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ARMENIAN PAGAN RELIGION

The religion of a people, more than anything else,
reflects their racial character, and is perhaps the
greatest factor in their cultural attainment. For re-
ligion in its essence is the spiritual bond between man
and the unseen force that governs the universe in
its imponderable complexity with the most marvel-
ous precision. Man, whether pre-historie, ancient or
modern, has always felt intuitively his connection
with this force, and has tried to pattern his
activities upon this relationship. Thus have religions
come into existense and have guided the spiritual
as well as cultural activities of all peoples.

The religion of our ancestors, before christianity
was adopted in the fourth century, may be described
as nature worship. The sun, the moon, the stars,
lightning, fire, storms, mountains and other awe-
inspiring phenomena of nature were worshipped as
the symbols and manifestations of the unseen force.

Also ancestor - worship was very common among
the ancient Armenians, who showed their apprecia-
tion of the greatness of a person by deifying him
after his death, thus immortalizing him and perpet-
ualizing his great deeds and valor.

The gods in this pagan religion were like men in
their appearance, having all the human attributes
and virtues, as well as some of their vices. Intellect-
ually and physically, however, they were much super-
ior to humans, and they were immortal.

There were numerous deities in this pagan rel-
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igion but the chief gods of the Armenian Pantheon
were originally seven in number, augmented later to
eight by the addition of a deified human, who became
one of the most worshipped gods of our ancestors.

It is true that the pagan religion of the Armen-
ians was influenced by the religions of their neigh-
bors, as we find a similarity between their chief
deities and those of the Greeks, Persians and semitic
peoples. The following table shows the kinship that
existed between these ancient creeds.

Armenian Greek. . Roman Persian
Aramazt Zeus Jupiter Ormizd
Anahit Artemis Diana Nahit
Vahagn .Herakles Mars Verethragna
Asdghig Aphrodite Venus

Nane Athene Minerva

Mihr Hephaestos Vulcan

Tir Apollo Mercury Tir
Barshamin Hera Juno

The functions and atfributes of these gods were
similar in many respects to those of the deities of the
neighboring people. This similarity can be noted by
a brief description of their attributes.

Aramazt flders i

He was the father of all gods and the supreme
deity of the Armenian Pantheon. He was “the arch-
itect of the universe” and the “creator of heaven and
earth.” He was called great, wise and brave, but
never figured as a war god, the title Amenaber
— bringer of all (good) things — described his
great generosity. Although the father of all gods,
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and especially of Mihr, Anahit and Nane, he had no
Queen Goddess.
Anahit

The love and devotion accorded to this goddess
may well be gleaned from a passage written by an
early Armenian historian, Agathangelos: “The great
lady -Anahit, who is the glory and life-giver of the
human race, whom all kings honor... who is the moth-
er of all sobriety and the benefactress of all mankind.
The great Anahit, born of Aramazt, through whom Ar-
menia lives and maintains her existense”.

She was also the goddess of fecundity and the
patron of children who grew under her affectionate
care. Her temple at Erez was one of the richest of the
antiquity according to the Roman historian Pliny.
Mihr

This sun god of the Armenians, was later sup-
erseded by Vahagn. He was also the god of truth,
justice and loyalty, and the people took their oaths
in his name. His only influence upon the Armenians
may be noted from the proper names derived from
Mihr which are used to the present day, such as
Mihran, Mihrdat, Mihranush, Mehrujan etc.

Tir

Tir was an armenianized combination of Apollo
and Hermes, for this god was the scribe and messeng-
er of Aramazt as well as the patron of arts and lett-
ers. The names Tiran, Tirdat, Tirair, Tiradz are
reminders of this ancient deity.

Asdghig

The loveliest figure in armenian mythology,
Asdghig, the goddess of love and passion, was repres-
ented as delicate as starlight, as loving as a dove and
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as fragrant as a rose. For that reason her symbols
were a star, a dove and a rose. She was the mistress
or wife of Vahagn and her sanctuary at the famous
Vahevahian temple at Ashtishat dedicated to Anahit,
Asdghig and Vahagn was significally called the
“chamber of Vahagn.”

The festival of this goddess come at the beginning
of summer under the name of Vardavar, which is
still observed by the Armenians under a christian
guise, and some of the customs observed on that day,
such as sprinkling of water on each other, flying
doves, playing games, etc. are reminders of the great
pagan holiday dedicated to the rose-fingered Asdghig
of the ancients.

Nane

A patroness of war and dispenser of wisdom,
Nane was considered to be the Athene of the Greeks,
imported into Armenia by Tigranes The Great.

Barshamin

This deity was probably imported from Phoeni-
cia by Tigranes. For although he was among the
major gods there is very little known about him.

Vahagn

Although not included among the original seven
great gods of the Armenians, Vahagn soon became
one of the Three greatest deities of our ancestors. As
sun-god, as fire-god, as god of war, god of victory,
god of lightning, Vahagn was the most popular, as
he was the most national, with the exception perhaps
of Anahit. According to tradition he was born of fire
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and he had “hair of fire, a beard of flame, and his
eyes were like two suns.”

Spirits

Pagan Armenians also believed in good and evil
spirits. The good spirits were called kach, which has
come to mean brave, and later under Persian influ-
ence they were known as Hreshdags which.in modern
Armenian means angel. Char, which now means evil
wag the name applied to evil spirits, and Dev (devil)
was the Persian name for these, adopted later by the
"~ Armenians. According to legends some spirits, called
arlez, brought back to life heroes who fell on the
battlefield by licking their wounds.

They also believed in ghosts or spirits of inanim-
ate objects such as fields, woods, mountains, houses,
trees, wells and especially of graveyards.
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