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Introduction

Among the types of reliquaries used in the Armenian Church, the Arm
reliquary occupies an important place. A large number of examples of the latter
have reached us, and they are preserved in various museums of Armenia and the
world, in private collections, in Armenian communities. They are presented both
with rich artistic decoration, with the use of complex silversmithing and
goldsmithing techniques, precious stones, and with simpler solutions.

The article discusses the issue of the possible period of inclusion of Arm
reliquaries in the Armenian Church, and presents an Arm reliquary preserved in
the Armenian Diocese of Romania, which is being studied for the first time, em-
phasizing the problems of local cultural influences.

" <nnywidp bbpliugugyly F10.02.23, gpuwpunudty £ 22.02.23, pinniidly £ ywgwagnpnige-
Jwti 28.04.23:

* This study became possible by the support of the Diocese of the Armenian Church in
Romania, Ministry of Culture of RA and State Committee of Science MES RA, within the frame
of the research project No. SCS 13-6E440.

The art works have never been studied earlier, except in 2012 when on the initiative of
Bishop Datev Hakobian, the leader of the Armenian Diocese of Romania and Prof. Levon
Chookaszian, Head of Yerevan State University Chair of Armenian Art History and Theory, the
study of the collections started.
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Observations on the Period and Conditions of Adoption of Arm
Reliquaries by the Armenian Church

Actually, there are not many studies on Arm reliquaries in Armenology. But
even in those cases, when they are studied, no reference has been made to the
possible period of entry of this object into the ritual of the Armenian Church and
the conditions contributing to it. Currently, there is a great interest in the
phenomenon of “relic” in the world, due to which high-quality multifaceted
studies by various scientists are available to help clarify many questions on the
subject. Therefore, based on these studies, we will try to clarify the question that
interests us, and offer our viewpoint on it.

As Caroline Walker Bynum and Paula Gerson noticed, the use of reliquaries
in the form of parts of the human body was developed in the West approximately
from the end of the 9" century, but gained more importance only from the 12"
13™ centuries'. Reliquaries in the form of a head, foot, hand and fingers can be
met. The most common were heads and hands — the most expressive and
communicative parts of the human body: the role of the eyes for communication,
the importance of the mouth for speech, the hand for gesture®. According to
Cynthia Hahn, in the case of this type of reliquaries, first of all the function is
important, and it is not necessary that the object correspond in its form to the
part of the saint's body to which the enshrined relic refers®. For example, the
Dexter makes the blessing gesture during the ritual more impressive *.

Religuaries in the shape of body-parts are not widely used in the Armenian
Church. Only the Dexter is used during various rituals: for example, the role of
the Arm reliquary of St. Gregory the llluminator on the blessing of the Holy
Chrism, on the occasion of the ordination of Catholicos, the most important
church festivals, as well as in dire moments for the country, etc. cannot be
overestimated.

The Orthodox Christian Church does not use reliquaries in the form of body-
parts. In the case of the Byzantine church, perhaps as a unique example can be

! Bynum, Gerson 1997, 4.
2 Bynum, Gerson 1997, 5.
3 Hahn 1997, 20.

4 Hahn 2010, 166.
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considered the Dexter of St. John the Baptist, currently kept in the Topkapi
Museum in Istanbul, which is not in its original form, but a late Italian work®.

According to loli Kalavrezou, hand-shaped reliquaries do not correspond to
the Byzantine canon and are unusual. Similar reliquaries were avoided probably
because, being as a shrine for the holy relic, they were either too similar to a real
body part, or were close to a three-dimensional sculpture®. The Byzantines
preferred to leave the bones exposed as a proof: a silver or gold band was
attached to their ends, as well as to the joints, with a note indicating whose relic it
was, and then they were placed in a box’.

The use of three-dimensional sculptures of saints was not welcome in the
Armenian church either®. In this case, the question arises as to when and how it
received arm reliquaries, many examples of which have reached us. The arm
reliquary of St. Gregory the llluminator occupies an important place among them.
According to the legend, the relic of the llluminator was enshrined in a reliquary
in the shape of a right hand back in the 5 century®. In general, there are many
references to the relics of the Illuminator in the sources. However, the right hand,
as a separate relic, is mentioned much later than the 5™ century, and as one of
the main sanctities, only in the 12" century by Catholicos Nerses Shnoraly'®. The
reliquary in the form of an arm is not mentioned in any of the sources of the early
period, whereas the reliquary of such important relic could not have gone
unnoticed by historians™. Therefore, the point of view that already in the 5"
century the relics were enshrined in the reliquary in the form of the right hand,
raises doubts. Considering the fact that the use of reliquaries in the form of
human body-parts was formed in the West, not in the East, from the end of the

5 Kalavrezou 1997, 68-69; A. Ballyan also mentions the outline of Saint Marina’s palm,
see: Ballian 2012, 88.

5 Kalavrezou 1997, 68-69.

" Kalavrezou 1997, 68-69.

8 Ghun Upp. Unwbwig 1902, 48:

¢ Uwhwljwt 2002, 417; Qwphpyjwi b., Sphgnp Lnwuwynpsh wop https://lusamut.net/
%D5%A3%D6%80%D5%AB%D5%A3%D5%B8%D6%80-%D5%AC%D5%B8%D6%82%D5%BD%
D5%A1%D5%BE%D5%B8%D 6%80%D5%B9%D5%AB-%D5%A1%D5%BBWD5%A8/ 26.01.2023 fe.

1 (Fnine punhwupwlwu 1865, 2:

A detailed examination of written sources on the Dexter of St. Gregory the llluminator
see: Kouyoumjian 2005, 1-18.
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9" century and started to be considered more important in the 12""-13"™ centuries,
we tend to think that the reliquary in the shape of the right hand was made later.

It is an established fact that in the 15™ century the arm reliquary of the
llluminator already existed. The undeniable proof of this is the Dexter depicted in
the scenes of the episcopal ordination (11 b) and the consecration of the Catholicos
(50 b) of the 1461 in “Mashtots of Ordination” (M 4997) of Matenadaran after
Mesrop Mashtots in Yerevan. Examining the scene, art historian Edda Vardanyan
came to the conclusion that the Dexter of Gregory the Illuminator is depicted™.

As mentioned above, the use of arm reliquaries was characteristic of the
Western Church. So, we can assume that this phenomenon entered our church as
a result of western influence. Accordingly, it is possible to put forward the point of
view that the arm reliquary began to be used in our country around the time
when certain movements, tendencies towards the Catholic Church began to be
noticed in the Armenian Church. In this sense, the spread of similar reliquaries in
the West coincides with the period when pro-Catholic moves began to be
observed in Armenian Cilicia already in the late 12" and early 13" centuries®. It is
also important that in the context of the aforementioned tendencies, changes took
place in the Liturgical vestments of the Armenian Church, borrowing many
elements from the Latin Church®. Therefore, the introduction of arm reliquary
was also possible in that period.

Among the arguments supporting our hypothesis in favor of the Cilician
period are also the earliest examples of arm reliquaries with a clear dating.
Among them, the cross-reliquary with the dexter of John the Baptist kept in the
Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin was made in the city of Adana in Cilicia in the 14"
century™. The other arm reliquary, the Dexter of St. Nicholas, is the oldest
example with a definite date: according to the inscription it was "bind" in 1315,
again in Cilicia'® (Museum of Catholicosate in Antelias, Lebanon).

2 vardanyan 2003-2004, 188.

3 Mutafian 1988, 408-411; Knjhwuupujwi 2018, 28-29:

“ See Su. Ubpubuph Lwdppnuwgin) Swpunuh Gwhulynwnuph 1838, 203-242; See
Udpwunjwt 2015, 499-513:

5 Pwpwgwiywi 2013, 99:

16 Kouyoumjian 2015, 179-181. In his last mentioned article, D. Kouyoumjian rejects the
widespread “1325” reading of the year written in the inscription on the Dexter of St. Nicholas,
and confirms the date 1315. On the stylistic and artistic analysis of the Dexter of St. Nicholas
see: Ballian 2012, 87-93.
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In the composition of the cross-reliquary with the Dexter of John the Baptist,
the presentation of the hand in a relief seems to suggest the gradual development
of the depiction of the Arm as a three-dimensional sculpture'’, while the Dexter of
St. Nicholas already represents the new ritual object completely with its
characteristic features.

Another definition is noticeable in the Cilician examples, that is the principle
of hiding the relic. Western reliquaries show the relic, and eastern reliquaries
hide it (that is, they do not show the relic under the rock crystal typical of the
west)!8. Although the researchers note that Western reliquaries until the Gothic
period also hid the relic', by the time the Cilician examples were made, Western
reliquaries were already “opened”. This circumstance also indicates that the type
of object was still new in our environment: despite its Western form, it remained
connected to local principles, forming it as a synthesis of Western and Eastern
traditions. Later, the vast majority of arm reliquaries that have come down to us
already display the relic in a visible place of the object, mostly on the forearm,
under a piece of rock crystal, completely in accordance with the Western
tradition. Despite this, the arm reliquary has completely become an inseparable
part of the ritual items of the Armenian Church, fully bearing the features and
characteristics of the Armenian art in its artistic decoration.

The given justifications can be considered as a sufficient basis for regarding
the penetration of arm reliquaries into the Armenian Church through the Cilician
environment. Later, if more arguments are found, this hypothesis can either be
fully substantiated or denied. It also follows from the above discussed, that A.
Babajanyan's opinion, according to which the initial type of reliquaries in the
Armenian Church were the boxes made in the shape of body-parts of the saint,
can be challenged®.

Arm Religuary of the Armenian Diocese of Romania

Only two arm reliquaries are preserved in the Armenian Diocese of Romania,
both of which are local works. One of them was made quite recently, the other is
a work of the 19" century (No. 117), which we will consider in the article.

17 This type, with some change, is found later, see: Landau, Marteen van Lint 2013, 248.
18 Crepnurosa 2000, 29.

9 Hahn 2012, 24; Kilgore 2017, 14.

2 Pwpwgwiyw 2013, 97:
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Both the Arm reliquaries preserve the relics of John the Baptist®. After Saint
Gregory the Illuminator enshrined the relics of John the Baptist in the Innakyan
(St. Karapet) monastery of Mush, the saint began to be seen as the heavenly pro-
tector of the Armenian world?. So it is not at all surprising that the relics related
to him prevail in the Armenian Church.

Contrary to examples made by the Armenian masters and preserved in the
Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin, as well as in other museums, the arm reliquary
of the Holy Archangels Church in Bucharest is not rich in its design (ill. 1, 2). Itis
not known for certain whether the craftsman who made the arm was an Armenian
or not?®. Perhaps we can only assume judging from the Armenian writing.
However, the reliquary could have been made by one craftsman and the
inscription written by another. According to the inscription, the object was
donated in 1892. It is not mentioned which church it was dedicated to, but Iprail,
the present-day city of Braila in Romania, is mentioned, where the Armenian Saint
Mary Church is still functioning.

The restrained decoration of the Dexter, presented in a blessing gesture
typical of the Armenian church, is complemented by overlapping silver plates in
the wrist and elbow areas, which are chased with a stylized simplified baroque-
shaped floral ornament. The wrist plate depicts a Latin cross on the palm side, as
the center of the composition. The donative inscription placed between the plates
completely covering the outer surface of the forearm, also plays a designing role.
The circular relic cavity, covered with a crystal glass and displaying the relic, is
placed on the forearm. In addition to the relic, grains of pearl and green stone,
perhaps emerald, can be seen in the cavity. The master worked out the fingers
and nails in detail, giving them as realistic a look as possible. Although the use of
arm reliquaries is not widespread in the Romanian church?, as in the Armenian
or Western churches, and in this case it is not known who the master is, the
quality of the work shows that the latter was well acquainted with the principles of
making the arm reliquaries.

2 There is no indication of the contained relic on the object. The information about it was
provided by Bishop Datev Hakobian, head of the Diocese of Armenian Church in Romania.

2 Opdwiubiwb 2001, 44:

2 The information about Armenian silversmiths or jewelers in Romania is fragmentary and
unclear.

24 Reliquaries in the form of right and left hands of 1641-1646 are known. See:
Dobjanschi, Cernea, Tanasoiu 2008, 182-183.
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Chased ribbons, the donative inscription and the cavity of relics, create a
rhythm and balance on a smooth, detail-free surface, serving as the main means
of expression alternating with each other.

The donative inscription placed horizontally is perhaps a unique
demonstration among the Armenian arm reliquaries. Anyway, we don't know any
other example yet. In addition to the form of installation, it plays a major role in
the composition, which is also not typical for arm reliquaries. In the compositions
of the examples known to us, the inscriptions, as a rule, play a secondary role,
giving way to either scenes from the life of the saint or luxurious designs. Most
likely, the master followed the opinion of the donor in choosing the place of the
donative inscription.

In general, the decoration of the object is completely influenced by the local
culture and has moved away from the characteristic features of Armenian art. The
artistic design of the arm reliquary, with its free, flat surfaces and relatively few
ornaments, represents the style that became characteristic of Romanian
silversmithing in the 19" century, when the emphasis began to be placed on the
form of the object, defeating the ornament®. This style followed the post-
Brancovian” style characterized by luxurious, lush floral motifs, introducing new,
fresh artistic preferences, influenced by the Empire style popular in Europe?.

Conclusion

Summarising, we can record that the arm reliquary preserved in the
collections of the Armenian diocese of Romania despite its simple artistic
solutions, comes to complete another link in the range of similar reliquaries with
various designs of the Armenian Church. Although the master is not known, and

% Simion 1997, 35-36.

“In the second half of the 17" century, significant changes were also made in the local
Romanian art, as in the art of the the territory of Ottoman Empire, Iran, Russia and Christian
East in general. The Brancovan style was a combination of Renaissance and Byzantium, Baroque
and Orientalism, echoes of Western rococo and borrowings of iconographic models from the
Balkans or from Russia and Ukraine. Lush plant and floral motifs became characteristic of the
artistic interpretation of decorative-applied art samples. This manifestation of art and culture
entered the history of Romanian art called “Brancovian style”, named after the Wallachian
Prince Constantin Brancovianu of the same period, and the subsequent slightly simplified phase
— “post-Brancovian”. See: Vaetisi A. Barancovan Art https://www.academia.edu/20315722/
Brancovan_Art_The_last_synthesis_in_Romanian_Art. 7, 33, 140 (seen 21. 03. 2021).

% Simion 1997, 35.

162


https://www.academia.edu/20315722/

Arm Reliquary from the Collection of the Armenian Diocese of Romania...

the influence of the local Romanian art is evident in the artistic solution of the
object, the example fully complies with the canon of the Armenian Church. The
fact that the arm reliquary appears in these collections, indicates that, despite
being in a Christian country where similar objects do not occupy a place in the
ritual, the Armenian church has preserved the accepted series of ritual objects
typical of itself, without assimilating into the local tradition.

As for the appearance of Arm reliquaries, having found their permanent
place in the ritual of the Armenian Church, they are the result of the influence of
the Western Church, introduced not earlier than the Cilician period. Before that,
as we conclude, other, most likely Byzantine or unknown local traditions of
presenting the right hands of saints” were followed.
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PE/MKBAPUIA-IECHULLA N3 COBPAHUA APMAHCKOA
ENAPXUU PYMbIHUWU: O JIOKAJIbHbLIX XY OMECTBEHHbIX
BJIMAHUAX

BAPJAHAH M.

Pe3iome

Knioyesbie cnosa: apmAHCKUE KONOHUK, apMAHCKas enapxusa PymbiHumM, putyanb-
Hble nNpegmeTbl, penukBapwii ¢ [lecHuueld, penuksapuu, [lecHnupl, Kunnkua.

Penvksapun B BMAe 4YacTeil Tena He MOAYYMAW LUMPOKOTrO pacrpocTpaHe-
HMA B ApmAHCKOW LepkBu. Bo Bpema pasnnuHbIX puTyanoB MCMoONb30BaauChb
TonbKko [ecHuubl. M3BecTHO, YTO OHM CTanu UCMonb30BaTbCA Ha 3anage npu-
MepHo c KoHLa IX Beka, HO bonbluee pacnpocTpaHeHune nonyunnu amwb ¢ Xll-
Xl Bekos.

MockonbKy 3To 6bINO XapakTepHO [N1A 3anafHoi LEepKBU, Npearonaraercs,
4TO Halla LepKoBb BBeNa B 06Mxop, JaHHbI TUN penuKkBapueB B pesyrbTaTe 3a-
nafHoro BAuAHWA. PacnpoctpaHeHne nopobHbIX penvkBapueB Ha 3anapje CoB-
nagaeT c nepuopom, korpa B ApmaHckoil Kunukum yxe B koHue Xl n Havane
XIIl BekoB ctanu cobntopatbca npokaTonuyeckue Tpaguummn. B KoHTeKkcTe yka-
3aHHbIX TEHAEHLMI NPOM3OLLIN U3MEHEHWA B OfeHae Cnymuteneil ApMAHCKON
LLepPKBW, MHOTUE 3N1eMeHTbI BbIny 3aMMCTBOBaHbI U3 NaTUHCKOW LepkBu. [NoaTo-
My ucronb3oBaHue [lecHuubl B LLepKOBHbIX pUTyanax Takme 6bino BO3MOKHO B
3TOT nepwuog, Tem bonee YTO COXpaHMBLUMECA CamMble paHHWe obpasupl [lecHu-
bl C YETKOI JAaTUPOBKOI Takie bbinu caenaHbl B Kunukum B XIV Beke.

B HecHuue XIX Beka, xpaHaLeiica B ApMAHCKOW enapxun PymbiHWK, Haxo-
patca mowwm ceatoro MoanHa Kpectutena. CornacHo papcTBeHHOW Hagnucy,
lecHuua 6bina npenogHeceHa B pap B 1892 ropgy. Mactep, M3roToBMBLUNIA
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,D,eCHmu,y, HEN3BECTEH, HO O4EBMNAHO, YTO OH 6bin XOpPOLLO 3HAKOM C npuHumna-
MU U3roToBneEHNA ﬂOJ],O6HbIX NpeLMETOB. OnemMeHTbl AEKOPUPOBKU ﬂ,eCHl/ILI,bI
HEXapaKTEPHbI AN1A apMAHCKOro NCKYCCTBa. Xy,ﬂ,O}KeCTBeHHbIVI 3aMblCen lD,eCHl/I-
ubl C €€ CBO60,EI,HbIMVI, rMmagkumMn NoBEPXHOCTAMU U CPABHUTENbHO HebonbLINM

KOJIMY4ECTBOM OPHAMEHTOB XapPaKTEPEH O/ PYMbIHCKOIo cepe6pﬂHoro gena XIX
BEKa.
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