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Abstract
Armenia has occupied a shadowy position, at best, within general histories of medieval art. 
This essay considers the historiographical, methodological and pedagogical dimensions of 
the problem. Using the seventh-century church of Mren as a case study, I argue that Arme-
nia belongs not at the center of medieval art, as Josef Strzygowski wished it to be, nor at the 
periphery, but rather may serve to critique the very notion of a disciplinary terra firma.
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In 2008, a twelfth-century cross-stone (khachk‘ar) arrived at the Metro-
politan Museum of Art on long-term loan from the Republic of Armenia.1 
On display to the left of the grand staircase, the nearly 2000-pound basalt 
stele stands on a white plinth and rises some eight feet into the air. The 
cross, executed and framed in sculpted interlace, forms a dramatic depar-
ture from the many small-scale works in nearby cases. On a visit to the 
museum in November 2008, this author saw foot traffic slow and stop 
repeatedly at the object—lured, one imagines, not so much by its fame but 
by its striking appearance. Heralded with an Armenian-themed “Sunday 
at the Met,”2 attended by over eight hundred people, the khachk‘ar is the 
first such work on display at a US museum. Its specific location within the 

1 The installation of the khachk‘ar was organized and overseen by Helen Evans, Mary 
and Michael Jaharis Curator for Byzantine Art, who also organized the Armenian “Sunday 
at the Met” symposium. It is on a special long-term loan from the State History Museum 
of Armenia.

2 The event took place on November 23, 2008, and featured talks by Nina G. Garsoïan, 
Thomas F. Mathews and Lynn Jones.
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building, moreover, offers a metaphor for the place of the Transcaucasus 
within studies of medieval visual culture. Technically, the khachk‘ar resides 
within the Mary and Michael Jaharis collection of Byzantine art; yet one 
may note that it stands at the terminus of a hall of early Christian objects, 
facing a series of Byzantine displays and next to the portal into the Euro-
pean galleries and, thus, within, but not subsumed by, surrounding medi-
eval traditions. Indeed, the Armenian stele seems to command a small 
but autonomous corner of the museum. Its New York debut thus invites 
reflection upon the problem of locating Armenia within the history of 
medieval art and art history in general. The following essay considers the 
historiographical, theoretical and pedagogical dimensions of the  question.

Strzygowski and His Afterlife

Understanding the present position of Armenia within the discipline must 
begin with consideration of Josef Strzygowski (1862-1937) and his prob-
lematic legacy.3 The co-Chair of Vienna’s Kunsthistorisches Institut from 
1909 to 1921,4 Strzygowski produced a series of seminal works on regions 
east of the Mediterranean, including Central Asia, Coptic Egypt and Syria, 
prior to his interest in the Transcaucasus.5 In the summer of 1913, the 
architect T‘oros T‘oramanyan approached him with a corpus of photo-
graphic materials and plans of Armenian churches. With grants from the 
Austrian Ministry of Culture and Instruction and the Art History Institute 

3 A selection of Strzygowski studies includes Eva Frödl-Kraft, “Eine Aporie und der 
Versuch ihrer Deutung Josef Stryzgowski-Julius von Schlosser,” Wiener Jahrbuch für Kunst-
geschichte 42 (1989), 7-51; Suzanne L. Marchand, “The Rhetoric of Artifacts and the 
Decline of Classical Humanism: The Case of Josef Strzygowski,” History and Theory 33 
(1994), 106-130; and now Talinn Grigor, “Orient oder Rom? Qajar ‘Aryan’ Architecture and 
Strzygowski’s Art History,” Art Bulletin 89.3 (2007), 562-590. See also Christina Maranci, 
Medieval Armenian Architecture: Constructions of Race and Nation (Leuven-la-Neuve: 
Peeters, 2001) and eadem, “Basilicas and Black Holes: The Legacy of Josef  Strzygowski and 
the Case of Armenian Architecture,” Acta Historiae Artium 47 (2006), 313-320.

4 For the controversy surrounding this double appointment, see “Bericht der Kommis-
sion zur Wiederbesetzung der durch den Tod Hofrat Wickhoffs erledigten Lehrkanzel für 
Kunstgeschichte,” 3 July 1909, Vienna, Universitätsarchiv, records of the Philosophische 
Fakultät, Mappe Strzygowski. Marchand, “The Rhetoric of Artifacts,” 120, believes that the 
Archduke Franz Ferdinand may have supported Strzygowski’s candidacy.

5 See, for example, L’ancien art chrétien de Syrie (Paris: E. de Boccard, 1936); Koptische 
Kunst (Vienna: A. Holzhausen, 1904); The Afghan Stuccos of the N.R.F. Collection (New 
York, NY: Stora Art Gallery, 1932).
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of Vienna, the pair undertook a study trip to Armenia. Together with a 
philologist, an ethnologist, and a graduate student (Heinrich Glück), they 
traveled by horse and cart to document and photograph over seventy mon-
uments, accumulating the data for what became Die Baukunst der Arme-
nier und Europa (The Architecture of the Armenians and of Europe).6

Strzygowski’s work was not only the first substantial Western publica-
tion on Armenian architecture and sculpture; it was and remains the most 
comprehensive treatment of the subject. Divided into four books, the first 
text contains a catalogue of over 85 monuments, including illustrations on 
almost every page, detailed physical descriptions and thorough discussions 
of primary and secondary sources. The subsequent three volumes address 
the history of Armenia from pre-Christianity to the late Middle Ages; they 
consider sculpture, painting, inscriptions, liturgy and theology. Essays on 
topics such as iconoclasm, non-representational art, patronage and “the 
viewer” (Der Beschauer) also appear.

Like some of his colleagues, Strzygowski applied the methodology of 
contemporary linguistics to his subject, identifying root forms and survey-
ing their dissemination over broad swaths of time and terrain. He viewed 
Armenian art alongside a diverse corpus, which included the stave churches 
of Norway, cave complexes in Turfan, and early medieval monuments in 
the Balkans. Yet Die Baukunst was more truculent than most academic 
texts, pitting monument against monument in a grand struggle for suprem-
acy. In brief, Strzygowski argued that the basilican form functioned as a 
tool of a supranational ecclesiastical force seeking to corrupt Aryan cul-
ture, which found architectural representation in the dome on a square 
bay. The latter, in Strzygowski’s view, prevailed, advancing westward from 
Armenia to Byzantium and Europe. Figural representation, moreover, 
served as the propaganda of corrupt power, or Macht, while ornamental 
abstraction was a natural artistic tendency of the Aryans.

The shrill tenor and ideological framework of Die Baukunst are easy 
enough to historicize, finding direct parallels in contemporary Pan- German 
rhetoric of the First World War.7 Much more problematic is assessing the 

6 Vienna: Anton Schroll & Co., 1918, 2 vols. 
7 See Marchand, “The Rhetoric of Artifacts;” Margaret Olin, “Alois Riegl: The Late 

Roman Empire in the Late Hapsburg Empire,” in The Habsburg Legacy: National Identity 
in Historical Perspective, ed. Ritchie Robertson and Edward Timms (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 19  94), 107-120; and Christina Maranci, “The Historiography of Arme-
nian Architecture: Josef Strzygowski, Austria, and Armenia,” Revue des études arméniennes 
28 (2001-2002), 287-308.
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value of the work for contemporary scholars. In so doing, a survey of schol-
arship written since Strzygowski reveals distinct shifts in approach. In 
Europe, the United States and Armenia, scholars concentrating mainly 
on monographic works, regional studies and documentary efforts have 
written the majority of publications. A survey of the literature indicates 
that scholars have also increasingly focused on documentation: generating 
precise and comprehensive records of Armenian monuments. The Docu-
menti di architettura armena, for example, is known not for its slender 
essays, but rather for its large-scale photographs and meticulously observed 
drawings. The frontispiece to the same journal pronounces Armenia’s posi-
tion within the broader frame of medieval art as “resolved.” This almost 
audible hush was interrupted only occasionally by historiographers and 
those who accepted Strzygowskian theories wholesale. Others sought to 
salvage archaeological data and leave the diatribes behind—a practice 
troubled by its own ideological issues.8 Any broad treatment of medieval 
Armenia, it thus appears, is irrevocably tied up with the politics and per-
sonality of Strzygowski. Surveying the scholarship, one senses a certain 
fear: perhaps of being perceived as an ideologue, ostracized, or even ejected 
from the academy altogether, as Strzygowski himself felt he was.

The refusal to address Die Baukunst has led to serious repercussions in 
the discipline. Aversion to Stryzgowski’s theories has contributed not only 
to the insularity of specialist scholarship, but also to the treatment of 
Armenian art in general studies. For instance, Richard Krautheimer’s Early 
Christian and Byzantine Architecture devotes a short section to the cultures 
of the Transcaucasus. Yet, instead of a critical analysis of the material, 
a full third of the pages are taken up with denouncing Strzygowski’s 

8 In his memoirs, for example, Kurt Weitzmann qualified his condemnations of Strzy-
gowski with an acknowledgment of the scholar’s initial groundbreaking contributions to 
the knowledge of lesser-known cultures, lamenting only the later years in which “Strzy-
gowski turned art history into geopolitics.” Kurt Weitzmann, Sailing with Byzantium from 
Europe to America: Memoirs of an Art Historian (Munich: Editio Maris, 1994), 39-40. 
Speaking of Strzygowski’s publications of the 1930s, medievalists Charles Rufus Morey, 
Wilhelm Koehler, and Ernst Herzfeld considered his academic reputation “so dimmed that 
his earlier contribution to medieval archaeology is less appreciated.” “Josef Strzygowski,” 
Speculum 17.1 (1942), 461. Yet how, when, and why should one distinguish between “art 
history” and “geopolitics”? Whatever our answers to these questions, they raise the issue of 
how one constructs a disciplinary history and how art historians perceive themselves. That 
Strzygowski remains on the margins of the historiography of art is, perhaps, telling in this 
regard. I thank Margaret Olin for discussing these issues with me.
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theories.9 Both inside and outside Armenology, it appears, Armenia is 
tangled up with the notorious scholar. Illustrating the broader repercus-
sions of Strzygowski’s work, Krautheimer’s chapter concludes with the 
following  sentences:

Of all the border countries of the Empire, Armenia is the only one to deal with Byz-
antine architecture on an equal footing. But the differences between Byzantine and 
Armenian building—in design, construction, scale, and decoration—cannot be too 
strongly stressed.10

At first reading, this comment seems innocuous enough, appearing to 
applaud Armenian architecture for its quality while differentiating it from 
the imperial tradition. Yet, with regard to the integration of Armenia 
within a study of medieval art, it presents a paradox. After including Arme-
nia within the text, the author seems ultimately to imply that it belongs 
elsewhere. Thus, the paradigm of imperial capital and province seems to 
hold sway not only as a political model of the medieval Mediterranean, but 
as a measuring stick for inclusion within the art-historical canon. Resisting 
classification as a variant of Constantinopolitan forms, the monuments 
seem here to be saved from exile only by the encyclopedic scope of the 
Penguin survey.

Strzygowski also may have informed Krautheimer’s decision to focus 
almost exclusively on Armenian rather than Georgian architecture. Die 
Baukunst departed from nineteenth-century studies of the Transcaucasus 
in giving primacy to medieval Armenian traditions. This initial division, 
along with persistent nationalist tendencies in the scholarship, has culti-
vated a largely piecemeal treatment of the region. Although it is not the 
goal of this essay to probe the validity of maintaining national categories of 
medieval art within the Transcaucasus,11 one is struck that art history 
seems generally to interpret the area in Armenian terms. Consider that the 
main text of Richard Krautheimer’s chapter, entitled “Armenia and Geor-
gia,” actually makes no specific reference to Georgian monuments.12

Not surprisingly, broader surveys of art tend to omit the Transcaucasus 
altogether. The subject does not appear in the major textbooks of the 

 9 Richard Krautheimer and Slobodan Ćurčić, Early Christian and Byzantine Architec-
ture, 4th rev. edn (Harmondsworth and New York, NY: Penguin Books, 1986), 321-333.

10 Krautheimer and Ćurčić, Early Christian and Byzantine Architecture, 330. 
11 See Maranci, Medieval Armenian Architecture.
12 Very limited discussion appears in the footnotes on pp. 500-501.
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 discipline, including Janson’s History of Art and Gardner’s Art Through the 
Ages. Yet Marilyn Stokstad’s Art History offers an intriguing exception. The 
first edition, published by Harry N. Abrams, devotes two paragraphs to 
medieval Armenia.13 The tradition is located within a section entitled 
“Later Byzantine Art” in a chapter on Early Christian, Jewish and Byzan-
tine Art. Noting that many Byzantine churches in Constantinople no lon-
ger survive, the author highlights the importance of Armenian monuments 
as evidence for the centralized plan in the Christian East:

When Constantinople became a Muslim city in 1453, many of its churches were 
destroyed or extensively rebuilt, but enough remain to give us an idea of what the city’s 
Christian architecture looked like during the preceding centuries. Many central-plan 
domed churches, so favored by Byzantine architects, also survived in outlying regions. 
These structures exhibit the builders’ taste for a multiplicity of geometric forms, verti-
cality, and rich, decorative effects both inside and out. Some of the earliest surviving 
examples, abandoned and partially ruined today, are in ancient Armenia, a land fought 
over for much of its history by the various empires surrounding it. Christianity arrived 
very early in this region and became so entrenched that foreign traders traveling the 
east-west Silk Road in the seventh century called its capital, Ani, the “city of a thou-
sand and one churches.” The Armenian Orthodox Church was separate from the East-
ern Orthodox Church, and the two architectural styles, while sharing certain features, 
sometimes diverged markedly.14

One will forgive here the collapsing of temporal and geographical condi-
tions typical of art history surveys, for surely the author and publisher 
ought to be applauded for including the Transcaucasus at all. Moreover, 
Armenia is presented neither as a sub-Byzantine phenomenon nor as a 
repository of curious forms. Rather, Stokstad seems to take pains to iden-
tify the confessional views, political and commercial realities, and cross-
cultural exchange characteristic of the region. Yet the passage remains 
rather cryptic: the last sentence in particular seems to echo Krautheimer, 
acknowledging the unique and shared elements of a tradition in a way that 
is perhaps too obscure and too general to be useful to the reader.

The second paragraph on Armenia in Stokstad’s Art History is devoted 
to the church of the Holy Cross at Aght‘amar (915-921), located on Lake 
Van in present-day eastern Turkey15 (Fig. 1). Surely the most celebrated 
monument of the Armenian corpus, Aght‘amar bears an elaborate exterior 

13 Marilyn Stokstad et al., Art History (New York, NY: Harry N. Abrams, 1995), 323-324.
14 Stokstad, Art History, 324.
15 Stokstad, Art History, 324.
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Figure 1. Aght‘amar, c. 915, Lake Van, present-day Turkey (photo by 
Christian Koehn, 2001). This figure is published in colour in the online 
edition of this journal, which can be accessed via http://www.brill.nl/me
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program of sculptural relief. With its rich figurative imagery, and the exis-
tence of a contemporary Armenian chronicle describing the building at 
length, the church has earned the attention of both specialists and other 
medievalists, forming the subject of four English-language monographs 
thus far.16 Combining Transcaucasian, Abbasid and Byzantine icono-
graphical elements, moreover, Aght‘amar forms a touchstone for the power 
struggles and confessional debates that arose in the tenth and eleventh 
centuries, as Lynn Jones has recently shown.17 Yet one might rightly ask 
why this building, and not another, deserves inclusion in an introductory 
survey, particularly as the relief program, in terms of sculpted surface area, 
finds no parallel in Armenia or Georgia. Indeed, the photo of Aght‘amar 
included in Art History is not even a full view of the building, but rather a 
close-up of the west façade that highlights passages of architectural sculp-
ture. This decision invites one to think about how and why monuments 
are chosen as representative of a tradition, a subject addressed elsewhere in 
this volume. In this case, however, the question is moot: in subsequent 
editions of Stokstad’s Art History, published by Prentice Hall, discussion 
of Armenia, and the photo of Aght‘amar, were cut. Thus at present, the 
Transcaucasus occupies only a shadowy position, at best, within the 
broader discipline of art history.

Locating Armenia: The Church of Mren

How, then, might one go about integrating Armenia into a discussion of 
medieval art? More fundamentally, why should Armenia be included at 
all? To be sure, inclusiveness seems more attractive from a theoretical and 
political standpoint. Yet for decades now, scholars have debated the valid-
ity of the canon itself and the possibility of alternative narratives of art 
history. Recent scholarship on the medieval art of Armenia has added fuel 
to this discourse.18 For example, one may make a case for Armenia with the 

16 Sirarpie Der Nersessian, Aght‘amar, Church of the Holy Cross (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University Press, 1965); Step‘an Mnats‘akanyan, Aght‘amar, Eng. trans. K. Maksoudian 
(Los Angeles, CA: Editions Erebouni and Saddle River, NJ: Armenian General Benevolent 
Union, 1986); John G. Davies, Medieval Armenian Art and Architecture: The Church of the 
Holy Cross, Aght‘amar (London: Pindar Press, 1991); and, most recently, Lynn Jones, 
Between Islam and Byzantium: Aght‘amar and the Visual Construction of Medieval Armenian 
Rulership (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007).

17 Jones, Between Islam and Byzantium.
18 Christina Maranci, “Building Churches in Armenia: Art at the Borders of Empire 

and the Edge of the Canon,” Art Bulletin 88.4 (2006), 656-675.
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help of a monument featured in both Krautheimer’s and Strzygowski’s 
texts: the church of Mren. For Krautheimer, the church of Mren repre-
sented a post-Justinianic tradition in the hinterlands; for the latter, Mren 
preserved vestiges of Indo-European culture. For the purposes of this essay, 
the church may aid in the construction of more inclusive histories of medi-
eval art, at the same time undermining traditional notions of center and 
periphery.19

Mren rises from an open plain in modern northeast Turkey 20 (Fig. 2). 
Exterior walls mark out the length of a large basilica, from which a central 
dome rises on four piers (Fig. 3). Although the roof has collapsed, it prob-
ably once bore the conical profile so typical of seventh-century monu-
ments in the Transcaucasus. Rubble masonry walls of pink and grey 
animate the exterior, as does a series of sculpted windows, doors, and a 
long inscription on the west façade:

[In the 29]th year of the victorious king Heraclius, in the office of Prince [Dawit‘] the 
all-praiseworthy patrik, kourapalate, and sparapet [of Armenia] and Syria and in the 
office of bishop [T‘e]ovp‘ighos and in the office of tanutēr Nersēh lord of [Shira]k and 
Asharunik‘, this holy church was built [for the intercession] of the Kamsarakank‘ and 
Mren and all [—].21

Dense with names, titulature and regnal years, the text records the founda-
tion of the church, recounts its date and purpose, and identifies a series of 
individuals. The dating system at Mren reinforces the testimony of con-
temporary sources suggesting a complex network of allegiances embracing 
Heraclius, Dawit‘ Saharuni and the local nobility. The text, moreover, 
creates a synchronism, locating a series of political figures within the same 

19 For additional discussions of center-periphery debates, see N. Wicker, “Would There 
Have Been Gothic Art Without the Vikings?” in this issue.

20 Major modern studies of the church include Step‘an Mnats‘akanyan, “When Was the 
Church of Mren Constructed?,” Journal of History and Philology 46.3 (1969), 149-164 (in 
Armenian); and Jean-Michel and Nicole Thierry, “Notes sur des monuments arméniens en 
Turquie,” Revue des études arméniennes 2 (1965), 161-173 and “La cathédrale de Mren et sa 
décoration,” Cahiers archéologiques 21 (1971), 43-77. See also Maranci, “Building Churches 
in Armenia.” 

21 After English translation by Tim Greenwood, “A Corpus of Early Armenian Inscrip-
tions,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 58 (2004), 83. Note: the last surviving letters have generally 
been transcribed as AMEN (“all”). Greenwood, in contrast, reads the last three letters as 
S-E-R, and thus ASER. I know of no such a word or prefix in classical Armenian. More-
over, Greenwood himself refers to the last word as “all” elsewhere in his text (on pp. 55 
and 66).
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Figure 3. Mren, interior (photo courtesy of Richard and Anne Elbrecht).  
This figure is published in colour in the online edition of this journal, 
which can be accessed via http://www.brill.nl/me
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moment in time: Heraclius (ca. 610-641), Dawit‘ (kourapalate between 
638 and 641), and Nersēs, named in a nearby church inscription of 636/7, 
and his bishop.22 Yet the use of the synchronism raises the question: whose 
reign holds the prime authority? Or, precisely whose time was it? By invok-
ing a series of temporal domains, the text allows for diverse responses to 
this question.

Although published by Strzygowski, this inscription has received lim-
ited attention outside the field of Armenian epigraphy and history. Yet the 
flexible quality of the text is especially noteworthy and would have served 
a critical function on the seventh-century frontier. During the first half of 
the century, Armenia became a militarized zone, the theatre for conflicts 
between Byzantine and Persian forces and an early target of the Arab inva-
sions. Planted at the epicenter, the Armenian nobility engaged in a breath-
less series of diplomatic dances. Brokering deals and switching sides became 
something of a national pastime. The contemporary chronicle attributed 
to Sebeos reveals the precariousness of the situation: Dawit‘ Saharuni, 
mentioned in the inscription, served as prince of Armenia for only three 
years before he was ousted by his compatriots and the Byzantine troops.23 
The latter, as Walter Kaegi has shown, were often aggressive. Mutiny 
occurred throughout the sixth and seventh centuries in the East, triggered 
by lack of pay, hostility toward the commanding general or the emperor, 
and losses to the enemy.24 Churches such as Mren gave audience to shift-
ing and sometimes violent groups of diverse political, religious, ethnic and 
linguistic backgrounds. The use of the synchronism at Mren may, thus, be 
viewed as an adroit response to a central problem of the frontier. The same 
environment, I have argued, also stimulated visual culture, necessitating a 
sophisticated and sometimes ambiguous imagery most likely nuanced by 
on-site performance.25

22 See Greenwood, 81-82.
23 See The Armenian History Attributed to Sebeos, translated by Robert W. Thomson 

with commentary by James Howard-Johnston and Tim Greenwood (Liverpool: Liverpool 
University Press, 1999), 94.

24 Walter Kaegi, Byzantine Military Unrest, 476-843: An Interpretation (Amsterdam: 
A.M. Hakkert, 1981), esp. 137, idem, Byzantium and the Early Islamic Conquests (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992).

25 See Maranci, “Building Churches in Armenia;” eadem, “Performance and Church 
Exterior in Medieval Armenia,” in Visualizing Medieval Performance: Perspectives, Histories, 
Contexts, ed. Elina Gertsman (London: Ashgate, 2008), 17-32; and “The Humble Hera-
clius: Revisiting the North Portal at Mren,” Revue des études arméniennes, forthcoming.
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Despite their limited representation in traditional surveys, structures 
such as Mren offer a critical contribution to our understanding of early 
medieval art. Not only do the Armenian monuments highlight the role of 
visual and verbal strategies in an era of military conflict, but they also 
emerge, in great variety and number, during a period for which few dated 
monuments survive in Byzantium (or in continental Europe).26 One might 
thus fruitfully devote a chapter in a medieval art textbook to the seventh-
century Transcaucasus, considering the political realities of the era, the 
complexity of the works, and the relative abundance of archaeological 
data. This move would certainly undermine the notion that medieval cul-
ture emanated from fixed centers of gravity.

Yet the insertion of seventh-century Armenian art within a broader 
frame still ignores a central problem: the fundamental divide between the 
construction of medieval Armenian self-identity, as expressed in literary 
texts, buildings, imagery and inscriptions, and the marginalization of the 
region by historians of medieval art.27 Returning to the seventh century, it 
is worth repeating that the area was fixed firmly at the center of confronta-
tion among superpowers. No stable relationships oriented the Transcauca-
sus toward one or another empire; alliances formed and reformed, and 
loyalties bounced back and forth. This intermediary position, held among 
various neighbors during much of the ancient, medieval, and early modern 
periods, challenges any binary idea of periphery or border. If Armenia 
stands between empires, to whose borders or periphery does it belong?

It seems then that we are talking not about “outsiders” per se, but per-
haps something closer to go-betweens, operating both outside and within 
the imperial system.28 In this sense, the Armenian intermediaries are 

26 The scarcity of seventh-century Byzantine architecture has long been observed, 
although recent archaeological discoveries have begun to suggest more activity during this 
era. See Robert Ousterhout, “The Architecture of Iconoclasm,” in Byzantium in the Icono-
clast Era (ca 680-850): The Sources, an Annotated Survey, ed. Leslie Brubaker and John 
Haldon (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), 3-36. Yet it remains significant that of the 26 buildings 
catalogued by Ousterhout, none is conclusively dated to the seventh century and only three 
have been tentatively assigned to that era. 

27 This disjuncture is not uncommon. Recent studies in Chinese painting, for example, 
critique the divide between contemporary historiography and established art-historical cat-
egories. See Jennifer Purtle, “Placing Chinese Painting History: The Cultural Production of 
the Geohistory of Painting Practice in China,” in Time and Place: The Geohistory of Art, ed. 
Thomas DaCosta Kaufmann and Elizabeth Pilliod (London: Ashgate, 2005), 135-152.

28 For discussion of the role of intermediaries within the context of contemporary art, 
see Irit Rogoff, Terra Infirma: Geography’s Visual Culture (London: Routledge, 2000).
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 particularly interesting for visual culture, engaging not in any direct assault, 
but working within diplomatic codes, and generating the appearance 
(often the illusion) of complete accord with their neighbors. It is the pri-
macy placed on appearances—making them, changing them, and suspect-
ing them—that makes the eastern frontier such a vital place for the study 
of medieval art.

It is thus not so audacious to regard Armenia itself as a kind of diplo-
matic and cultural center, which produced, by its very location, a verbal 
and visual language characterized by flexibility and ambiguity. Yet perhaps 
“center” is not the correct word, at least regarding the political structure of 
the early medieval Transcaucasus. During the fourth to ninth centuries, 
Armenia was ruled not by a single king but by a constellation of princely 
houses, each governing its own domain, raising cavalry, and electing 
 bishops, uniting only at strategic moments. As Nina Garsoïan has shown, 
the terrain of early medieval Armenia was largely rural and aristocratic; 
nobles lived on estates rather than in cities, for which we have less archaeo-
logical evidence.29 The assertion of localized power is made clear in con-
temporary literary and epigraphic texts. Seventh-century inscriptions like 
Mren’s stress noble titles, geographical jurisdictions, and often name other 
clan  members.

The simultaneous emergence of the centralized, domed church in Arme-
nia further reiterates princely power. Radiating plans, such as that of Sisian 
(Fig. 4), fitted with apsidal niches, raised cylindrical drums, and tall coni-
cal roofs, created points of noble authority. The church of Mren presents 
this idea most eloquently. The lofty height of the building in comparison 
to its breadth creates an emphatic vertical punctuating the flat stretches of 
surrounding plain.30 The elevated cross arms, intersecting at the tall drum 

29 Nina G. Garsoïan, “The Early-Mediaeval Armenian City: An Alien Element?” Church 
and Culture in Early Mediaeval Armenia (London: Ashgate, 1999), VII, 67-83. 

30 On this subject, a much closer contextualization of the Armenian monuments within 
the landscape is an important desideratum for the field. Why, for instance, are so many of 
the seventh-century structures situated on plains? What was their relation to the pre- 
Christian (e.g., eneolithic, neolithic, Bronze Age, Urartean, and Arsacid) sites in their 
vicinity? For locations of the major sites, see Robert Hewsen, Armenia. A Historical Atlas 
(Chicago, IL and London: University of Chicago Press, 2004). These kinds of questions 
have recently been fruitfully explored by Lori Khatchadourian, “Unforgettable Landscapes: 
Attachments to the Past in Hellenistic Armenia,” in Negotiating the Past in the Past: Identity, 
Memory, and Landscape in Archaeological Research, ed. Norman Yoffee (Tucson, AZ: Univer-
sity of Arizona Press, 2007). For a recent study of landscape and church architecture 
in Cappadocia, see Veronica Kalas, “Challenging the Sacred Landscape of Byzantine 
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and dome, also underscore the centeredness of the architecture. Intersec-
tion and centrality are particularly apt visual metaphors for a building that 
represents the interaction of imperial, princely, and local spheres. Such 
themes, moreover, may be detected in the structure of the inscription. 
Opening with the reign date of Heraclius, the text starts expansively and 
then proceeds to increasingly smaller spheres of authority, from the prince, 
to bishop, to the local lord. In the closing of the inscription, the circles 
grow larger again, as the text pleads intercession for the Kamsarakan fam-
ily, the town of Mren, “and all. . . .” Both verbally and structurally, Mren 
seems planted at the center of the world: a kind of nexus of negotiation.

The frontier seems thus to have cultivated not only a complex diplo-
matic culture, but also the assertion of local authority. One historian has 
likened the position of medieval Armenia to Janus, the Roman god of 
gateways who gazes in two directions at once;31 yet a better emblem (if we 
are seeking one) might be found in a thirteenth-century manuscript from 
Armenian Cilicia, in which a trifrons bearded face seems to look both 
sideways and outwards32 (Fig. 5). In the same way, it seems important to 
assert that Armenia was not simply a transit route or battlefield, but rather 
a place in its own right. It is perhaps no accident that this very manuscript 
contains some of the most visually stunning evidence for cross-cultural 
contact, with its Chinese-looking lions nestled within the vine scrolls of a 
headpiece33 (Fig. 6). Exploring the specific circumstances of contact and 
the precise nature of appropriation would allow for a very different history 
of medieval art. Regarding Armenia, arenas of cultural confrontation could 
constitute a particularly lively narrative and include a range of visual tradi-
tions from Europe to Yuan-dynasty China.34 Such a narrative would place 

 Cappadocia,” in Sacred Landscapes in Anatolia and Neighbouring Regions, ed. Charles Gates, 
Jacques Morin, and Thomas Zimmermann (Oxford: Archeopress, forthcoming). See also 
Archaeologies of Landscape: Contemporary Perspectives, ed. Wendy Ashmore and A. Bernard 
Knapp (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1999); and The Anthropology of Landscape: Perspec-
tives on Space and Place, eds. Eric Hirsch and Michael O’Hanlon (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1995).

31 Nina G. Garsoïan, “Janus: The Formation of the Armenian Church from the IVth to 
the VII century,” in The Formation of a Millennial Tradition: 1700 Years of Armenian Chris-
tian Witness, Orientalia Christiana Analecta 271, ed. Robert F. Taft (Rome: Pontificio Isti-
tuto Orientale, 2000), 79-95.

32 Erevan, Matenadaran, MS 979, folio 293.
33 See Dickran Kouymjian, “Chinese Elements in Armenian Miniature Painting in the 

Mongol Period,” in Armenian Studies/Études arméniennes: in memoriam Haig Berbérian, ed. 
D. Kouymjian (Lisbon: Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, 1986).

34 Unlike the study of Armenian architecture and sculpture, scholarship on manuscript 
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Figure 6. Headpiece, Lectionary of Het‘um II, 1286, fol. 293v (Matena-
daran MS 979) (reproduced courtesy of the Matenadaran, Erevan). This 
figure is published in colour in the online edition of this journal, which 
can be accessed via http://www.brill.nl/me
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Armenia not at the center of medieval art, as Strzygowski wished it to be, 
nor at the periphery, but rather serve to critique the very notion of a disci-
plinary terra firma.35

Teaching Armenia

Notwithstanding the attractiveness of such critiques, it would be disin-
genuous, in my view, to use them to overwrite canonical art history. From 
a pedagogical perspective, the reconfiguring of art history offers a valuable 
opportunity to lay bare the critical apparatus. It is my contention that, 
even at the introductory level, students are prepared to hear about (and 
often excited by) omissions from the scholarship, the blank spaces on the 
art-historical map, and contemporary political forces involved in the shap-
ing of the field. Discussion of Armenian art, in this respect, could serve 
both to broaden an understanding of the possibilities of medieval art and 
to offer a critique of the field itself. The task need not be onerous, nor is it 
predicated, in my opinion, upon the writing of new texts or syllabi. The 
process of integration and critique might begin at the performative level of 
the lecture hall. At my university, I offer a single lecture on Armenian art 
for the introductory art history course. My goal is to introduce the specific 
characteristics of medieval Armenian art and architecture to an audience 

illumination has for decades formed fertile ground for exploring questions of cross-cultural 
exchange. Following the western-language publications of Sirarpie Der Nersessian (1896-
1989) came a flood of scholarship on Armenian manuscript art. See, for example, the essays 
in Treasures in Heaven: Armenian Illuminated Manuscripts, eds Thomas F. Mathews and 
Roger S. Wieck (New York, NY and Princeton, NJ: The Pierpont Morgan Library and 
Princeton University Press, 1994), which explores questions of cultural contact with the 
traditions of Sasanian, Byzantine, Mongol, and Crusader art, among others.

35 Anyone exploring the political and cultural forces informing the medieval Caucasus, 
however, comes up against a fundamental reality: language access. Armenian is an inde-
pendent branch of Indo-European with a distinct alphabet of 38 letters. Ideally, the 
scholar would have knowledge of Classical Armenian, or grabar, as well as the languages 
of modern scholarly literature: Eastern Armenian (by far the dominant language of 
Armenian- language publications in the republic), Western Armenian (used by twentieth-
century scholars such as T‘oros T‘oramanyan and by Armenian scholars of the diaspora) 
and Russian, the academic language from the period of Soviet rule. Depending on one’s 
subfield, Byzantine Greek, Georgian, Middle Persian, Arabic and Turkish, among other 
languages, may be desirable. Training scholars to work in the field of Armenian art with 
full access to the primary and secondary sources is, thus, a serious problem, and one that 
deserves a separate study.
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with no knowledge of the subject. At the same time, however, I take pains 
to remind students that the Armenian material is absent from their text-
book, rarely taught in survey courses, and falls outside of the traditional 
contours of the field. While such gestures may seem insignificant in com-
parison to the launch of a new introductory survey, my experience suggests 
that they wield some power in attracting students toward upper-level 
courses in the art of the medieval Caucasus. Thus locating Armenia within 
the study of art history requires not only historiographical and method-
ological self-consciousness, but also, perhaps, a willingness to subvert, 
rather than erase, the standard narratives of the field.
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