per lo piu visap del
tipo vellus, mentre le tipologie piscis e hybrida di norma non mostra-
no segni di distruzione intenzionale. Si potrebbe ipotizzare, anche se
cio & lungi dall’essere comprovato, che le azioni iconoclaste abbiano
preso specificatamente di mira quei viSap che erano stati trasforma-
tiin statue di guerrieri, tralasciando il resto.

6 Per fenomeni di sciamanismo collegati a sculture monumentali si rimanda Benz,
Bauer 2015.
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Figura4 IlviSap ‘Karmir Sar 12’ con la superficie completamente obliterata a colpi di mazza. © Pavol Hnila

5  Segnisupplementari

Parallelamente alle azioni di risignificazione, distruzione e riconte-
stualizzazione si collocano una serie di interventi ‘leggeri’: graffiti,
coppelle e incisioni trasformano la superficie di alcuni visap in veri
e propri palinsesti di segni. Tali interventi avvengono di norma sul
visap collassato a terra o addirittura precedentemente ridotto a fram-
mento, senza modificare il rilievo antico ma configurandosi piuttosto
come una sorta di addizione semiotica. Essi si intensificano in epo-
ca storica, prendendo talvolta la forma di vere e proprie epigrafi. Il
pil conosciuto ¢ il caso di un frammento di viSap rinvenuto a Garni,
sul quale e presente una sommaria iscrizione cuneiforme risalente
al regno di Argisti I (786-764 a.C.), sesto sovrano d'Urartu e fonda-
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tore della cittadella di Erebuni (Salvini 2008, 351: CTU 1 A 8-12). Un
altro esempio assai significativo proviene ancora una volta dal sito
di Karmir Sar, dove a uno dei dodici viSap presenti in loco - uno dei
pochi rinvenuto con la faccia principale a rilievo ancora visibile - fu
evidentemente conferito uno status speciale come pietra catalizza-
trice di graffiti [fig. 5]. Nella fitta rete di segni applicati secondaria-
mente si riconosce un petroglifo preistorico, ripetute incisioni di un
segno tribale turchico del secolo XII (Hnila, comunicazione perso-
nale) e un lessema in alfabeto arabo ancora in corso di decifrazione.

6 Cristianizzazione

Un capitolo importante della storia della ricezione dei visap e quello
della loro cristianizzazione, con cui si intende la loro trasformazione
in cippi commemorativi del tipo khachkar, trasformazione che spesso
si accompagna a una ri-erezione in loco e talvolta a una dislocazione
del monumento presso il sagrato di chiese campestri. Questo tipo di
manipolazione & finora attestato, all'interno del corpus dei 94 visap
rinvenuti in Armenia, in quindici esemplari, preliminarmente databi-
li al periodo che va dal secolo X al secolo XIV e classificabili secondo
quattro tipi di interventi. Il primo tipo di intervento consiste nell'u-
so di porzioni del visap levigate ma non scolpite a rilievo come su-
perficie da marcare con iconografie cristiane - tipicamente una cro-
ce, elaborata o meno - e, pill raramente, iscrizioni commemorative:
€ questo il caso, per esempio, di un visap piscis in localita Azhdaha
Yurt [fig. 6], con un’iscrizione del 1312 (Marr, Smirnov 1931, 63; Ha-
rutyunyan 2019, 514) e di un visap vellus in localita Diktash, entrambi
rinvenuti sui monti Ghegham. Questa tipologia di intervento, I'unica
che coinvolge visap piscis, si caratterizza per il rispetto portato all’i-
conografia originale, che viene evidentemente sussunta o risignifica-
ta all'interno della tradizione cristiana: e possibile che gli elementi
chiave delliconografia dei visap, il capro sacrificale e il pesce, fosse-
ro collegati alla figura dell’agnus dei e del pesce nelle sue molteplici
valenze cristiane, nel senso di riconoscere radici o pratiche cristiane
in quelli che comunque dovevano apparire come monumenti assai an-
tichi. Alternativamente, i viSap erano forse ricompresi nel quadro di
leggende folkloristiche e racconti eziologici secondo cui le montagne
d’Armenia erano un tempo abitate da mostri, ivi compresi draghi e
pesci volanti, che eroi cristiani avevano soggiogato e trasformato in
massi (Hunt 2012, 335). In questo senso i viSap erano forse visti co-
me materializzazione del passaggio da un paganesimo mitico all’era
cristiana (non & da escludere che la stessa designazione vernacola-
re ‘visap’ risalga a questo periodo e sia ispirata da analoghi motivi).

I restanti tre tipi di intervento prevedono un grado maggiore di
manipolazione dell'immagine originaria e sono avvenuti esclusiva-
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Figura5 IlviSap ‘Karmir Sar 1’ con unafitta rete di graffiti posteriori. © Artak Hakhverdyan
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Figura 6 ViSap piscisin localita Azhdaha Yurt
(Monti Ghegham), con un’iscrizione del 1312.
Harutyunyan 2019, 514

Figura7 (destra) Un visap trasformato X !
in khachkarnel 1009 e rieretto sul sagrato

i
della chiesa campestre di Ulgyur. Harutyunyan 1__/
2019, 509 b=
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mente su visap di tipo vellus, forse semplicemente perché 1'obiettivo
non era tanto inserire una chiosa visiva su un visap quanto creare un
khachkar a partire da un visap, motivo per cui si sono naturalmente
scelti visap di forma gia squadrata alla maniera dei khachkar. 11 se-
condo tipo di intervento & esemplificato dai ben conosciuti visap di
Ulgyur, con epigrafi del 1009 e 1199 (Harutyunyan 2019, 510) [fig. 7]:
qui non ci si e limitati ad aggiungere simbologia cristiana, ma si e pro-
ceduto a manipolare I'immagine del vellus, riducendone l'impatto e la
prominenza attraverso lisciature e riduzioni, addomesticandone 1'al-
terita con 'aggiunta di elementi decorativi semi-apotropaici e infine
inglobandolo completamente nell’'economia compositiva del khachkar.

11 terzo tipo di intervento & pil radicale e prevede l'asportazione
totale o quasi totale del rilievo preistorico sulla faccia principale del
viSap, che viene quindi levigata e riutilizzata per un’'incisione del ti-
po a khachkar, mantenendo tuttavia inalterato il rilievo originario sul
retro e sui fianchi della stele: & questo il caso di un visap eretto all’e-
sterno di una cappella campestre dedicata a S. Sargis a Tsaghkunk,
non lontano dal lago Sevan [fig. 8]. Se la modalita di parziale damna-
tio memoriae rivela in questo caso una chiara presa di distanza dall’i-
conografia preistorica, la scelta di non levigare la stele nella sua in-
terezza sembra essere calibrata sulla volonta di conservare la storia
della genesi del khachkar a partire da una materia simbolica pil anti-
ca e profana. Il quarto e ultimo tipo di intervento prevede la trasfor-
mazione di un visap in un khachkar attraverso la rimozione sistemati-
ca e pressoché totale del rilievo originario attraverso rilevigatura di
ogni lato della stele. Questo tipo di intervento e identificabile grazie
a lacerti di rilievo di cui si riesce ancora a intuire l'esistenza, oppu-
re ipotizzabile a partire dalla forma anomala di certi khachkar, sva-
sata e parzialmente bombé, che e quella tipica dei visap, o ancora,
nel caso specifico di una stele rinvenuta presso il villaggio armeno di
Karmrashen, per l'esplicita menzione del riuso in una iscrizione ri-
salente all’'anno 990, apportata sul verso del khachkar (Harutyunyan
2019, 507) [fig. 9]. E questo un tipo di intervento che sembra accompa-
gnarsi a un sentimento ambiguo, che da un lato mostra disinteresse
o0 addirittura condanna per l'iconografia arcaica, ma che d’altro lato
ritiene comunque significativo e memorabile l'atto del riuso.

7 Conclusioni

Nel corso di almeno quattromila anni (e probabilmente addirittura
seimila), i viSap hanno mediato tra passato e presente, entrando in
un dialogo ermeneutico con un pubblico di pastori, di cacciatori, di
artisti, di fedeli e anche di semplici osservatori che ha ragionato su
di essi, stabilendone di volta in volta il significato storico ed esteti-
co. Questa breve rassegna non & completa: essa si e concentrata sul-
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Figura 8 ViSap trasformato in khachkar e rieretto sul sagrato della chiesa campestre
di San Sargis a Tsaghkunk. © Arsen Bobokhyan
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Figura 9 Ilkhachkar di Karmrashen, che si presume essere un riuso di un viap. Harutyunyan 2019, 507

le modifiche intenzionali all'opera d’arte avvenute in loco e andrebbe
quanto meno ampliata menzionando sia gli episodi di ri-monumen-
talizzazione d’epoca sovietica, che vedono un certo numero di visap
dislocati in ambienti urbani, nonché i numerosi casi noti di scavi il-
leciti non solo contemporanei (il pit antico conosciuto risale al seco-
lo XVI). Inoltre, nonostante si sia abbozzato un elenco di modalita di
riuso e ricezione presentandole in ordine cronologico, questa rico-
struzione diacronica & da considerarsi del tutto preliminare. Infatti,
determinate modalita di riuso, particolarmente riguardanti episodi di
abbattimento e ri-erezione, sono difficili da datare e possono essersi
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verificate a pili riprese, sequendo percorsi non lineari. E significativo
ricordare che, considerando solo il sito di Karmir Sar, dei sette con-
testi di visap esplorati archeologicamente non v’é ne € uno che pre-
senti una storia di riusi e manipolazioni uguale a un altro. Per que-
sto e forse preferibile limitarsi per ora a parlare piu di una ‘estetica’
della ricezione, individuandone modalita tipiche che si possono ripe-
tere nel tempo anche in periodi differenti, piuttosto che di una vera
e propria storia, la quale & ancora tutta da esplorare.
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Abstract The Armenian architectural heritage in Turkey has been left into disrepair
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1 Introduction

This study aims to present the current state of research on the Armenian ar-
chitectural heritage in Turkey. After a brief introduction on the studies re-
lated to the history of Armenian architecture, the paper focuses on some
current research projects that interested the Armenian architectural her-

itage in Turkey.
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The history of the Armenian architecture has been studied ex-
tensively, with the result of monumental works such as L'architettu-
ra armena dal quarto al diciannovesimo secolo by Paolo Cuneo (1988);
Les arts arméniens (The Armenian Arts) by Jean Michel Thierry and
Patrick Donabédian (1987); the studies by Adriano Alpago-Novello
in the eighties. Also recently, comprehensive works have been com-
piled, such as Mourad Hasratian’s Histoire de I'architecture armé-
nienne des origines a nos jours (2010) and Christina Maranci’s The
Art of Armenia: An Introduction (2018).

These works describe the historical and typological developments
of the Armenian architecture. They cover a vast geographical area,
including the territories of the today Republic of Armenia, Western
Armenia/Eastern Turkey, Iran, and Azerbaijan; and a long-time span,
usually beginning with the early Christian era (with the first exam-
ples of Christian-Armenian religious architecture) until the eight-
eenth-nineteenth centuries.

The architecture of the Ottoman period is almost left out from
these studies except for some references to religious buildings, pre-
sented as not particularly innovative examples and resembling the
late Greek typology.* Christina Maranci reports some references to
several Ottoman cities as Aleppo, Smyrna, Kayseri, and Kiitahya,
which became important centres for Armenian artisanal activity in
the Ottoman period. The author underlines the influential role of the
amiras as court architects, as for the case of the Balyan family, how-
ever omitting their role in the rebuilding of churches for the Armeni-
an community before and during the Tanzimat period (Maranci 2018).

The Ottoman period is often reductively described as a period of
stagnation and decline, during which non-Muslim minorities were
not allowed to build new places of worship. Even though the Armeni-
ans, as the other non-Muslim communities, had limitations regard-
ing the building of sacred places, they were able to maintain them
through restoration works authorised and controlled by the Ottoman
authorities. In these regards, the Ottoman documentation contains a
series of authorisation requests and permissions to repair churches.
Therefore, from the Ottoman conquest until the Tanzimat Reforms
(1839-1856), we mainly witness reparation works for the survival of
the sacred architecture.

The Tanzimat reforms led to a big change in the building activi-
ty of the non-Muslim communities. In this period, the Armenians, as

1 Thierry and Donabédian refer to religious architecture in the Ottoman Empire since
the seventh century as follows: “Dans le domaine de I'architecture, les édifices religieux
n’eurent rien de novateur. La plupart des églises présentaient une typologie grecque
tardive, a savoir une croix inscrite a quatre colonnes libres soutenant une couple sur-
baissé a tambour bas ou, pur les communautés plus pauvres, de simple églises a une
nef” (1987, 316).
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the other non-Muslim minorities, could build and rebuild their sa-
cred places. This marked the beginning of an intense building activ-
ity that saw the proliferation of churches both in the capital city and
in the provinces. These new examples of churches appear very dif-
ferent from the traditional Armenian religious architecture and the
medieval models of churches. The preferred architectural style was
hybrid, eclectic, influenced by the European tradition and the Otto-
man imperial style of the Tanzimat period.

The introduction of the Tanzimat (Reorganisation) edict in 1839
and Islahat (Reform) Edict in 1856 led to several transformations in
different spheres of the Ottoman culture, including the urban land-
scape of Constantinople. The imperial architecture of the Tanzimat
period saw the non-Muslim architects and artisans as the main char-
acters in creating the new Imperial image, especially in the capital
city. The Ottoman Armenians played an important role in this trans-
formation. The Balyan family was involved in the main projects of im-
perial palaces and mosques, as the Dolmabahce Palace and the Or-
takoy mosque in Istanbul.

However, the Balyans and the entourage around them were also
the designers of the Armenian churches built/rebuilt in the capital
city and other regions of the Empire in the nineteenth century. Natu-
rally, the style chosen for these new projects was a hybrid style com-
bining the imperial style and the influences from Europe, which the
Armenian architects learned during their studies abroad and rein-
troduced in the Ottoman context.

The religious architecture of the nineteenth century, considered
not very interesting from an architectural point of view, is often over-
looked in the history of Armenian architecture. However, the new-
ly built and rebuilt churches are examples of the Armenian identi-
ty of the time, as part of the Ottoman culture. The hybridity in style
was proper of the Ottoman architecture in general, but also of the
religious architecture of the other non-Muslim communities, such
as for examples synagogues and Greek orthodox churches. This as-
pect might be considered as an expression of a sense of belonging to
the Ottoman culture and of a common taste in arts and architecture.

Moreover, the churches rebuilt under the patronage of the Balyan
family and its entourage represent also the image of the amira class, a
privileged class composed of wealthy bankers, architects, artisans.? The
Balyans were amiras and architects as well. For instance, Amira Karapet
Balyan invested in the Armenian community founding educational facil-
ities, supporting the artisans, and rebuilding several churches, and at
the same time, he was the architect in charge of several church projects
during the first half of the nineteenth century (Wharton 2015, 56-7).

2 On the role of the Armenian amira class see Barsoumian 1982 and 2017.
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As already mentioned, the Armenian religious architecture of the
nineteenth century, mainly because of a lack of interest in these ar-
chitectural models, has not been much investigated, both internation-
ally and in Turkey as well. In the studies on the Armenian architec-
ture little attention has been given to the nineteenth-century projects
until the development of recent studies that started to include the
great number of churches that have been built all over the Empire. In
this regard, it is important to mention Armenian Architects of Istan-
bul in the Era of Westernization published by the Hrant Dink Foun-
dation in 2010. This study introduces the most important Armenian
architects during the Ottoman Modernisation era, their contribution
to the transformation of Constantinople, and their role in the recon-
struction of religious buildings. Moreover, Alyson Wharton dedicat-
ed a monography to the Balyan family, entitled The Architects of Ot-
toman Constantinople. The Balyan Family and the History of Ottoman
Architecture (2015), focusing on the important role of the Balyans in
the history of Ottoman Architecture and as architects and founders
of churches for the Armenian millet.

2  The Armenian Architectural Heritage in Turkey

The Armenian heritage in Turkey is inevitably associated with the
disappearance of the Ottoman Armenians as a consequence of gen-
ocide, which is still officially denied in Turkey. As Ashworth states:

The removal of the people, whether through deportation or exter-
mination, still leaves the problem that traces of their heritage sur-
vive in the areas that they formerly inhabited. Indeed such relicts
become dissonant in a number of respects. They clearly no longer
relate to the current population, among whom they may evoke feel-
ings of unease or even guilt, and could form the basis of later claims,
whether political or financial, upon the successor occupants. It is
not surprising, therefore, that the removal of populations is often
accompanied by the physical eradication of their principal heritage
landmarks. (Ashworth, Graham, Tunbridge 2007, 109)

In the Armenian case, the remains of the Armenian heritage in Tur-
key are guilty reminders of an inconvenient past. Thus, it is not sur-
prising that after 1915 the Armenian architectural heritage was de-
stroyed, transformed, and reused. The surviving remains became
useless ruins, excluded from the national cultural heritage as they
belong to ‘the other’, namely ‘the enemy’, but at the same time they
are traces of what happened, a genocide and for this reason, they
should be erased or disguised.
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The destruction of the Armenian heritage in Turkey has been
considered as part of the genocidal process. For instance, Dickran
Kouymjian in several of his works refers to the destruction of Arme-
nian cultural monuments as the completion of the genocide through
removing “all Armenian cultural remains or depriving them of their
distinguishing national elements” (Kouymjian 2003, 7). More recent
studies considered the destruction of Armenian cultural heritage re-
ferring to Raphael Lemkin’s definition of cultural genocide:

Cultural genocide can be accomplished predominately in the re-
ligious and cultural fields by destroying institutions and objects
through which the spiritual life of a human group finds its expres-
sion, such as houses of worship, objects of religious cult, schools,
treasures of art and culture. By destroying spiritual leadership
and institutions, forces of spiritual cohesion within a group are re-
moved and the group starts to disintegrate. (Lemkin 1947, P 154, 2)

Anush Hovanissian in her study Turkey: A Cultural Genocide supports
the theory that vandalism against Armenian cultural monuments is
an act of genocide, and precisely considers it as related to the pro-
ject of exterminating the Western Armenians (Hovanissian 1999, 147-
9). Moreover, Peter Balakian focuses on Raphael Lemkin’s concept of
cultural destruction in the case of the Armenian Genocide conceiv-
ing destruction of culture as part of genocide. As regards specifically
churches, the author stresses the fact that Armenian churches were
not simply one-day-a-week houses of worship, but they were spaces for
the communal life, repositories of artistic and precious records; they
embodied the continuity of Armenian civilisation. He reports that for
Lemkin the destruction of such cultural spaces was central for the
eradication of any collectivity, and the destruction of houses of wor-
ship was essential for his concept of destruction of culture as a com-
ponent of genocide (Balakian 2013, 65). Furthermore, Nanor Kebrani-
an highlights the primacy of cultural destruction in Lemkin’s notion of
genocide as it represents collective damage perpetrated through the

form of systematic and organized destruction of the art and cul-
tural heritage in which the unique genius and achievement of a
collectivity are revealed in fields of science, arts and literature.
(Kebranian 2016, 243-4)

The study and research on Armenian heritage, and non-Muslim herit-
age in general in Turkey, has been always influenced by political rea-
sons and the changing attitude towards minorities during the years.
In the transition from a multiethnic empire to an ethnocentric na-
tion-state, the Republic of Turkey, in the twentieth century, the incli-
nation towards non-Muslim heritage changed with consequences in
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the uses of churches. After the Armenian Genocide and the exchange
of population with Greece, their sacred buildings were used as pris-
ons, storages, barns, and so on. The change in uses corresponded al-
so in a development in research and approaches. It is possible to ana-
lyse this complex development in the perception of minority heritage
and its management considering three main phases, as suggested by
Kaya and Calhan (2018) for the study case of Izmir and its Greek Or-
thodox heritage, such as destruction, adaptation, and acceptance.

The first phase, mainly characterised by destruction, coincides
with the establishment of the Republic of Turkey in 1923 and the as-
sociated nation-state building process. The cultural heritage of non-
Muslim was associated with the enemy and thus conceived with hos-
tility. In the Armenian case, after 1915, churches were left in disuse
and reutilised as prisons, storages, and other purposes.

A second phase, which mostly developed after the fifties, is charac-
terised by partial assimilation and adaptation to new functions. The
Armenian churches were re-contextualised according to the new uses
and assimilated in the urban context with their new functions. These
reuses were usually characterised by the erasure of references to the
Armenian origin of the building by covering the interior decorations
and by removing the inscriptions. During this second phase, the con-
version into mosque was reintroduced as a practice of appropriation,
that contributed to silencing the Armenian past of the buildings.

Another issue that developed during those years is related to the
late registration of non-Muslim buildings as cultural properties in the
Cultural Assets and Museum Department (Kiiltiir Varliklar: ve Miizel-
er Genel Miidiirliigii), the institution responsible for the conservation
of cultural heritage in Turkey. For instance, several Armenian church-
es in the region of Kayseri, in central Anatolia, have been registered
only in 2006 when they were already in a precarious condition. This
aspect is particularly relevant to understand the current condition of
a great number of Armenian churches, that were not considered cul-
tural properties until recently and thus not protected. For this rea-
son, most of the churches were left without surveillance, exposed to
vandalism, or completely neglected.

During these first two phases, the controversial position of the Ar-
menian heritage in Turkey led to a limited interest in researching and
studying the architectural production. The Balyan family itself, com-
posed mainly by imperial architects, has been partially studied and
their Armenian origin was frequently hidden or disguised. During one
of my visits at the Dolmabahce Palace of Istanbul in 2007, the official
guide presented the architect of the building as Baliani, an Italian ar-
chitect in charge of the imperial construction. This name is clearly a
transformation of the name Balyan into an Italian surname. This fab-
rication was supported by the massive presence of Italian and French
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architects involved in the imperial projects of the nineteenth century.*

The negligence towards the Balyans and their importance as im-
perial architects is also demonstrated by the absence of any monu-
ment of their personalities or any public recognition of their works.
The only monuments representing the architects are inside the court-
yard of Surb Astvatzatzin church in Besiktas, and the Balyan fami-
ly’s mausoleum was erected only in 2016 at the Armenian cemetery
of Uskiidar. Both initiatives have been supported and funded by the
Armenian community.

The role of the Balyans as imperial architects has been questioned
also in academic research. Among the studies, it is relevant to men-
tion the contribution of Selman Can, who completed a PhD disserta-
tion on the role of Seyyid Abdiilhalim Efendi as the legitimate archi-
tect of several works attributed to the Balyan family (Wharton 2015,
20). In a book chapter entitled Armenians in the Architecture of the
Late Ottoman Period, Can summarises the main points of his doc-
toral research and underlines that the Balyans were the contractors
(kalfa) and not the actual architects, and he then provides a list of
buildings wrongly attributed to members of the Balyan family (Can
2008, 332). This interpretation found an echo also in the media and
following these studies several articles have been published support-
ing the idea that the Balyans were not the architects of numerous
imperial works. For instance, an article published by the newspaper
Millyet in 2012 reported that the Balyan family were not architects,
rather they were the constructors.” Similarly, an article published
in 2007 by the newspaper Zaman states that the attribution of imperi-
al works, such as for instance the Dolmabahge palace, to the Balyans
should be reconsidered as they were contractors and not architects.®

In response to this kind of interpretation, the already mentioned
study by Wharton (2015) includes different sources and gives an accu-
rate description and interpretation of the role of the Balyan family in
the imperial architecture of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth

3 This personal experience is not isolated and other similar testimonies were report-
ed on the media. For instance Garo Paylan, a member of the Turkish parliament, ex-
perienced a similar situation and denounced it on different online media: https://ga-
grule.net/paylan-why-dont-turks-say-that-dolmabahce-palace-was-built-by-
armenian-architect/; http://www.sbb.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/19-
Kasim-2018_PBK_Gorusmeler.pdf; http://gov-wa.info/?p=2852&lang=en; Raffi Bed-
rosyan refers to the same issue as follows: ‘“The Turkish Tourism Ministry and official
guides refrained from identifying the architects of these buildings as the Armenian
Balyans until the 2000’s and instead, mentioned an Italian architect called Baliani’,
(https://mirrorspectator.com/2017/10/05/armenian—island-bosphorus/).

4 The full article in Turkish is published at the following link: https://www.milliyet.
com.tr/gundem/balyan-ailesi-mimar-degil-muteahhitti-1489374.

5 Toread the full text in Turkish refer to: http://www.bolsohays.com/haber-32939/
dolmabahce-sarayi-nin-mimari-balyan-ailesi-degilmis.html.
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century. Moreover, the author focuses on the Balyans’ education in
Europe and the introduction of European artistic trends into the Ot-
toman architecture through their imperial works.

Likewise, the scholar Elmon Hancer, involved in several projects
supported by the Hrant Dink Foundation and KMKD, focused on the
role of the Balyan family as imperial architects, as in the article
“Sultanin mimarlalari Balyanlar” (The Sultan’s Architects: The Baly-
ans) published in Atlas, a popular Turkish journal, in 2007.

The third phase developed in the twenty-first century, in connection
with the European Union accession for Turkey and the consequent in-
troduction of heritage politics more focused on acceptance, tolerance,
and preservation aimed at creating tourist attractions (Kaya, Calhan
2016, 100). In this period several Armenian churches have been re-
stored and open to public use and differently from the reuses of the
second phase, the restoration projects included also reference to the
Armenian origin of the buildings. The last phase encompasses also the
reintroduction of the references to the Armenian origin of the build-
ings. Examples of recent reuses of churches as cultural centres and li-
braries display the attempt to restore the Armenian past of the build-
ings by reintroducing the inscriptions previously removed.

This last phase is also characterised by a return to the multicul-
tural character of Turkey. Since the early twenty-first century, the
government supported the conservation of Christian sacred sites as
part of the “Faith Tourism” programme, aimed to emphasise:

the multi-religious composition of Anatolia and aimed to present
Turkey as the homeland of a tolerant nation-state. (Over 2016, 174)

In this context, through the Ministry of Culture and Tourism, the gov-
ernment promoted the restoration and reopening of Armenian reli-
gious buildings - e.g. the church of Aght’amar opened to the public
as a tourist destination in 2007, and since 2010 it was open once a
year as part of the “Faith Tourism” plan (Over 2016, 174). In the spe-
cific case of Aght’amar, it is important to highlight how the Armeni-
an site, from oblivion and neglect, became one of the most important
tourist sites advertised by Turkish airlines, the national flag carrier
airline of Turkey, during its flights. In these regards, the perception
of Armenian architectural heritage changed, namely from the idea
of something useless and hostile, to become a resource, especially
for economic reasons related to tourism.®

6 The Faith Tourism destinations are presented on the website of the Ministry of Cul-
ture and Tourism, without any reference to be Armenian religious buildings (http://
www. kultur.gov.tr/EN-99252/faith-tourism.html).

Eurasiatica 16 | 174
L'arte armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive, 167-180


http://www.kultur.gov.tr/EN-99252/faith-tourism.html
http://www.kultur.gov.tr/EN-99252/faith-tourism.html

Francesca Penoni
The Armenian Architectural Heritage in Turkey: The State of Research

These initiatives contributed to the partial survival of some build-
ings, even though the Armenian origin of the sites is rarely men-
tioned. Religious architecture can become a “solely tourist object,
without a clear definition of which ethnic or religious community it
belonged to” but at the same time presented as an object of multi-re-
ligious past (Over 2016, 187). For instance, the church of Aght’amar
is still presented by the Ministry of Culture and Tourism with the
turkified name of Akdamar (in Turkish ‘white vein’) without any ref-
erence to the Armenian identity of the building.” Despite this aspect,
the church is represented as a symbol of multiculturalism and used to
advertise Turkey as a tolerant country and respectful of the its multi-
religious past. In this context, the Armenians as well become tourists
of the Aght’amar church, forbidden to practice religious ceremonies,
except for the once-a-year Holy Mass (Over 2016, 190).

Another example is the city of Ani, which through the years be-
came an important touristic attraction. After its recognition by UN-
ESCO World Heritage list in 2012, the number of visitors increased
by 40-45%, leading to works of restoration and works aimed to facil-
itate access to the site.?

Similarly to Aght’amar, the site of Ani is presented and narrated
on the tourist signs avoiding any mention to the Armenian origin of
the city, completely in contrast with the significance of Ani for the Ar-
menians as “a sacred place, a central cultural reference, and a sym-
bol of nationhood” (Watenpaugh 2014, 530).

However, the third phase encompasses also the more recent ap-
proaches to the Armenian cultural heritage: the idea of a shared her-
itage and the rediscovery of a forgotten heritage through a variety
of projects. For instance, the site of Ani was at the centre of a series
of events intended to reevaluate the multicultural past of the city,
including the Armenian one. In this regard, an important exhibition
entitled Poetry of Stones, Ani: An Architectural Treasure on Cultural
Crossroads was organised at the gallery Depo, in Istanbul in March
2018 and in Yerevan in July 2018 [fig. 1]. This project represents a sig-
nificant attempt to organise an exhibition on the architectural herit-
age of Ani and the surrounding area with the collaboration of experts

7 The official website of the Ministry of Culture and Tourism dedicated to Van and
the church of Aght’amar: http://www.vankulturturizm.gov.tr/TR-76403/akdamar-
adasi-ve-kilisesi.html.

8 The increasing number of visitors to Ani was presented by the Turkish press as in
the following article by Hiirriyet Daily News of August 4, 2017. It is, however, impor-
tant to underline how the article nevertheless refers to the Armenian past of the site
of Ani with the only indication “Bagratuni dynasty” as follows: “The first settlement
in Ani dates back to the 3000s B.C. and became home to many civilizations such as
the Saka Turks, Sasanians, Bagratuni Dynasty, Byzantine, Seljuk, Ottomans and Rus-
sians” (http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/unesco-registry-increases—inter-
est—in-ani--116301).
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Figures 1a-b The two exhibitions Ani. Poetry of Stones in Istanbul and in Yerevan

from Turkey and