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ON THE ARMENIAN ORIGIN OF MUQARNAS CEILINGS

The Term

The muqarnas' or stalactites or honeycombs (Arm. pwpup [shtaqar], Russ.
CTAJIAKTUTHI, SYEUCTHII/COTOBBIM cBoj) are mainly used in architecture as ceiling
decorating technique. They consist of three-demensional geometrically alternating
protrusions and deepenings which create an interplay of light and shade reminiscent of
the folds and lags of natural stalactites. The term stalactites thus is a metonymy.

Pic. 1. The ceiling of gavit at the church of Holy Apostles at Ani

! From arab. mugarna "fretwork".
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The Task

Mugarnas have been widely used both in Armenian and Muslim architecture.
However, perhaps due to its more frequent usage in Muslim architecture in comparison
to Armenian and prevalence over larger geographical areas in professional literature
mugqarnas are considered as a phenomenon of Muslim architecture. As to the origin of
mugarnas, it should be noted that the sources of this form are mostly being sought for in
the Iranian culture and taking into consideration that the oldest samples of mugarnas that
reached us partly coincide with the Seljuk period of Asia Minor history also in Seljuk
culture. Such approaches seem superficial.

The Hypothesis

There are two hypotheses of the origin of muqarnas. They can be conditionally
called «Oriental» and «Armenian». According to the «Oriental» hypothesis the origins
of general muqgarnas forms are claimed to be cellular pendetives (Degaron Mosque, Tur
Abdin Monastery, 9¢.)’. Auguste Choisy in particular notes «Cellular vaults of Seljuk
art were replaced with mugarnas vaults; Alnambra was built in that era (13c.).»’ In the
Russian «Dictionary of Fine Arts» we read «According to one of hypothesis mugarnas
originated from cellular tromp sctucture which was used by Seljuk-Turks in construc-
tions of domes in 12-13 c.»* (Pic. 2,3)

[

Pic. 2. Corbel Tromp according to A. Chiosy Pic.3. Hayravank, Tromp

2 Muanakansin C., Ne 9, 1950, 55; Gwiuljwh Q-, phy 2, 2004, 169:
3 Ilyasu O., 1. 2, 1931, 100.
4 Baacos B., 2004-2009, 1. IX, CTalakTATEL
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The expression Seljuk muqarnas is also used’. S. Mnatsakanyan considers this
expression unacceptable®. Sejuks needed to have some architectural forms before
moving to Armenia in order to be able to bring it with them. In a pinch they could transfer
the Iranian or Middle Eastern traditions. However, there is no data on constructions
resembling mugqarnas elements in Iran or the Middle East of the period. Therefore, the
introduction of this architectural form (mugarnas) by Seljuks was impossible. On the
other hand this does not mean that Muslim rulers were not able to organize construction
works. The question is who and by what artistic principles would build for Seljuks. Such
works could be done by the representatives of the cultures of the region, primarily by the
Armenians. Generally the role of Armenians in the Seljuk culture is widely known’.

Particularly the second «Armenian» hypothesis ensuing from this was first put
forward by G. Rivoira, according to which in the whole Near East no mugarnas older
than mugarnas of Manuche are known and the muqgarnas were introduced to Egypt from
Armenia® (Pic. 4.). However, Rivoira does not mention the origins of the Armenian
mugarnas.

Hazarashen — Tromp — Muqarnas

As H. Orbeli writes «The idea of dating mugarnas ceilings much later than the 10"
century is profoundly wrong regarding both Armenia and Iran, as such mugarnas used
in domes have deep roots and originate from the form of covering the corners with
tromps»’. And as it is known, dome systems with tromps existed in Armenia since the
5™ century (the earliest samples are the church in Voghjaberd, and Poghos-Petros church
in Zovuni)'’.

There are also opinions that the structure of wooden hazarashen dome is the outset
of the fan-formed Armenian tromp''. And truly, the angular plates of hazarashen
especially when solved with stone are already presented as a simple tromp (Pic. 5).

| i)

Pic4. Ceiling of Manuche Mosque Pic. 5. Ceiling of Gavit of Holy Apostles Church in

Tavush marz

S Ynbwpbnub M., phy 11, 1979, 94-104:
¢ Thiwuguljuiywi U., 70:
7 Suiulywi 9., 173:
8 Rivoira G., 1918, 179.
9 Op6en M., 1. 1, 1968, 63.
10 Grwfulwh 9., 1689169:
1 Sufulywh 9., 169:
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So on the one hand the tromp can be regarded as a forgoer (primeval) sample of
mugqarnas form while on the other hand now the origin of tromp (including multycorbel
tromp) finds its logical explanation in the traditional Armenian construction — on the base
of hazarashen becoming a connecting link between hazarashen and muqarmas (Pic.6).

‘ ' e - I} il 0

Pic.6. Wooden Hazarashen (Graphic Picture by S. Vardanyan)

The elements of argumentation for the hypothesis of the Armenian origin of muqgarnas
ceilings can be found in the article «Hazarashen and Its Meaning in Armenian
Architecture» by S. Vardanyan'?. In that article muqarnas ceilings of gavits of Geghar-
davank, Harijavank, Gandzasar and those of other gavits which duplicated the millennium-
long tradition of wooden hazarashen in stone are also considered hazarashen structures.
The problem is that wooden hazarashen was often ornamented even more elaborately than
stone-made hazarashen and in Armenia it was used not only in national homes
(headhouses), palaces of princes, caravanserais, mausoleums, but also in churches'.

The argumentation for the hypothesis of mugarnas origination from wooden
hazarashen was put forward by V. Harutyunyan. He presented in comparative analysis
the national sources of middle age civilian architecture, the hereditary connection
between hazarashen (soghomakash) ceilings of headhouses with ceiling types (including
mugarnas).'* Regarding the ancient origin of hazarashen ceilings of headhouses then the
people’s house'*described in «Anabasis» by Xenophon in 5" ¢. B. C should be recalled
at least, the sample of which was excavated in Draskhanakert site (near the village of
Beniamin in Shirak marz)'®.

A. Sahinyan rightously considers stalactites (muqarnas) garret-window stone vault
as a great achievement of the Armenian construction-architectural art'’. Although S.
Mnatsakanyan on the one hand accepts the origination of brick cellular mugarnas from
the older one (cellular tromp), however, he distinguishes the brick cellular mugarnas
from the Armenian muqarnas ceiling arguing that the stone mugqarnas ceiling is a
separate achievement of the Armenian architecture'®. He notes that the Armenian

12 Jupnuiywh U., phy 1, 1978, 78-88:
13 St'u iyl nbinnu:
14 Qwipmpyniiywi d., 1992, 253-281:
15 pukinthnt,, Whwpwuhu, 1970, 97:
16 Jubpuiwub mt'u Tep-Maptupocos ®., 2010, 268-270.
7 Jwhpiyw W., 1968, 19:
18 Uhwguljuiywb, tnyh wtinnid:
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mugqarnas schemes have been integrated into Seljuk architecture constituting one of the
main elements of ornament of portals of mosques and madrassas'’.

The Dating

According to H. Orbely one of the earliest examples of mugarnas ceilings is the
dome of gavit of the church of Holy Apostles at Ani (Pic. 5)*°. He dates that building to
the second half of 11" century. The ceiling of Manuche mosque which dates almost to
the same period (Pic.4), also has a mugamas ceiling. N. Marr wrote on that «Some
scholars consider the building to be a mosque whereas when the old part of Ani was
being constructed there were no Muslims in that city, the minaret next to the building
was appended later. There is only one possibility which is that Muslim rulers of Ani have
converted the old building of Ani into a mosque»?. It is known that that building was
constructed by king Ashot Bagratuni is 962. And Sheddadian amira Manuche has partly
reconstructed it in 1070s*2. And if we add to this that the architectural style of the
«mosquey does not differ from traditional Armenian architectural style and the muqgarnas
are already very developed, rich and look classic then we can infer that mugarnas should
have had a long history of development which could not have lasted less than a century.
And if we accept H. Orbely's point on the gavit of the church of Holy Apostles at Ani
then at least another 150200 years were necessary for such development; it was possible
in the light of wooden hazarashen ceiling culture.

On the other hand, mausoleum of Imam al-Daur of Samarra which is considered to
be the first construction in the Muslim world to have muqarnas is dated to 1085 (Pic.7).
It should be noted to this point that the dome of this mausoleum looks like a muqarnas-
ceiling turned upside down and may be called a copy of hazarashen ceiling. And there
are no headhouses and other buildings that incorporate hazarashen the construction of
which has a functional rather than a decorative meaning.

e %

Pic. 7. Imam al-Daur and the Ceiling of the Dome

19 Uhwuguljuiywl, Gnyb ntinnod:
20 Opoesn ., 49.
2! Anm, crommna pesneit Apmennu:Vcropuko-apxeonorudeckiii Habpocoks. [Tpod. H. 51. Mappa. .
(http://www.genocide.ru/lib/bhelp/i/i-28-marr-ani.html).
22 Op6ean H., iinyh ntinnuy, 47-48:
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The Problem of Early Samples

However, in general it is hardly possible that there were many samples of
magnificent stone muqarnas in Armenia before 10" century. As we saw, there was the
tradition, there were the pre-samples but there was a lack of economic and political
conditions. Not accidentally, the first sample of stone muqarnas ceilings we see in Ani,
that is to say in the place where there already had been people who could afford such
luxury. On the other hand, the cultural renaissance already allowed decorating more
luxuriously not only the secular but also the buildings of worship. Not accidentally, the
mugarnas ornament was immediately borrowed by Muslims who had more than enough
material means for that.

If no stone mugqarnas older than those of Ani mugqarnas ceilings have been preserved
and there are no written records knows to us, then there are records on magnificent
wooden mugqarnas ceilings (hazarashen). Several churches in Van were built by wooden
hazarashen including Haykavan church in Aygestan about the dome of which English
geographer and traveler Herny Lynch® spoke with admiration.The caravanserai in
Erzrum, the patriarchate of Dvin, the hall of Grigor Mamikonyan’s palace®* and others®
had hazarashen ceilings. It is known that even the ceilings of headhouses of villages often
«were so beautiful, high with magnificent construction that will admire the viewer,
sometimes the wood is carved with incredible love»?°. It is an important factor that only
in Armenia the wooden and stone hazarashen have been used both in people’s houses
and aristocratic and social buildings as well as in monumental consructions of worship
having a structural function from the outset and only much later turning into a mere
decorative element. Whereas in Muslim culture mugarnas have exclusively decorative
meaning therefore it can not be primary in origination in comparison to the Armenian
one.

The Transformations

Summing up these often contradictory and sometimes mutually supplementing
opinions the process of mugarnas origination may be presented approxinmtely as follows.

As has been mentioned, tromp originated from hazarashen, including the
multicellular trompal pass. In magnificent palaces stone with the simplest ornaments was
used instead of wood. It was also successfully implemented in construction with brick
(Iran, Samarkand, Egypt, where in difference to Armenia neither stone nor wood was
used as main construction material). In the base of it is the protrusion of every succeeding
(upper) stonework in comparison to the preceeding (lower) one. In stone culture peculiar
Armenian three-plate with its sitting, curves and smooth passages was used as an
ornament. This ornament is frequently encountered in Armenian architecture
individually as a means of development of capitols of lower protrusions. It is the most
suitable method of mitigating artfully the exterior of three-sitting angle.

2 Jhuma X. ®., 1910, 131.
24 Quipnipyniiywi d., 1953, h. 8:
2 Wytith hwbquiwbnptitt v Jwpnutywi U., 4. wohe.:
26 Fnpudwiywh 3-, h. 1, 1942, 89:
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It was impossible to carry out ornamented belts with three-plates with brick. It was
necessary to finalize the brickwork with plaster coating. Thus coating-ornament —
mugarnas was created’’ (Pic. 8).

Pic. 8. Half ruined mugarnas of entrance, Samarkand

And although in this way muqarnas once and for all lost its late constructional value
turning into simple high-relief particularly thanks to that in Iranian and Arabic art it
started to develop individually especially in terms of luxury. The apogee of that was
Alhambra royal complex in Granada (13 c.) where the muqgarnas ornaments are moulded
of plaster although they still preserve the traditional outlines of hazarashen log-knots
(Pic. 9 and 19).In the Armenian architecture as well muqarnas sometimes loses its
structural essence turning into a mere sculpture (Pic. 10).

We claim this proceeding from the material of preserved monuments. Unfortunately,
as it has been mentioned, the wooden domes of ancient palaces, headhouses and other
constructions have not been preserved. However, even the records allow us to consider
that probably the main types of “mugqarnas” had been developed in wooden culture and
then passed on to stone and brick cultures®®. And as we saw, it is possible that it was
Armenia that was the cradle of origination of that culture.

Pic. 9. Alhambra : Pic. 10. The lintel of the second floor entrance of three-
storied church at Eghvard.

77 Uawgujuiyub U., inyb wtinnud:
28 By the way, samples of wooden muqarnas of later period have been preserved in Egypt (Pic. 11, 12)
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Arguments
We consider the cradle of origin of mugarnas culture to be Armenia because:

1. Although in some cities, especially in Constantinople and Cairo the number
of monumensts with muqarnas is more than in the whole Republic of
Armenia on the one hand we speak about one of the most affluent cities of
the Muslims world and on the other hand it is used only in those cities while
there are such monuments in almost all marzs of Armenia the relative density
of which, especially in Eastern Armenia, prevails over those of Iran and in a
number of respective monuments per settlement even more. (Pic. 21, 22)

2. Armenia occupies a central position in the region where muqgarnas is used.

In Armenia there are

The basic construction material for building muqgarnas — wood and stone.
The biggest diversity of the usage of muqarnas®.

All preconditions of the origination of muqarnas (hazarashen dome, cellular
tromp,the earliest dome-form constructions — houses of oghuzs, karizs etc.).
The samples and records of the oldest muqgarnas ceilings and hazarashen
domes.

The simplest transitive primary forms.

Mugarnas ceilings of structural (not only decorative) function.

The wholeness of the developmental chain (all the phases).

The first: the starting phase is the log-knotted (or with chorsus) hazarashen ceiling
with garret-window.

The second phase, as it was mentioned, is the emergence of cellular tromp.

The third phase is the ceiling with garret-windows with stone crossbars (or plates)
(the ceiling of gavit of Apostels Monastery is a preserved late model, 1245)*.

The fourth phase is the version of artfully decorated stone hazarashen of gavit
where the outline of log-knot that have structural role as in gavit of Gandzasar is
preserved (Pic. 17). This is the pure mugarnas that emerged as an artistic cultivation
(generally with three-plate ornament) of inner relief of stone ceiling (vault) with garret-
window of hazarashen type. The stepped passages of intersecting edges of horizontal
stone logs that create rectangular (square) are in the base of it.

The fifth phase is the representation of the previous on that are split, separated into
four and upside down which preserve the outlines of knot-ties mainly as a traditional
ornament. At this phase cellular deepening and a hanging latch were added to mugarnas.

The sixth: the extinguishing phase comprises the protruded or flat outlines drawn
on pendatives under the dome as a mere ornament (Pic. 19)

hed

29 The split varsion of muqarnas ceiling was used as a roof for porches and alcoves (Pic. 13, 10, 20,
23, 27), the version separated into fouras an ancular pass (tromp, pendative), (Pic. 3, 24), corner ornament
of ceiling, external recess (Pic. 14), capital (Pic. 26), upside down version as a base, (Pic. 30), longitudinal
version a an internal or external cornices, ( Pic. 20, 29), archform vesion —cornice of baravor (Pic. 28) etc.

30 Another simpler sample of later period (1415 c.) is the ceiling of St. Mother of God chapel in village
of Karchaghbyur in Gegharkunik marz (see in details in S. Hmayakyan, H. Sanamyan, On the Connection of
Urartian Places of Worship and Christian Holy Places, «Armenian Saints and Holy Places». Y., 2001, 222—
233 pp.)
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FER v

Pic. 12. Dome of Ibn-Tulun Mosque in Cairo

¥ 4

Pic. 14. The External mugarnas of Haghbat Belltower

Pic. 15. Wooden Hazarashen (outline) Pic. 16 Gavit of Holy Apostles in Tavush
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Pic. 19. Etchmiadzin Pic. 20. The Orbelyans’ Inn

Pic. 21. Prevalence of Muqarnas in the Near East, according to Shiro Takahashi’s map
data’!

31 Mugarnas: A Three-Dimentional Decoration of Islam Architecture, by Shiro Takahashi,
http://www.tamabi.ac.jp/idd/shiro/muqgarnas/
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Pic. 22. Prevalence of mugarnas in the Eastern Armenia

Pic. 23. Entrace of the church of Holy potles Pic. 24. Bagnayr: Trompal passages with muqgarnas
at Ani ) _ - ~_ ornament

Pic. 25. Horomos: Mugrnas ceiling Pic. 26. Monastery of Kecharis: Capital with muqarnas
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niches

| S S W

Pic. 29. Goshavank, longitudinal mugarnas Pic. 30. Neghutsavank:

window ledge capital and base with muqarnas
Conclusion

The ornamental technique called mugarnas emerged as a result of the development and
abstraction of hazarashen ceiling of people’s house. The oldest examples of it are
preserved in Ani. The muqarnas, widespread in Muslim culture, is a developed

branch of Armenian stalactites™.

32 3wlnpunh W., 1967: Stp-Vlipuhuywh U., 1975: Jwpnpuiyub U., 1959: Mapp H., 1934.
Muanakanss C., 1950. Muauakansia C., Oranecsin K., Cannsin A., 1978. SIkodcon A., 1985.
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bul] huyiujul Gwupumupuytinni pyniithg Untunpdubujutthtt wnweghtt wihgnidp
Juunupyty £ Wahnod:

Gwpwnp bpt huyjujub dwpunmupuytinn pput dte tpptadt upuhuuiimid
E hp uygpbwful’ Junnignquijub tpwbwynipnitp (Wahh Wowphng ttntgh,
<wnhtwyuwibp, Fubdwuwph Jubp b wyih), wuyguw nputiu gninm quipnupuibp E po-
Juyynid dniunjduwtwjut Gupumupuybinnigyub dte: kw bt Jiuynid tpu wpw-
phiptt wilJuiinidp® dnipupbiw, np puwiuynid E «dtithwquipny»: Gw Jhpupbtipmd £
twl. Qihundippugh quiptiptipht, npntp dntunpwijutl Gupumupuyinni pyub
utip unitiihg wytith Gl hhpigmid hwmquipuptit Swdyp:
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Ob APMSAHCKOM NPOUCXOXKXKAEHUU
CTAJIAKTUTOBBIX CBOAOB

PE3IOME

CranakTuThl B apXUTEKType MIPUMEHSIOTCS B OCHOBHOM JIJIsI yKpareHus: cBoioB. OHU
NPENCTaBISIIOT COO0H PEryisipHO YepEyIOIHecs BBICTYIBI U BBIEMKH, CO3JAIOIINC
Urpy CBETa U TEHH, HAIIOMMHAIOIINE CKJIAJKH U SI3bIYKM €CTECTBEHHBIX CTAIAKTUTOB
(otcronma u HazBanue, cp. ¢p. stalactites). CHHOHUMaMH SIBJISIOTCS aHIII. honeycombs
«COTBI», apad. muqarna «JIeHOe YKPAILICHUE.

B xpucTHaHKOH apXUTEKType 3TOT ACKOPAaTUBHBINA NPHEM NPUMEHSUIN apMsHe, B
MYCYJIbMaHCKOH apXUTEKTYPE — CENbAXKYKH, IEPCh, apalbl U IIp.

Kak BuHO 1O KapTe CTanakTUTOBBIX CBOAOB, HAUOOJbIIIAA UX TUNIOTHOCTH B ApMe-
HHH, KOTOpasi TakKe 3aHMMAaeT LEHTPAIbHOE IOJIOKEHHE B apealie MX pacIiipocTpa-
HEHMS.

o muennto Nocuda Opbenu qpeBHEHIIIAM 13 COXPAHUBIIUXCS, HO YKe TTOJHO-
CTBIO ChOPMHUPOBABIIMMCS 00PA3LIOM SIBIISIETCSI IEPEKPBITUE IIPUTBOPA LEPKBU ATIOC-
TOJIOB B AHH.

ApPMSHCKHI CTaJIaKTUTOBBIM CBOJ TNPOU3OMIEN B pe3yJbTare OCYIIECTBICHUS B
KaMHE WM KUPIUYe U JAIbHENIel Xy J0’KeCTBeHHOH 00pab0TKM KOMITO3MIIMH KyTIosa
«azapatuen». Kymon azapaiieH, BEIOTHEHHbIH 13 OpEBeH, OpyCKOB WM BETBEH, yKe caMm
1o ce0e OCTaBIseT BIEYATIICHHE CTATAKTUTOBOTO MOKPHITHA. OHO emé Ooree ycunmmBa-
€TCsI TIPY HATMYHH JAEKOPaTHBHOM 00pabOTKHU MIEPEXOTHBIX IIEMEHTOB a3apallicHa.

Takum 00pazoM, CTAIAKTUTOBOE MIOKPHITUE MOKHO BOCIIPUHUMATH KaK a3apallieH,
BBITTOJTHEHHBIM B KaMHE (B apMSHCKOM apXUTEKType) WM B KUPIINYE U ITyKaTypke (B
MYCYJIbMaHCKOM apXUTEKTYpe).

N3BecTHO, 4TO a3zapalieH — apMsIHCKOE SIBIEHHE. DTO KOMITO3HULIUS TPaJIUIIMOHHO-
IO apMSIHCKOTO JKHJIMINA «TJIXaTyHa». J[peBHelilee onucaHue INIXaTyHa HNPHBEACHO
Kcenodontom B «Anabacuce» (V-IV B. 10 H. 3.), a ApEBHEUIIHNA apXCOTIOTUICCKUI
o0Opaszen o0HapyxeH Ha TeppuTtopuu Llupaka, npu packonkax /IpacxanakepTa 1 OTHO-
curcs kK V-III BB. 110 H. 3.
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Ob APMAIHCKOM ITPOUCXOKJ[EHUHN CTAJIAKTUTOBBIX CBOHOB

W3 sToro cneayer, 4TO CTAIaKTUTOBBIA CBOJ MMEET apMSIHCKOE MPOUCXOKICHHUE,
a 3aMMCTBOBAHHE U3 apMSIHCKOH apXUTEKTYpPhl B MyCYyJIbMAHCKYI0, BEPOSITHO, IIPOU30-
IIJI0 B AHH.

Ecnu B apMsAHCKOM apXUTEKTYype CTATaKTUTHI eIE COXPAHAIOT epBOHAYATIBHBIN —
KOHCTPYKTUBHBII CMBICIT (LIEpKOBb ATIOCTOJIOB B AHH, MOHACTBIpb Apud, ['aHm3acap u
Ip.), TO B MyCyJIbMaHCKOI apXUTEKTYpe OHH BOCIIPUHUMAIOTCS JIMIIb KaK JEKOPATHB-
HBI MOTHB. JTO CBUCTENBCTBYET U apaOCKoe NX HAMMEHOBAaHUE — MYKAPHA, YTO O3HA-
YaeT «IeTHOe YKpaIleHne». TaKOBbIMU SIBIISIFOTCS M KYIOJIbI AJIbraMOpbl, KOTOpbIe 00-
Jjiee JPYIrux B MyCyJIbMaHCKOM apXUTEKType HAIIOMHUHAIOT HOKPBITHE «a3apalieHy.
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