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The reliquary of Skevra in closed position.
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1ll. 14.- The reliquary of Khodageratz Sourp Nshan.
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1ll. 15.- The reliquary of Skevra in open position.
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I1l. 16.- The chiselled portrait of king Hetum II praying.
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1. 17.- Pillow used in Cilician Armenia reconstruction by H. Ter-Ghevondian
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1I. 18.- Seat, used in Cilician Armenia design by Haik Ter-Ghevondian
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I1l. 19.- Cilician Armenian style censor,
design by Haik Ter-Ghevondian.
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1I. 20.- Cilician Armenian sword,
design by Haik Ter-Ghevondian.
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Y. 21~ Vwuliwnnupp 4nlulh \up(\m(ilu(”mnp]nfip:
1. 21.- The inscription on the back of the reliquary.
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Ill. 22.- Miniature attributed to T. Roslyn, photo Haik Ter-Ghevondian.
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1. 23.- Reconstruction of Armenian
episcopal tiara.

Ve 24~ Upplhbwb hwglulul pnipunp
Ybpululiqlnud:
11l. 24.- Reconstruction of Cilician
Armenian censor.
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Y- 25— ws U. Ywpuybwnh Ugny, &t -, 1lbpulﬁnpnqnlm() 1665 p-, Uwnwlw:
IlIl. 25.- Cross with the right hand of St. Karapet, restored 1665 in Adana.
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Summary

SILVERWORK IN CILICIAN ARMENIA

(13th and 14th centuries)

HAIK TER-GHEVONDIAN

Other ecclesiastic items

From the period of the magnificent activities in the Armenian kingdom of Cilicia, we
are acquainted with the following ecclesiastic items: 1. the reliquary of Skevra (1293 A.D.),
a censer and an episcopal tiara shown in a miniature of the famous medieval miniaturist
Toros Roslyn, and a cross of the same era repaired in 1665 in the city of Tarson (Tarsus).

The armenian catholicos Constantin 11, after being deposed and imprisoned four
years by order of the king Hetum 1l in 1289 for religious divergences, was assigned
superior of the convent of Skevra in 1293. During the same year he had ordered the
above-mentioned reliquary of Skevra for the safeguard of many saints’ relics.

Nobody knows exactly under what circumstances this reliquary arrived in Italy.
The tragic end of the Armenian kingdom in 1375 A.D. and the occupation by the arabs
of Cilician Armenia can shed some light on this displacement. We only know that Mr.
Astvadzadour Papazian, an Armenian diplomat, perceives it in the Dominican monastery
of Bosco, in 1828, in the Piemonte, makes a drawing of the reliquary and publishes it in
the printing office of the Mekhitarian monastery in St. Lazare. A. Papazian thinks that
the Skevra reliquary and other ecclesiastic items were offered to the monastery during its
construction in 1566-72 by the Pope Pius V.

The famous art collector prince Basilewsky buys it in Paris in 1880, under unknown
circumstances. Some knowledgeable people believe that he obtained it in a deal from the
priest of the Bosco church. The reliquary is exposed since in the Hermitage museum.

In its closed position the reliquary (ill. 13) has a portico of two shutters, where the
upper part is ogival (pointed arch) and very close in shape to the portico of the reliquary
of «Khodageratz Sourp Nshan» (ill. 14) ordered in 1300 A.D. by the Armenian prince
Eachi Broshian.

Having in mind the fact that many monuments of Armenian Architecture, among
them the Haghbat complex, the shepherd’s church of Ani and others have used the ogival
arches from the 10th to 13th centuries, it is obvious that the ogival arches have been cofs-
tructed for the first time in Armenia, and are the forerunners of the Gothic architecture.

Previously, the Armenian reliquaries of the 10th to 12th centuries had rectangular
porticos and could not influence the formation of the reliquaries of Skevra and «Khoda-
geratz Sourp Nshany», who both had ogival porticos influenced from the ogival arches used
in the Armenian architecture.

After a period of stagnation in the Armenian art, its only in the 17th century that
the reliquaries of St. Geghard (1687 A.D.) and of the «Arch of Noe» (1698 A.D.) have
used the ogival arches.



496 2084 SEP ALGRNVTGUY 1991

On the two sides of the portico are: on the left shutter, St. Stradius, St. Gregory the
Iluminator and St. Peter. On the right shutter, St. Paul, St. Thaddeus and St. Vartan, the
defender of the homeland and of the Christian faith. The six bas-reliefs are separated from
cach other with the six wings of a cross-like construction.

The most memorable figures on the portico are: St. Gregory the Illuminator, bearing
an original hood on his head, a long tunic, a cloak which is compensated nowadays by the
chasuble. On the right arm, instead of the maniple, he has embraced a part of the cloak.
The pallium prolongs from his chest to the shoulders. A complete pontifical garb, sup-
posed to be of the 4th century.

The byzantine military uniforms of St. Stradius and St. Vartan Mamigonian could
not be the same, the first being a roman, and Vartan: Armenian. Elisee and Hohan
Mamigonian attest that the armenian and persian uniforms and armour of the 5th century
were identical.

On the central vertical line and around the two shutters of the portico there are
inscriptions concerning king Hetum Il and the catholicos Constantine I1I. The outer
flanks of the reliquary are chiselled with the names of eighteen saints whos portrait-
medals have been taken out to take possession of the relics of the above-mentioned
saints.

Opening the two shutters of the porticos (ill. 15), we see six chiselled bas-reliefs.
The two central figures of both shutters compose the scene of the Annunciation, with the
Archangel Gabriel on the left and the Virgin Mary on the right shutter, where she sits on
an original chair, covered with a very beautiful pillow. These two items must have been
currently used by Cilician Armenian nobility and are part of the national heritage, as
beautiful samples of applied arts.

The six figures are chiselled in the following order: left side, from bottom to top,
St. David (king David) holding an unscrolled parchment, Archangel Gabriel with a fiery
sword, and St. John, holding a book and a scroll. We must deduct that the unscrolled
parchment of king David represents the Old Testament, which is continued by the closed
book representing the New Testament in St. John's left hand. Also a composition in two
parts, due to the narrow space.

On the top of the right shutter, in a round medallion, St. Steven the protomartyr,
holding a censer and a stone, which is the symbol of his lapidation.

Under the figure of the Virgin Mary, on the bottom of the right shutter, is a round
medal, masterfully chiselled with the figure of the king Hetum I (ill. 16) in praying
position. This is a unique appearance in the Armenian art of silversmithing, when the
whole figure of a living Armenian king is shown in a modest apparatus. The portraits of
Tigranes 11, his son Artavazdes 11, Tigranes 1V and his sister queen Erato of Armenia
show us only their crowned heads.

King Hetum has refused the royal crown on his accession to the throne, that’s why
he has no crown on this medal. The observer feels the modesty of the king, where an
inscription beginning from the left side of the upper part of the medal reads: «INTER-
CEDE, MOTHER OF GOD...». Around the shutters, the parts which have no ins-
criptions are chiselled with grape leave ornaments.

We previously saw Virgin Mary’s pillow (ill. 17) and chair (ill. 18), also the censer
held by St. Stephen the protomartyr (ill. 19), who all have undeniable ethnographical
value. We can also consider the identical swords held by St. Paul and Vartan Mami-
gonian as samples used in the kingdom of Cilician Armenia during the 13th and l4th
centuries, their reconstruction (ill. 20) can give us an idea about the weapons of that
time.
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Between the two open shuttles, the space was, according to the inscription on the
back, decorated with precious gems, but now we see only a crucifixion and some remnants
of the initial arrangement. Time and human avariciousness have taken their toll.

The position of Christ is very tranquil on the cross and doesn’t show the signs
of suffering. The human skull under His feet is the symbol of Christ’s victory over
death.

The back of the reliquary is chiselled with a long inscription that we can consider as
the history of Cilician Armenia during the tragic events of the century (ill. 21).

The whole inscription is the following:

In the year seven hundred of the Armenian Era, and forty more years, and two more
years upon that; completes the date: I, Constantine a perplexed person, an unworthy
servant of the Lord, have been elevated to the Holy See at Hromgla; the great seat of
venerable head of the Armenian Church and the patriarchal throne of the Father of all
Armenians and the Representative of Jesus, the successor of the order of St. Gregory the
[lluminator of Armenia, and his successors the Saintly Catholici up to our day. They were
my protectors, caring for me with paternal affection. Regarding this office, more impor-
tantly then my own merits was dignity of being entrusted as the occupant of this chair of
overseer; With my staff of authority, by Divine providence and according to the course of
events which transpired in the reign of the pious [King] Hetoum, who was learned in
sacred matters.

I was elevated to an eminent Holy office overseeing the Skevra monastery I was
ordained as overseer of this Great see and its diocese. Were it pleasing to God that the
narrative of my story ended here. Alas! What great misfortune for the whole Armenian
nation. A year ago Hromgla was taken, and the indigenous people of this land have been
enslaved. The celestial churches have been trampled upon by infidels. And the holy relics
have been desecrated by unchaste hands. And the holy theological manuscripts have been
contemptuously scattered. The holy pontiffs and their deacons have been taken as slaves
into Arab lands.

Alas, Alas, a thousand times alas for the great calamity which took us by surprise
and overwhelmed me with pains when I thought about the holy relics among which I had
been brought up since childhood. My thoughts always haunt me and I remain over-
whelmed and in deep mourning. But having been appointed to Skevra I have been driven
with a great desire to replace the relics in a restful place, hoping to obtain for myself a
great good, and for the relief of my pain, which torments my thoughts.

Oh, the magnificent caseing which contain the holy relics, I ordered it to be executed
marvelously with pure and precious silver intertwined with flamboyant gold; decorated
with wonderful ornaments with very elegant structure Intermingled with precious stones,
Similar to the ephod of Aaron. So that the Holy remains gathered here may have a resing
place. Like a reasonable monument for the revelation of the victory of the Saints. These
holy relics that were placed here and which are above all material goods, Are a relief for

the suffering, And a great good for human kind; They exorcise evil spirits, And call on the |

Angels to watch over us. And I, standing fast on this, gave the order to execute this
modest sanctuary, As a pleasing offering to the Saints; And as a good deed attributed
to me, And also for my parents, And my entire nation: For the glory of the Saviors
redemption, In the temple of His Saints from Skevra.

May God preserve it for a long time in a solid unbreakable state: And keep Armenia
in His paternal bosom! Now I would like to express, speaking in supplicatjon, appealing
to everyone, And begging them ardently: Y who see this Reliquary and approach the
treasures concealed in it, Fervently Pray and make petitions for Hetoum, King of the
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Armenian nation, to be crowned in Paradise in the company of Saints. And for the
kindness that 1 have received from him let him be rewarded. Amen.

The reason of many linear irregularities is the thinness of the silver plates. This
method was and is used to subdue the metal easily. The irregularities of the uncial letters’
forms are due to the fact that the craftsman has begun to chisel before having done the
linear engravings around the letters.

Although this reliquary is one of the best monuments of the armenian silversmithing
art of the Middle-Ages, the above mentioned reasons have prevented the monumentality
that this great enterprise was supposed to have. The designer’s great project has been
alienated by the craftman’s haste.

Mr. Alexander Kakhovkine of the Hermitage museum, in his communication of 1978
in Yerevan, expresses the opinion that this reliquary was chiselled at least by four crafts-
men, and that the uncial letters of the inscriptions are «heterogeneous».

I can’t blame Mr. A. Kakhovkine for his inexperience in this matter, and 1 can
affirm that being myself a chiseller, I could finish this reliquary from 3 to 4 months with
the same quality. What concerns the «heterogeneousness» of the uncial letters of the
inscriptions, they are explained in the previous lines.

I am convinced that if Mr. A. Kakhovkine had known better the intricacies of the
Armenian history of the Middle-Ages, he would behave differently.

The manuscript N° 197 of the Matenadaran of Yerevan contains a miniature by the
famous Toros Roslin (ill. 22). In that miniature are depicted: a bishop, two priests and
two chorists. The bishop has a very low tiara on his head and one of the priests incenses a
censor. The reconstruction of the tiara (ill. 23) and the censor (ill. 24) creates an intimacy
and better understanding with the ecclesiastical items of the century.

A cross of the St. Echmiadzin museum from the 14th century (ill. 25), restored in
1665 in the city of Tarson (Tarsus), is a kind of reliquary whose central rectangle contains
the relics (hand bones) of St. Garabed. It is decorated with corals, pearls, peridots,
tiger-eyes and garnets.

This facts prove that the industry and use of precious and semi-precious gems has
continued to exist from the 13th to 17th centuries and further. The inscription on the back
of the reliquary of Skevra and the above mentioned cross prove it.



