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The metal Covers
of Manuscripts of Yerevan's Mesrop Mashtotz Matenadaran

English Summary of the Armenian Text

Father A. Sekoulian
Mekhitarist Convent, Vienna

During our meeting last summer, we
discussed my restored designs of the metal
covers of Yerevan’s St. Mesrop Mashtotz
Matenadaran’s manuscripts and the list of
the manuscript metal covers which I had
prepared during my early years in Armenia.
You proposed that I write a study of those
bindings, based upon their classification
into groups of jewelry schools, according to
the regions of historic Armenia.

I thought your advice was very appro-
priate, since this subject had never been
written about before. In the continuing pa-
ges, I have tried to do my best in executing
the proposed projects, realizing that 1
couldn’t rely on any antecedent work to
help me in this enterprise.

Yours sincerely,
H. Ter Ghevondian

INTRODUCTION

Truth being the basis for all beauty, I
must admit that not all of the metal ma-
nuscript covers that I have in my disposi-
tion are-masterpieces. Most of them were
manufactured in an era when Armenia was
under the domination of two different
foreign powers who didn’t encourage pro-
gress in artistic skills. Nevertheless, since
these metal covers are part of our heritage,
we must protect, study, and interpret them,
assuring their continued existence as art-

works.

After beginning the job, I found that
the task was not easy. I faced the difficulty
of finding information concerning the per-
sons who ordered the cover’s creation as
well as the actual designers and jewellers.
Often the dates of their creation were un-
known, since the collophons’ contents often

wer not eloquent and were usually quasi-re-
ligious, thereforen unrelated to our purpo-
se.

During the first phase of my work, I
studied the covers which had missing but
restorable parts. These covers were the
remnants of masterpieces, which, I am su-
re, eloquently represented monumentalism,
the dominant trend of Armenian Art in
those centuries. I have left their discussion
for the four last illustrative pages.

Secondly, from around 80 of the best
pieces that I had photographed myself, I
chose to include in the study 37 manuscript
covers which contained some information
about the time and place of their prepara-
tion, and the persons who ordered their de-
sign or gilded the metal themselves.

I was attracted by the masters’ intima-
cy with the material they so skillfully treat-
ed. So I decided to concentrate specifically
in my study on the fact that the masters we-
re not only in command of the tools they
used during the manufacturing process but
they also allowed the nature of the tools
and materials themselves to influence their
work. Such tools were made in the tradi-
tional national styles carried down through
time by the sons who continued the trade of
their craftsmen fathers.

One region often influenced another
region. In my study I discuss how young
novices would travel from region to region
as apprentices. When they returned to their
native area, they would bring back with
them the influence of their master teachers
and the regions in which they worked.

In the two regions of historic Armenia
dominated first by Turkey and Persia and
then by Turkey and Russia, Armenian je-
welry has kept almost the same national
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profile, since the same traditions prevailed
in both parts. Armenian jewellers some-
times submitted, for commercial reasons,
to the taste and influence of their foreign
customers. But since Armenia is a moun-
tainous and somewhat isolated country,
particularly in the wintertime, such a
foreign influence, fortunately, did not often
prevail.

. Because of the invasion of Tamerlane
(Timer Leng) at the end of the XIV century
or_ﬂy some metal bindings (covers) from the,:

_Cilician Armenian era remain, mainly i
the St. James Monastery of Jerusalem ybuli
the rest were burned or sacked, mainl , d
ring the period when the Mongolo-T?lrklil-
hordes of Tamerlane occupied the fam c
Tatev Monastery, well-known for its we:lltlli
of manuscripts. At this time, the best A
menian grgftsmen and artists were tak -
into captivity to Central Asia, which a?d:g

in the flourishing of the .
. arts
mentioned region. 1n the above

The artworks that w .
spirit of .their times and teh::ntlr?;:c)l(i%ress the
country in which they were prepar c810f the
few valuable artworks are availa 1:1 . Very
the XIV aqd XV centuries, but th e from
few that exist we can recognize théflugh'the
talent, faith and goodwill. 1t ig t}llr artists’
faith that we perceive on the superiat great
Crosses irregularly hailed by sy, CCeeg}posed
nerations of donors who ep, Ing ge-
feelings and wishes, or so graved their

. s meti
portion of their history on thesenésgs:esmall
s.

I have divided the d; )
and styles of Armenian je vs;g?rie;to lt';%lglons
lowing categories: Vaspourakan (Va e fol-
rin (Erzeroum), Siounik and Ciliciannk Ga-
nia. 1 have omitted Sebastia sip rme-
couldn’t find any cover art in the MCe we
daran. atena-

However. Armenian museums dq "
play secular filigree jewels from later Cents:
ries in this area. In this study I have incly.
ded samples from covers done in Crimea
Nor Djougha and Constantinople, tryiné
always to be as realistic as possible in my
evaluations, without prejudice.

The School of Vaspourakan

The restrained, original and monu-
mental forms of the chiselled manuscript
covers of Vaspourakan embody the centu-
ries old traditions of Armenian jewelry. Ba-
sed on the style of the intaglios of the
Church of the Holy Cross of Aghtamar and
under the spiritual influence of the surroun-
ding convents, the work of this school has
remained almost intact in its preservation
0_f national spirit. Also, thanks to the trade
links, the Vaspourakan School was able to
influence the art of Armenian jewelry th-
roughout the Near East, from Nor Djougha
(Ispahan) to Cesarea and Constantinople.

The Vaspurakan School is characteriz-
ed by a one-step flat style, where the upper
parts are decorated by chiselled fine lines.
The generalized forms can successfully
compete with any of the jewelry schools of
historic Armenia. Produced throughout the
XVI and XVII centuries and after a long
period of cultural stagnation, where only
some Armenian convents were bearing the
totch of progress, the artworks of these cen-
turies, however, cannot be compared to the
descriptions of marvellous churches, pala-
ces, and objects by Touma Ardzrouni (X
century).

Dominantly chiselled objects have
been selected for our descriptions. How-
ever, in addition, the twisted twin silver ca-
ble ropes, also called “Armenian Note”,
characteristically frame many of the
XVI-XVII centuries’ covers. This style was
also used on the secular jewels of the 18th
and 19th centuries’ silver belts and other
types of items where engraving and black
niello are also used. The two main deposi-
tories of these objects are the Historical
Museum of Yerevan and the Museum of
the Echmiadzin Convent.

At this moment, we still have only an
insufficient knowledge of Vaspourakans je-
welry art. Much more time and financial
investment is needed to study and comple-
tely evaluate the value of this main branch
of Armenian jewelry.
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The School of Garin (Erzeroum)

The region of Garin has always been
considered the most creative part of Arme-
nian, with its finest and most beautiful ori-
ginal national handicrafts and costumes
which reflect the good taste and craftsman-
ship of Armenian fashion.

Under the influence of this creative
spirit, an art of filigree and chiselling has
progressed, matched only by some jewels
from the excavations of Dvin, and some
hammer and chisel work in the see-through
extraction style, doubled with filigree and
engraving. ‘

Marco Polo describes the beautiful
manufactured goods of Erzinga, not far
frox_n Garin. This fact proves that the whole
region was producing artistic goods.

; chause of Garin§ geographical posi-
ion, Jewellers from this area were able to
export its filigree jewelry all around the
country. Located on the crossroads of the
regions of Shirak, Georgia, and Iran, Arme-
nian craftsmen, who immigrated from Ga-
rin to far regions, took with them their light
and easy transportable dies and other tools,
designs and models. In so doing, they ex-
panded their ancestral traditions to as far as
the Northern Caucasus and Crimea, teach-
ing and spreading their high skills to the lo-
cal populations, mainly in Daghestan and
Russia.

The emigrating Garin craftsmen main-
tained close trade and cultural ties with
their old country by means of tool and je-
welry exchange. Such exchanges created the
diversity of styles which characterized the
Garin region, helped these craftsmen to
spread their professional influence to far re-
gions of foreign countries. On the manu-
script covers of Garin the chiselled reli-
gious topics and decorative ornamental
parts in the forms of medallions are fitted
on finely decorated filigree backgrounds
with silver nails or beads.

The School of Siunik

~ The manuscript covers of Siunik ob-
viously represent great creative activity.

Vaspourakans chiselling styles have. been
adopted very creatively, showing a prodi-
gious discipline, consisting of casted figura-
tive motives covering flat silver materials
and surrounded by very regularly designed
ornamental frames. '

This new trend adopted by Siuniks je-
wellers reflects the Western European art
discipline. Highly regular shapes were cre-
ated. A separately made figure, cast with
the help of the traditional Armenian half-
ball tipped nails, was fixed into the flatness
of the background material. '

Here also many styles are interrelated
on one piece: casting, chiselling, scissoring
with chisels and hammer and filigree. Such
eclecticism, while conveniently adaptable
to the covers actually degraded the sincere-
ly of the traditional styles.

The School of Siunik has improved the
cover’s design and using the incalculable
possibilities of double-wired ropes, has
achieved previously unobtainable results,
adding to the national heritage new creative
forms and designs, very suggestive for futu-
re creations.

Based upon this short observation, I
¢an affirm that the manuscript covers of
Siunik display a boldness of design and the
evidence of new techniques, renewing
trends and reflecting a deep understanding
of the Armenian style in jewelry.

The jewelry of Cilician Armenia

Very few of the Matenadarans Cilician
Armenian manuscripts are covered with
silver, because of the unfavorable condi-
tions prevailing in the region after the
downfall of the Roupinian dynasty and the
loss of Armeninan independence.

During the 11th to 14th centuries, fa-
vourable conditions have prevailed for the
progress of the chiselling art and trading ac-
tivities. The Port of Ayas (Layas) has been
described by Marco Polo as having “great
trade®.

Famous voyagers, as Willebrandt and
Oldenburg, write about “marvelous things”

13
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ar}d “be.aujciful- monuments”. In his 1853
g’lpt 1tlc:3 Sel)s;’i 8123 r(llélelcu}, f\’Iictor Langlois attests
to the exis ol tour relics containin
silil\%hts (rlghtthand bones) covered witl%
s er. Langlois called these ornam
arabesgue”, a general term used to id enFS
fy all Middle-Eastern ornamentation o

.The late Archbishop Haj
kerichian personally irll)fonillggz omm(: -
I;:;e thz}n twenty silver and gold cov;hag
mar E1:1scnf1‘)ts are kept in the St. James 1\:'[6
themrli’ o Jerusalemz although only two 0;'
ther ofT};e bee;n studied and photographe(c)l
o dem 1s the No.7690 Bible writt .
and g e (coyere_ed) with a very m,ast .
y chiselled binding, The Bible hag etl).fm-
een

written by order of the C .
of Bartzerberd in 1 249 « da:g‘i?lllcos Kirakos

King Hetum I”. On the ﬁrgthe reign of

Christ, St. John the Baptist a;td stide fface)

Mary are chiselled he Virgi
, and gin
four Evangelists ~ Johp OILIJEZ Second, the

Matthew - are Mark
X all masterfy % and
with anatomical perfecﬁgn 1:;z'ldchlsseled

sions. This is the ex
the peak of Armen; pres-
performance in Ciliciap Arme::.nlan

n Successfully ¢

) ntu .

Three other cove

law. All valuable ob;
the attacks on man; ecls were pillaged by

religi insti
agd even by the killing ofg':l(::SS upresons
triarch, the Catholicos Gabﬁelllpl;em]? -
Y Turks

(September 10, 1770

e ’ . Som,

ecclesiastical silverwork ren‘:aif;rlagments of

tholiocossate of Antelias, in Lebazt, the Ca-
bl n.

Jewelry Schools of Emi
Igrant .
Poland, Moldavia and Crimea Armeniang

. Armenian style jewelry and man
Script covers were also manufactured ?n

CC(:};;‘LI‘;CIS) such as Poland, Moldavia, and
From theyl(;mlgrant Armenian craftsmen.
an Armeni th century to 1946, there was
Lwov alwaan m;non.ty group in the city of
end Of”the lbgslllmgratmg to the south. At the
munity of Ct centqry the Armenian com-
addingyto th onstantl.nople was organized,
ready fived e Armenlfin population that al-
The ira ed there during the Byzantine era.
thousa ngc? Y caused by Shah Abbas brought
Ispahan (si\IOf Amenlans from Siunik to
menian ¢ or quugha) where a great Ar-
began to tonémuglty was constituted that
Tavernio rade 'w1th India _and China. J. B.
Louis XI$ testimony of his selling to King
than 5 o precious stones valued at more
from Amllho_n francs aqd bought primarily
menianl;n;fman traders is proof that the Ar-
new con ad already been se.ttled in their
Arment ntry. It was a great victory for the
ton Jam ans of Lwov to have their own writ-
$ and courts.
histoD‘urmg my visit to Lwov, I saw in the
iy rical museum many swords and other
€apons of great artistic value with gold-
plated silver handles, part of them suppo-
g‘g to be the work of Armenian craftsmen.
. hatlflle upper floor of the museum, there is
cont Whpre the Ku}g John Sobieski use to
nier with Armenian jewellers on mone
Mmatters. ‘
nameA Polish author, V. Lozinsky, cites the
wa s o_f 28 Armenian jewellers who al-
thuys 1nv1teq new craftsmen from Armenia,
$ consolidating the continuation of the
I'menian style in local production.
DrodIn Moldavia, Armenian jewellers have
l‘ingirl:ce‘d many religious objects: chalices,
now kg-ln§tmments (Kshotz) and qther§,
cal fom ina sepa_rate room in the Histori-
rmen_seum of Kiev, all brought fl"OI‘l’.l the
lia ian Convent of the Holy Virgin at
(Thelc:)zlve' manuscript_ covers from Kafa
all bey rCi>81a) are kept in the Matepadaran,
ost of?}% the mark of the Armeman style.
ty-consci em are decor.ated with the securl-
nails uselgus style of big half-round ending
1 the o often to preserve covers longer.
there is 5 ver of the manuscript No. 7858,
cross with the inscription: “Inter-

4
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cede to the Saint for Joseph’s son Minas

" whom the Kalmuks killed in 17117, Isn’t

this a historical document?

Nor Djougha (Ispahan)

This Armenian community, formed
and reinforced with many groups of forced
emigrants from Persian-occupied Armenia,
flourished quickly after a few decades and
by the end of the 17th century had already
arrived at the peak of its prosperity.

The trade of gold, precious gems, and
manufactured jewels was one of the Arme-
nian jeweller’s main occupations. These
items were notable for their beauty and
high quality. Their influence extended to
India, where a scattered group of Armenia
still live in an organized community.

The Nor Djougha Armenians, living
near Armenia, had the possibility of con-
stant commercial and cultural ties with
their relatives and friends who remained in
the. country. For this reason, their manu-
lsc:'lpt lcé)txlflers bear the influence of 17th and
ater centuri i i
later18th turies Armenian jewelry of

nailel(:io(l)lr(l)‘z[:igs:ﬁf pralctlce of f:asted ﬁ.gur.es
those Armonia er plates as in th_e Siunik,

ns excelled in making orna-
meptal frames, especially on the back of
their covers. Such covers equal in quality to
the famous filigrees of Garin. The twin
parts of the backs, moving on fine hinges,
where the interlaces (knits) to triple double-
wired ropes make competable ornaments.
The Chisel-hammer cooperation in making
these frames created a new means of artistic
creativity.

The only inconvenience on the bind-
ings are the casted figures which were either
taken directly from Western models or we-
re Western influenced. Such influences
can’t surprise anybody, since trade interac-
tion was constant and the flow of materials
and imported goods also brought models.
Except for such rare influences, the national
character of the silver works is undeniable.

On the first side of the cover of ma-
nuscript No. 6772 a rare frame, unique in
its construction surrounds the crucifixion.

I would also like to direct the readers’
attention to the leather back of the above-
mentioned manuscript cover and the end of
the whole cover, where a very typical orna-
mental knit is designed by deep burning.

The knitted filigree, chiselled, casted,
and gem-decorated covers of Nor Djougha
do not show the same good taste and high
quality national craftsmenship as shown by
those made by professionals in the mother-

land.

Constantinople

Different conditions prevailed in Con-
stantinople, due to the overwhelming in-
fluence of Western culture, of the cosmopo-
litan environment and the exceptional geo-

graphical position of the city. The crafts-

men have struggled between the influx of
s on the one hand,

Western cultural artifact

and the new forces from the motherland on
the other hand. The demand for secular je-
wels having always .overweighed the de-
mand for rare religious artifacts, the balan-
ce has always inclined toward the secular
and only continous immigration has
brought some national spirit, especially
from Vaspourakan where the same old tra-
ditions have continued. '

It is possible to affirm that only the je-
welry art of manuscript COVers has persist-
ed against the current of foreign influence,
thanks to the traditions of the national
church. One of the best proofs of foreign in-
fluence is the cover of manuscript No.
6778, where the crucifixion has a Romanes-
que style church in the background. The
same covers are joined from two sides with
a traditional back consisting of eight short
horizontally placed chains. The ending part
is decorated with a niello filled inscription,
which convinces us that the work at least
on this later portion, has been done by a
newly-immigrated craftsmen, possibly
from ‘Vaspourakan.

4 (,A‘A‘-\.
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Another cover is No. 5641, where the
second side is skillfully chiselled with a
Ressurec:cion scene where the guardians are
shown with costumes like J anissaries, their
heads covered. Either the artist consciously
wanted to show the Janissaries as negative
figures, or he was ignorant of the Roman

ggg‘lcumes. The first alternative is more cre-
ible. .

The chiselling works have clean-cyt li-

nes, well-improved backerg
designed skillfully. Kgrounds and are

The covers of Constantinople are ex
cuted during the same centuries when si e-
la'r art was beginning 10 ﬂollrish in Angll-
nia, after two centuries of stagnation Th?-
raises the question of the existence of 1S
lar items in Constantinople during thSlml.
zantine era. Did they exist and Wer: 1(312:-

stroyed during the attack of M ;
my on Constantinople ip 1453f;hmet Il’s ar-

CONCLUSION

A definitive opin;
: opinion op S
welry would require st Armeniap je-

item§ found in differeny mﬂzeﬁfnall of the
readmg of all existing bibliogra h§ and the
ces, which I tried to do, Phical soyr.

two hundred such cover
only studied 37, descrfb?;e k;?t'.
features. I have alsq dravfn y
other fragments of very
great artistic value by re .

pying their best parts. Ddf:l:':glsrslgt; nd co-
museum items that I haye seen © Many
the background for my Opinion, compose

r unique
upon SOme
“WOr covers of

I would also like to emphgs;
that if I considered only tkﬁe :iﬁi;};estfaﬂ
silverwork — crowns, tiaras, chalices ;caé
others — I could have the majority of ite,r:l
that were saved from destruction dm-ins
our tragic history, since many items, main-
ly jewels have been vandalized, destroyed
or been melted in the melting pot.

Although it would be immodest to
consider this study a definitive one without
seeing the great collection of manuscript
covers of the St. James Monastery of Jeru-
salem an some others in many private col-
lections, since our subject is the St. Mesrop
Matenadaran’s collection the richest of
thesq collections, I do think that I have so-
me right to issye opinions.

_ Except rare covers, very few works of
Jewelry from the Cilician era of the 13th
and 14th centuries have come down to us
from. the period before the 17th and 18th
centuries, Therefore, we can consider the
above-mentioned centuries to be some
kind of renaissance, after the loss of the two
Precedent (15th and 16th) centuries of je-
Welry artworks. During the two centuries
mentioned above, the Armenian jewelers
had the necessary materials provided from
the gold and silver mines of Armenia and
(?111013, but primarily by means of interna-
tional trade. Experienced Armenian mer-
chants imported gems and other necessities

from India and China, due to their strong

ties to the famous Company of India (Com-
bagnie des Indes).

. In all four regions of historical Arme-
nia — Vaspourakan, Garin, Siunik, and Cili-
Cia — each had its specific characteristics.
Vaspourakan, with its isolated geographical
position, had developed a chiselling style
which was different from the other regions,
where there were no medium high-rises,
but only one step high from the back-
ground, with fine lines to accentuate the
for_ms. In Garin the style is different since
religious art was inspired from the secular
flrl_f: and communicative style, where the
Chiselled parts, mainly thematic, are super-
mposed on the filigree background. On the
Covers of Garin we see the synthesis of fili-
Eree, chiselling, and engraving united on
One cover and creating a complex style,
Pleasant to the human eye.

The chains of Garin extend from the
finest knit interlace to the most resistant
:nd clynar.nically inspired, obviously the re-
Ults of intensive trade and economical
Prosperity,

3
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In Siunik prevails the style of flat sur-
faces covered with casted figures, creating

-an ecclectical style, inspired from urgency

and necessity. .
From the Cilician era (13th and 14th

centuries) we are acquainted at least with
three covers of which the manuscript
No.7690 is in the Matenadaran. On those
covers the following features are promi-
nent; the regularity of very disciplined
forms, the clarity of lines of the chiselling,
and the beautiful letters. After three hun-
dred years of foreign rule, with its barbaric
destructiveness, all of the above-mentioned
characteristics have disappeared on the co-
vers.

I am convinced that the 13th and 14th
centuries’ masterpieces had their parallels
in the three regions of Armenia, where a
marvelous triptych. “The Khodageratz
Sourp Nshan”, was produced in the Siunik
at 1300 A.D., where the Broshian and Or-

© National Iiiprary of Armenia

belian ruling dynasties were competing in
generosity and fatherliness with the Roupi-
nian kings of Cilician Armenia.

There are three general characteristics
of Armenian manuscript covers: (1) the sa-
lient parts of the two ends near the backs of
the covers which keep to covers secure
from fast dwindling, securing their longe vi-
ty; (2) the primarily strong chainwork of the
backs used in the three parts of Armenia;
(manuscript No. 6788) and (3) the generally
strong feeling of monumentality that the
covers inspire in the onlooker, finding our-
selves in front of a “grandeur™.

If we think for a while about what the
art of jewelry in Armenia could be without
all of the destructiveness of evil forces, we
will have an idea of how they could have

inspired us.
Haik Ter Ghevondian



