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Preface to the Fifth Edition

Between 1992 and 1994, at the suggestion of Louise Manoogian
Simone, the former President of the Armenian General Benevolent
Union, | wrote a two-volume study, A History ofthe Armenian Peo-
ple. The purpose of the work was to enable the Armenians of the
United States to view their past objectively, as well as to familiarize
non-Armenians with the history of an ancient people who had lost
most of their historic territory and were scattered around the globe.

Lecture tours sponsored by the AGBU, as well as the assistance
of Armenian leaders such as Raffy and Vicki Hovanessian and
Hrant Bardakjian brought the book to the attention of the Armenian
communities in the US, Canada and Australia and the first printing
was soon sold out. Additional printings appeared between 1995 and
1997 and eventually some 10,000 copies were printed. A revised
one volume edition was published in 2001 and new editions were
printed in 2002, 2003, and 2005.

This study, the first comprehensive survey of the history of the
Armenians from ancient times to the present in English, was soon
adopted as a textbook for high school seniors and college freshmen.
Some historians and geographers assigned it to their students, and
made use of the maps and the timelines. | am grateful to the students
and their professors for their comments and suggestions, which have
been incorporated in this revised edition.

Dwindling supplies, errors pointed out by friends and reviewers,
the absence of relevant material in some chapters, and the need for a
more comprehensive bibliography and index encouraged me to pre-
pare a revised edition. | have added new material on literature and
have included additional details absent from the previous editions.

The book, once again, examines the history of Armenia and its
people in relation to that of the rest of the world. The timelines and
the maps will help the reader to correlate Armenian history with that
of other nations. The present work contains some fresh interpreta-
tions of traditional views of Armenian history. Its main purpose is
to familiarize Armenians and non-Armenians with a people and cul-
ture that is absent from most history courses and texts.

George Boumoutian



Explanatory Notes

Dating System

In an effort to provide a global perspective and eliminate a seeming
Christian or Western bias, some college texts have decided to sub-
stitute BCE (Before the Common Era) for BC (Before Christ) and
CE (Common Era) for AD (Anno Domini). | have retained the BC
and AD designations in the text, but have used BCE and CE in the
timelines. It is important to note, however, that various cultures
have different calendars. The Armenian Church calendar, for exam-
ple, differs by 551 years from the calendar used in the Western
world today. Chinese, Hebrew, Arab, Iranian, and pre-
Revolutionary Russian calendars, among others, also differ from our
calendar. To simplify matters, all dates have been converted to the
dating system used in the West.

It should be noted that there are no exact dates for some histori-
cal occurrences or reigns of some rulers in ancient times. In such
cases an approximate date is used. Dates following the names of
kings or catholicoi refer to their reigns; in all other cases they refer
to life spans.

Geographical Terms

Another attempt to correct any Eurocentric bias has been to alter
some, but not all, commonly used geographical terms. Thus instead
of Middle East, Near East, or the Levant, some historians now use
the more accurate term, Western Asia; Far East or the Orient has
sometimes been replaced by East Asia; the Indian subcontinent is
referred to as South Asia; Transcaucasia is occasionally called the
eastern Caucasus. The concept has not been universally accepted
and | shall, therefore, retain traditional geographical terms or, in
some instances, as they are currently used in the news media. The
term Middle East or the Arab World, therefore, includes the present
day territories of Egypt, Syria, Turkey, Lebanon, Irag, Jordan, Pal-
estine, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Yemen, and the various Gulf States.
Asia Minor or Anatolia refers to the territory of present-day Turkey.
Western Armenia refers to the eastern part of present-day Turkey,



while eastern Armenia refers to present-day Armenia plus parts of
Azerbaijan and Georgia. Transcaucasia refers to the present-day re-
publics of Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan. Mesopotamia refers
to the territory of present-day Iraq. The Balkans refers to the pre-
sent-day states of Greece, Albania, Bulgaria, Romania and
Yugoslavia. The Levant encompasses mainly Lebanon and parts of
the coastal lands of Syria. The term Azerbaijan, used prior to the
twentieth century, refers to Persian Azerbaijan, or the territory in
northwestern Iran south of the Arax River. The term Persia will be
replaced with Iran in the second part of the book.

Transliteration

Armenian terms, with the exception of some noted authors who
used western Armenian, have been transliterated according to east-
ern Armenian. The Persian words are transliterated according to the
sounds of modem Persian. A simplified transliteration system with
no diacritical marks or ligatures has been utilized in both instances.
Some of the foreign names and terms, particularly those included in
the Websters Unabridged Dictionary, have been Anglicized, while
others have retained their original form. Finally, the Romanized ver-
sion, if any, of Armenian names or variations of common names
will appear in parentheses.



Part |

From Independence to Foreign Rule
(Ancient Times to AD 1500)



Introduction

In their 3000-year history, the Armenians have rarely played the
role of aggressor; rather, they have excelled in agriculture, arts and
crafts, and trade. Armenians have produced unique architectural
monuments, sculptures, illuminated manuscripts, literature, and phi-
losophical and legal tracts. Moreover, a number of important
philosophical and scientific works from other cultures have sur-
vived only in their Armenian translations. In addition, the
Armenians, because of their location and participation in interna-
tional trade, have contributed to the cultural and scientific
development of both the East and the West. College graduates and
even teachers, however, know very little about the Armenians or
their history. Historians have traditionally concentrated their re-
search on the record of conquerors that dominated other nations.
Global history texts used on college campuses have only one or two
references on the Armenians. Thus, despite their accomplishments,
the Armenians have been given less space in general history texts
than the Mongols or other destroyers of civilizations.

To be sure, the history of Armenia is a difficult one to recon-
struct. Sources written before the invention of the Armenian
alphabet in the fifth century AD require a familiarity with Aramaic,
Greek, Middle Persian and Syriac. Later sources demand the
knowledge of Arabic, Latin, Georgian, Turkish, Modem Persian,
Mongolian, Russian, French, and German, as well as classical and
modem Armenian. The numerous invasions of and earthquakes in
Armenia have no doubt destroyed valuable historical evidence. Fur-
thermore, the divisions of historic Armenia among modem
neighboring states have made archival and archeological research a
sensitive, and often difficult, task. Moreover, the systematic appli-
cation of modem historical research techniques to the study of
Armenian history is but a recent phenomenon.

Armenia is one of the few small nations that have managed to
survive repeated invasions, destruction, and persecutions. The Ar-
menians have been described through the centuries as adaptable,
resilient, enterprising and steadfast. How they managed to survive
while larger and more powerful states disappeared, and how, at the
same time, they were able to make significant contributions to
world civilizations, is the amazing history of the Armenian people.



Highlands and Crossroads
The Land ofArmenia

an average of 3,000 to 7,000 feet above sea level. It extends

to the Anatolian plateau in the west, the Iranian plateau in
the southwest, the plains of the South Caucasus in the north, and the
Karadagh Mountains and the Moghan Steppe in the south and the
southeast. The Armenian highlands stretch roughly between 38°and
48°longitude East, and 37°and 41°latitude North, with a total area of
over 120,000 square miles. In present-day terms, historic Armenia
comprises most of eastern Turkey, the northeastern comer of Iran,
parts of the Azerbaijan and Georgian Republics, as well as the entire
territory of the Armenian Republic.

Armenia is defined by a number of natural boundaries. The Kur
(Kura) and Arax (Araxes) Rivers separate the Armenian highlands
in the east from the lowlands that adjoin the Caspian Sea. The Pon-
tus Mountains, which connect to the Lesser Caucasus mountain
chain, separate Armenia from the Black Sea and Georgia and form
the northern boundary. The Taurus Mountains, which join the upper
Zagros Mountains and the Iranian Plateau, form the southern
boundary of Armenia and separate it from Syria, Kurdistan and Iran.
The western boundary of Armenia has generally been between the
western Euphrates River and the northern stretch of the Anti-Taurus
Mountains. Armenians also established communities east of the
Kur, as far as the Caspian Sea, and states west of the Euphrates, as
far as Cilicia, on the Mediterranean Sea.

Some fifty million years ago, the geological structure of Armenia
went through many phases, creating great mountains and high,
now-inactive, volcanic peaks throughout the plateau. The larger
peak of Mount Ararat (16,946 feet), Mount Sipan (14,540 feet),

Q RMENIA is a landlocked mountainous plateau that rises to
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Mount Aragats (13,410 feet), the smaller peak of Mount Ararat
(12,839 feet), and Mount Bingol (10,770 feet), from which the Arax
and the Euphrates Rivers originate, are some examples. A number
of mountain chains and highlands within Armenia, including Zeitun,
Sasun, Karabagh, Siunik, Vardenis, Areguni, Sevan, Gegham, Pam-
bak, and the Armenian Chain, divide the plateau into distinct
regions, a phenomenon that has had significant political and histori-
cal ramifications (see map 1). Limestone, basalt, quartz, and
obsidian form the main composition of the terrain. The mountains
also supply abundant deposits of mineral ores, including copper,
iron and zinc, lead, silver, and gold. There are also large salt mines
as well as borax and volcanic tufa stone used for construction.

The many mountains are the source of numerous non-navigable
rivers, which have created deep gorges, ravines and waterfalls. Of
these, the longest is the Arax River, which starts in the mountains of
western Armenia and, after joining the Kur River, empties into the
Caspian Sea. The Arax flows through and fertilizes the plain of Ara-
rat—the site of major Armenian cities like Armavir, Yervandashat,
Artashat, Yerevan, Dvin, Ani, Nakhichevan and Vagharshapat. The
second important river is the Euphrates, which is divided into the
western and eastern branches. Both flow westward and then turn
south toward Mesopotamia. The Euphrates was the ancient bound-
ary dividing what became Greater and Lesser Armenia. The Kur and
the Tigris and their tributaries flow briefly through Armenia. Two
other rivers, the Akhurian, a tributary of the Arax, and the Hrazdan,
which flows from Lake Sevan, provide water to an otherwise
parched and rocky landscape devoid of forests. Minor rivers, in the
west and the north, flow either into the Kur or Lake Sevan.

A number of lakes are situated in the Armenian highlands, the
most important and largest of which is Lake Van in present-day
Turkey. Van’s waters are charged with borax and hence undrink-
able. Lake Sevan, which is the highest in elevation—some 6,300
feet above sea level—is in the present-day Armenian Republic.
Lake Urmia (Urmiyeh/Rezaiyeh), in present-day Iran, is the shal-
lowest and extremely salty. A number of lesser lakes also exist in
western Armenia (see map 1).

Armenia lies in the temperate zone and has a variety of climates.
In general, winters are long and can be severe, while summers are
usually short and very hot. Some of the plains, because of their
lower altitudes, are better suited for agriculture, and have fostered
population centers throughout the centuries. The variety of tempera-
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tures has enabled the land to support a great diversity offlora and
fauna common to Western Asia and Transcaucasia.

The generally dry Armenian climate has necessitated artificial ir-
rigation throughout history. In fact, the soil, which is volcanic, is
quite fertile and, with sufficient water, is capable of intensive farm-
ing. Farming is prevalent in the lower altitudes, while sheep and
goat herding dominates the highlands.

Although Armenians have been known as artisans and mer-
chants, the majority of Armenians, until modem times, were
engaged primarily in agriculture. In addition to cereal crops, Arme-
nia grew vegetables, various oil seeds, and especially fruit.
Armenian fruit has been famous from ancient times, with the pome-
granate and apricot, referred to by the Romans as the Armenian
plum, being the most renowned.

Lying on the Anatolian fault, the Armenian Plateau is subject to
seismic tremors. Major earthquakes have been recorded there since
the ninth century, some of which have destroyed entire cities. The
most recent earthquake in the region, on December 7, 1988, killed
some 25,000 people and leveled numerous communities.

Geography has determined the history of most nations and no-
where is this truer than in Armenia. Armenia’s unique position as a
corridor between Asia and Europe frequently attracted invaders and
resulted in long periods of foreign domination. Assyrians,
Scythians, Greeks, Romans, Persians, Arabs, Kurds, Turks, Mon-
gols, Turkmen and Russians have all left their impact on the land
and the people. Armenia’s geographical position, however, also en-
abled its people to prosper materially and enhance culturally. In fact,
Armenia has served as a major highway for merchants since ancient
times. In return, Armenians became the conduit that enabled Europe
to learn from Asia (during the ancient and medieval periods) and for
Asia to borrow European technology (in modem times).

Many of Armenia’s small and large neighbors have disappeared
from history, but Armenia and its people have managed to survive.
Ironically, the same landscape which invited foreign invasions and
encouraged the rise of autonomous nobles was also partially respon-
sible for preserving its identity. For although the numerous
mountains, which divided Armenia into valleys, prevented it from
achieving a united state under a strong centralized ruler during much
of its history, this very fact has been a blessing in disguise. For
unlike a highly centralized state, such as Assyria, whose entire cul-
ture vanished with the collapse of its capital city, Armenia’s lack of
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political unity meant the survival of its culture even when its kings
were deposed and its capital cities were destroyed.



2

Ara and Semiramis
Urartu, the First Kingdom in Armenia
(ca. 870-585 BC)

HE TERRITORY of historic Armenia, together with Meso-

potamia, was one of the earliest regions to possess incipient

agriculture—a stage in history when man began to replace the
hunting and food gathering of the Old and Middle Stone Ages with
the food producing of the New Stone Age period. Soon after, the
use of copper began in the region and for the next two millennia re-
mained confined to Anatolia, Transcaucasia, Mesopotamia and
Egypt. By 3000 BC the Mesopotamians had developed bronze, an
alloy of copper and tin, which was soon adopted by the inhabitants
of the Caucasus as well. Settlements, agriculture, and the use of
metal utensils made Transcaucasia and Asia Minor not only one of
the cradles of civilization but also gave it wealth and made it attrac-
tive to various invaders.

Between 3000 and 1500 BC Indo-European tribes, who had con-
centrated around the Aral, Caspian and Black Sea regions learned
the art of making iron and began to move into the older and richer
regions of the ancient world. The “Eastern” Indo-European from
Asia and the “Western” Indo-European from Europe entered Tran-
scaucasia and Asia Minor, respectively. The former possibly
confronted the indigenous Caucasian groups such as the Hurrians,
the Kassites and the Mitanni, introduced new words and deities and
created hybrid cultures. The latter established the Hittite kingdom in
Asia Minor, which, by 1300 BC, had developed into an empire
stretching to the Euphrates River.

At the same time, the Semitic Assyrians had established a king-
dom in the south and slowly began to intermingle with or replace
the older Semitic cultures of Mesopotamia. The local Caucasian and



10 A Concise History of the Armenian People

Anatolian people formed alliances with the “Eastern” Indo-
Europeans and established new federations who traded with or
fought the Hittites and Assyrians. Records from the Hittite king
Suppiluliumas (ca. 1388-1347 BC) and the famous Assyrian rulers
Shalmaneser | (ca. 1275-1246 BC) and Tiglath-Pileser 1 (ca.
1115-1077 BC) mention the Hayasa region and people, the
Arme-Shupria, The Nairi, the Uruatri (Urartu) and other federations
(see map 2). By 1200 BC the Hittite Empire had collapsed and was
possibly replaced by the Phrygians, while the Assyrian Kingdom
had gone into a period of hibernation.

The Origins of Urartu

The absence of a dominant state in western Asia, after the collapse
of the Hittite Empire in the thirteenth century BC, allowed the Ura-
ratians, who were probably of Hurrian stock, to absorb various local
and “eastern” Indo-European tribes in the Armenian plateau and to
create a new federation. The dawn of the Iron Age around 1100 BC,
in the region and the threat from neighboring Assyria were appar-
ently responsible for the unification of parts of Anatolia and
Transcaucasia under Urartian leadership. By the ninth century BC,
the Urartians, who called themselves Biaina and their land Bianili,
had formed the first kingdom in what later became Armenia.

The period of the kingdom of Urartu (ca. 870-585 BC) referred
to by some historians as the Kingdom of Van, witnessed a number
of new developments around the world. Greece emerged from its
dark ages and gave birth to Athens and Sparta. The lIliad and the
Odyssey were composed and the Doric architectural style was de-
veloped. Zoroaster began to preach his message in Persia (Iran).
Egypt lost its ancient glory and was dominated by Libyans, Nubi-
ans, Assyrians, and finally the Kush of Ethiopia. In India, the
Upanishads were written, Hinduism emerged, and the caste system
was formulated. Feudalism developed in China, while the Olmec
civilization flourished in Mexico.

Urartu as the Rival ofAssyria

The formation of Urartu also corresponded with the resurgence of
the Assyrian Kingdom in the ninth century BC. In fact much of the
data on Urartu comes from this neighbor and adversary. The first
mention of the Urartian Kingdom is by the Assyrian king
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Ashur-Nasirpal (ca. 884-859 BC), who campaigned there. For the
next three centuries, Assyria and Urartu fought each other, with As-
syria having limited success but never managing to completely
subjugate its neighbor. Urartu was ultimately responsible for halting
the Assyrian expansion into Anatolia, northern Persia, and Tran-
scaucasia. One may view the history of the Kingdom of Urartu as
part of the struggle between the new Indo-Europeans and the old
Semites. In some regions, the two united to form new states; in oth-
ers, cultural, linguistic, and religious differences resulted in long
conflicts. With the exception of China, the entire Eurasian world
witnessed a period of great transition. In the end, the
Indo-Europeans became dominant and created the classical civiliza-
tions of Greece, Persia, and India.

The first Urartian king, mentioned by the Assyrian ruler, Shal-
maneser |11 (ca. 860-825 BC), was Aramu who ruled in the first half
of the ninth century BC and who expanded his domain into Media.
While Aramu is credited for organizing a united kingdom, Sarduri |
(ca. 845-825 BC) is credited for establishing a dynasty that would
last until the sixth century BC. His first act was to build the capital
city of Tushpa (present-day Van), on the eastern shore,of Lake Van.
The height of Urartian power was formed during the reigns of Ish-
puini (ca. 825-810 BC), Menua (ca. 810-785 BC), Argishti | (ca.
785-753 BC) and his son Sarduri Il (ca. 753-735 BC). The brief de-
cline of Assyria at the end of the ninth century assured Urartu’s
dominance of the region.

By the eighth century BC the kingdom of Urartu stretched from
the Euphrates in the west, the Caspian lowlands in the east, the
shores of Lake Urmia in the south, and the Caucasus Mountains in
the north; that is, the territory which would later be called Greater
Armenia (see map 3). The Assyrians during their numerous cam-
paigns mention small cities, forts and many Urartian settlements.
Menua constructed large irrigation canals, some of which are still in
use today. Vineyards, orchards and various grains were also planted
and Urartu became a food-producing region.

The availability of copper and iron and the early knowledge of
metallurgy enabled artisans to produce bronze and iron weapons and
other tools for war and trade. The result of all this activity was an
increase in population. It was at this time that the city of Musasir,
west of Lake Urmia, was conquered by the Urartians and trans-
formed into the religious center of the kingdom. The Urartians
managed to defeat Assyria in a number of wars, took booty and
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prisoners, and extended their domination over northern Syria. They
built a number of forts to defend their kingdom from nomadic and
Assyrian invasions. Argishti | founded the two most important bas-
tions: In 782 BC, on the plain of Ararat, he built the Erebuni (Arin
Berd) fortress. This is the predecessor of the present-day city of
Yerevan, making it one of the oldest continuously inhabited urban
centers in the world. In 775 BC, west of Yerevan, on the bank of the
Arax River, he constructed Argishtihinili (Armavir). (See map 3).

The reigns of Tiglath-Pileser Il (ca. 745-727 BC) and Sargon Il
(ca. 722-705 BC) not only halted Assyria’s decline, but also trans-
formed it into a new empire which managed to penetrate much of
Urartu, destroy and loot its cities, and take prisoners. Sargon em-
ployed a network of spies who reported on his northern neighbor.
Some of these reports have survived, enabling historians to piece
together some of the events that occurred. They state that the Urar-
tian rulers had to fight both the Assyrians and the Cimmerians, who
were invading from the north. By 714 BC, both of the invaders had
destroyed parts of Urartu, forcing King Rusa | (ca. 735-714 BC) to
commit suicide. Urartu had acted as a buffer zone for the Cimme-
rian invaders, however, and when it was weakened, the Cimmerians
poured into Anatolia and Syria, and attacked Assyria.

Decline of Urartu

The seventh century BC witnessed the gradual rise of a new Baby-
lonian state and a minor revival in Egypt, as well as the emergence
of Indo-European power centers in Persia. Urartu and Assyria, both
in a state of decline, made peace with each other and tried to cope
with the Cimmerians and the Scythians, new nomadic invaders, who
had penetrated the region from passes in the Caucasus. The Urartian
kings Argishti Il (ca. 714-685 BC) and Rusa Il (ca. 685-645 BC)
paid tribute to Assyria and concentrated on repelling the nomads.
The last powerful Assyrian king was Ashur-Banipal 1l (ca.
668-624 BC). He tried to reclaim the greatness of Assyria by de-
stroying the kingdom of Elam in western Persia, an action that
allowed the rise of Elam’s neighbor, Media. Simultaneously, a mi-
nor revival occurred in Urartu, and Argishti and Rusa built the great
fortress of Teshebaini (Karmir Blur) on a hill north of Erebuni to

store the royal treasury and to serve as a safe haven from the Scythi-
ans.
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The history of the last years of the Urartian kingdom is unclear.
A number of leaders rose amidst internal and external conflicts.
Among those was Erimena, who may have belonged to the Arme-
nian group of the Urartian federation (see Chapter 3) and who
probably formed alliances with neighboring tribes. Erimena led a
rebellion against the Urartian leadership, an action which, combined
with renewed Scythian attacks, must have considerably weakened
the kingdom. At the same time, the decline of both Urartu and As-
syria enabled the Medes to emerge as a new force. Around 670 BC
the Medes built their capital at Ecbatana and occupied parts of Per-
sia. They and the Babylonians combined forces to end the Assyrian
hegemony in Mesopotamia. In 612 BC they sacked Nineveh, the
Assyrian capital, and by 610 BC the Assyrian Empire ceased to ex-
ist.

The Medes and the Babylonians divided the Assyrian Empire
and its satellite states. The Babylonians formed the New Babylonian
Kingdom by taking the lands west of the Tigris River, all the way to
the Mediterranean Sea. The Medes annexed the regions east of the
Tigris and invaded Urartu. They seem either to have subjugated
Urartu, or to have made tribute arrangements with the dominant
tribe, which by then was probably the Armenian (see chapter 3). In
any case, somewhere between 605 and 585 BC the Urartian federa-
tion became a tributary of the Median Empire.

Urartian Culture

During their three centuries of existence the Urartians built canals,
palaces, cities and fortresses, some of which have been excavated in
modem times. In addition, they created tools, weapons, jewelry and
pottery, fragments of which have been preserved and are on display
in the museums of Armenia and in the Hermitage Museum in St. Pe-
tersburg, Russia. The Urartian pantheon included indigenous, Indo-
European, and Assyrian gods. The Babylonian goddess Nana was
adopted as Nane, the goddess of wisdom. Khaldi was the main god
and god of war; Teshebaini was the god of thunder; and Shivini or
Ardini represented the sun god. Horses were important both in the
economy and the military, and the image of the horse was repre-
sented on Urartian shields. Assyrian and early Etruscan influences
are to be found in Urartian art, demonstrating the extent of trade in
the ancient world. Urartian bronzes and iron-works such as caul-
drons, candelabra, and decorative shields were prized and have been
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found throughout the Transcaucasian and Greek worlds. Although at
first much was copied from Assyria and the Hittites, a distinctive
Urartian style soon emerged, a synthesis of many other art forms,
which can be seen in the palace wall decorations at the Erebuni
complex in Yerevan. Urartian inscriptions in Vannic cuneiform re-
placed Assyrian cuneiform, which itself had replaced earlier
Urartian pictograms. This wedge-shaped script has more than five
hundred forms, many of which have multiple meanings. Trade and
war had made Urartu wealthy, for the records describe the great
riches taken by the Scythians and Assyrians in their campaigns
against Urartu.

Unlike Assyria, which was relatively intolerant and depended
solely on its military might, Urartu borrowed from other cultures
and engaged in trade and diplomacy. Assyria prided itself on its
centralized bureaucracy, but once that center was sacked, the Assyr-
ian Empire disintegrated. The Urartian confederation, a largely
decentralized and tolerant state, however, managed to survive. The
new leadership, composed of Armenians, adopted these characteris-
tics.

More than a thousand years later, when Armenian historians began
to record the history of their nation, the existence of Urartu was un-
known to them. The great Armenian historian Movses Khorenatsi
(Moses of Khoren), making use of oral traditions and epic tales
about heroes and villains, including Haik and Bel, portrayed the
struggle of the Armenians against the Assyrians. He also trans-
formed Aramu, the first ruler of Urartu into the legendary Armenian
king, Ara the Fair. The Assyrians were personified by the evil, yet
enticing, Queen Semiramis (Shammur-Amat ca. 810-805 BC), who
lusted after Ara and caused his death. Although Aramu and Sham-
mur-Amat were not contemporaries, the struggle between their two
states was symbolized in the narrative of Moses of Khoren. Ironi-
cally, the cuneiform fragments recording the greatness of the
Urartian kingdom stood mute before their historical descendants,
who could no longer interpret them. Urartu, like most ancient civili-
zations, disappeared under the layers of classical and medieval
civilizations, to be rediscovered only in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries.
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From the Ark to Archeology
The Origins ofthe Armenian People

ans contain elements of myth and unresolved scholarly
arguments. The explanations can be grouped into three ver-
sions: The Greek, the Armenian and recent scholarly versions.

n S WITH MANY ancient peoples, the origins of the Armeni-

The Greek Versions

Although some Greek sources maintain that Armenia was named af-
ter or founded by Armenus the Thessalian, one of Jason’s
Argonauts, Greek historians, all writing long after the appearance of
the Armenians, but well before the written works of Armenian
chroniclers, have left a number of historical explanations as to the
origins of the Armenian people. Two of the most quoted versions
are by Herodotus and Strabo. According to the fifth-century BC his-
torian, Herodotus, the Armenians had originally lived in Thrace
from where they crossed into Phrygia in Asia Minor. They first set-
tled in Phrygia and then gradually moved west of the Euphrates
River to what became Armenia. Their language resembled that of
the Phrygians while their names and dress were similar to those of
the Medes.

According to the historian and geographer Strabo, who wrote at
the end of the first century BC, Armenians came from two direc-
tions, one group from the west, or Phrygia, and the other from the
south, or the Zagros region. In other words, according to the ancient
Greeks, the Armenians were not the original inhabitants of the re-
gion. They appear to have arrived sometime between the Phrygian
migration to Asia Minor following the collapse of the Hittite Empire
in the thirteenth century BC and the Cimmerian invasion of Urartu
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in the eighth century BC. The decline of Urartu allowed the Arme-
nians to establish themselves as the primary occupants of the region.
Xenophon, who passed through Armenia in 401 BC, recorded that,
by his time, the Armenians had absorbed most of the local inhabi-
tants.

The Traditional Armenian Version

According to the earliest Armenian accounts, written sometime be-
tween the fifth and eighth centuries AD, the Armenian people are
the descendants of Japheth, a son of Noah. After the ark had landed
on Mt. Ararat, Noah’s family settled first in Armenia and, genera-
tions later, moved south to the land of Babylon. The leader of the
Armenians, Haik, a descendant of Japheth, unhappy with the tyr-
anny and evil in Babylon, rebelled and decided to return to the land
of the ark. The evil Bel, leader of the Babylonians, pursued Haik. In
the ensuing war, good conquered evil when Haik killed Bel and cre-
ated the Armenian nation. Haik became the first Armenian ruler and
his descendants (Hai or Hay [pronounced high] the Armenian word
for “Armenian”) continued to lead the Armenians until King Paruir,
a descendent of Haik, formed the first kingdom of Armenia and had
to face the mighty Assyrian foe.

This legend, probably as old as Mesopotamian legends, includ-
ing that of Gilgamesh, not only blends historical facts with fable but
manages also to place the Armenians in a prominent position within
the biblical tradition. Noah, after all, was “the second Adam” and
his descendants were chosen and blessed by God to repopulate the
earth. Armenians, like the Jews, thus had a special calling to fight
the evil Babylonians and to live in accordance to the laws of God.
The periodic floods in Mesopotamia must have left vivid memories
for the people living in Western Asia. Numerous invasions into the
region, particularly that of Assyria and her clashes with the
pre-Armenian rulers, must have been also etched into the folklore of
the local Caucasian and Indo-European inhabitants. It is not surpris-
ing therefore that between AD 440 and 840 early Armenian
historians, such as Moses of Khoren, who did not have our historical
and archeological data, recorded the oral tradition by substituting
Babylon for Assyria and the Haik dynasty for the Urartian rulers in
Armenia. He also used the legends of Tigran and Azhdahak, Ar-
tashes and Satenik and Ardavazd to form his history of the
Armenians. The aim was not accuracy but rather a sure place for the
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Armenians in the history of Christianity, a religion that the Armeni-
ans had by then embraced wholeheartedly.

Recent Scholarly Versions

Modem archeological finds in the Caucasus and Anatolia have pre-
sented sketchy and incomplete versions of the possible origins of
the Armenians. Until the 1980s, scholars unanimously agreed that
the Armenians were an Indo-European group who either came into
the area with the proto-Iranians from the Aral Sea region or arrived
from the Balkans with the Phrygians after the fall of the Hittites.
Some scholars maintain that the word Hai is derived from Hai-yos
(Hattian). Hence, the Armenians, during their migration over Hittite
lands, adopted the name of that empire. Others maintain that the
Armeno-Phrygians crossed into Asia Minor, took the name Muskhi
and concentrated in the Arme-Shupria region east of the Euphrates
River where non-Indo-European words became part of their vocabu-
lary. They stayed in the region until the Cimmero-Scythian
invasions altered the power structure. The Armenians then managed
to consolidate their rule over Urartu and, in time, assimilated most
of its original inhabitants to form the Armenian nation. Therefore,
Armenia and Armenians, the Perso-Greek name for the Armenians,
derives from Arme-Shupria.

More recent scholarship offers yet another possibility, that the
Armenians were not later immigrants but were part of the original
inhabitants of the region. Although this notion has gained some
credibility (based on new archeological finds in Armenia) in the last
two decades, there remain a number of unresolved questions: What
was the spoken language of the early Armenians? Are the Armeni-
ans members of a non-Indo-European, Caucasian-speaking group
who later adopted an Indo-European dialect, or are they, as many
believe, one of the native Indo-European speaking groups?

A number of linguists maintain that the Armenians, together with
the Hurrians, Kassites and others, were indigenous Anatolian or
Caucasian people who lived in the region of Hayasa in northern
Armenia until the arrival of the Indo-Europeans. The Armenians
adopted some of the vocabulary of these Indo-European arrivals.
This explains why Armenian is a unique branch of the
Indo-European language tree and may also explain the origin of the
words Hai and Hayastan (“Armenia” in the Armenian language).
As evidence these scholars point to Hurrian suffixes, the absence of
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gender and other linguistic data. Archeologists add that the images
of Armenians on a number of sixth-century Persian monuments de-
pict racial characteristics similar to those of other people of the
Caucasus.

Other scholars, also relying on linguistic evidence, believe that
Indo-European languages may have originated in the Caucasus and
that the Armenians, as a result of pressure from large empires such
as the Hittite and Assyrian, merged with neighboring tribes and
adopted some of the Semitic and Kartvelian vocabulary and leg-
ends. They eventually formed a federation called Nairi, which
became part of the united state of Urartu. The decline and fall of
Urartu allowed the Armenian component to achieve predominance
and by the sixth century BC, establish a separate entity, which the
Greeks and Persians, the new major powers of the ancient world,
called Armenia.

Further linguistic and archeological studies may one day explain
the exact origins of the Indo-Europeans and that of the Armenian
people. Presently, western historians continue to maintain that Ar-
menians arrived from Thrace and Phrygia, while academics from
Armenia, especially after the recent archeological finds which indi-
cate that western Transcaucasia may have had some of the earliest
humanoids, argue in favor of the new explanation; that is, Armeni-
ans are the native inhabitants of historic Armenia.
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From Satraps to Kings
The Yervandunis, the First Autonomous Armenian Rulers
(ca. 585-189 BC)

kingdom and the beginning of the Armenian kingdom under

the Artashesian (Artaxiad) dynasty were formative years not
only for the Armenians, but also for a number of peoples and cul-
tures of the time. Many of today’s religions, languages, arts,
philosophies, and legal systems evolved during this period, which
witnessed the dominance of the Indo-Europeans and the flowering
of the Classical Age in Eurasia.

In the Middle East, the first great Persian or Iranian Empire,
which for the next two centuries controlled much of that region, as
well as Central Asia and Egypt, replaced the empire of the Medes.
In Europe, Classical Greece witnessed its golden age and the rise of
city states, as well as their decline and eventual conquest by Philip
of Macedon. Alexander the Great conquered a large part of the civi-
lized world, defeated the Persian Empire, and introduced Hellenism
into Asia and North Africa. Rome founded its republic, consolidated
its power on the Italian peninsula, fought Carthage, absorbed the
Greece of Alexander’s successors, and challenged their power in
Asia and Africa. The Mauryan Empire united India, and Buddhism,
Jainism, and Hinduism, spread throughout South Asia. In East Asia,
during the Chou and Ch’in (Qin) dynasties, China began its unifica-
tion behind the Great Wall, under the philosophical and social
guidance of Confucianism, Taoism, Legalism and the Book of
Changes. The Olmec culture continued to flourish in Mexico, while
in sub-Saharan Africa, city-states began to emerge.

Until a few decades ago, it was believed that the first Armenian
dynasty appeared only at the beginning of the second century BC.

THE FOUR centuries that spanned the end of the Urartian
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There is new evidence, however, of an earlier family, the Yervand-
uni  (Orontid/Eruandid/Yervandian), who ruled in Armenia as
governors appointed by the Medes and Persians. After the fall of the
Persian Empire to Alexander the Great, the Yervanduni governors
began to act autonomously.

Although some believe the Yervandunis were of Urartian origin,
their background is unknown. They were probably linked, either by
blood or marriage, to the Persian royal family. It is possible that, if
not Armenian themselves, the Yervandunis eventually intermarried
with Armenians. The term Yervanduni is derived from Yervand, the
name of at least four governors. Not much else is known about the
Yervandunis. Successive dynasties and invasions have obliterated
most of the culture of Armenia in that period. However, in Nemrud
Dagh, Turkey, a commemorative monument of the first century BC,
erected by a ruler of Commagene, who was related to the Yervand-
unis, mentions a number of his Yervanduni ancestors who had ruled
Armenia.

The Medes and Armenia

As stated, the Medes, together with the Babylonians, had crushed
and divided much of the Assyrian Empire by 610 BC. The New
Babylonian kingdom lasted less than a century. Its most famous
ruler was Nebuchednezzar, who conquered Jerusalem and took
many Jews as slaves, thus beginning their Babylonian captivity. The
Medes, in the meanwhile, went on to annex parts of Urartu and
Mesopotamia and, by 585 BC, had become a major power. The
Medes appointed local governors to maintain control over their
large territory, which included Elam, Cappadocia, Parthia, and Per-
sia, as well as Urartu/Armenia. A Yervanduni family member
administered this last province.

The Persian Empire and the Armenians

By the mid-sixth century BC, a humber of these vassal groups, the
Yervandunis among them, had rebelled against the Medes, under the
leadership of Cyrus the Great of Persia. By 553 BC Cyrus had over-
thrown the Medes and had founded the Achaemenid dynasty. Cyrus
and his son, Cambyses, then conquered a territory stretching from
India to the Aegean and Mediterranean Seas, including Armenia and
Egypt. In the process the Persians freed the Jews from their Babylo-
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nian captivity and permitted the reconstruction of the temple of Je-
rusalem. It was Darius | (the Great), another member of the
Achaemenid family, however, who forged this multinational terri-
tory into the great Persian Empire, which lasted until Alexander the
Great defeated it in 331 BC.

Little is known about the Armenians during this period, though
they probably still shared land and military power with the other
groups inhabiting the former Urartian kingdom. Tradition has it that
while hostage at the Median court Cyrus befriended another hos-
tage, the Armenian prince, Tigran-Yervand, and thus established
good relations between the Armenians and the Persians, which soon
enabled the Armenians to govern all of the former Urartian State.

In any case, by the late sixth century BC, Armenian power and
cultural dominance had increased significantly. In fact, after only
three generations following the fall of Urartu, the Armenians were
sufficiently important to be included among the major provinces or
satrapies and peoples listed on the Behistun carving, a monument
designed in ca. 520 BC to commemorate Darius’ achievements and
conquests. This is the first time that the name Armenia (inscribed as
Armina) appears in recorded history. Although, as stated, the Arme-
nians refer to themselves as Hai, non-Armenians adopted the
Persian and Greek (the latter referring to Armenians as Armenioi)
terms.

There is evidence that Darius conducted a number of campaigns
against the Armenians, who had rebelled against his new taxes. He
may have appointed a Persian or another Armenian family as the
new satraps rather than the Yervandunis, for there is no mention of
them as provincial governors until the next century.

Darius organized his empire into twenty-three satrapies (prov-
inces) and placed trusted family members or friends as satraps or
governors of these provinces (see map 4). Armenia is listed as the
10th satrapy in the Persian inscriptions at Nagsh-e Rostam. In the
fifth century Herodotus mentions Armenians occupying the 13thsa-
trapy, while the remnants of the Urartians (Alarodians) lived in the
18th satrapy. Armenians soon became the dominant force in those
satrapies and subjugated or assimilated the other groups.
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The Yervandunis, the FirstArmenian Governors

The Persian Empire was soon linked by a royal road, which con-
nected Susa in central Persia with Sardis in western Asia Minor.
The road had rest stops for royal messengers and travelers; fifteen of
these stations, stretching across some 150 miles, passed through
southern Armenia (see map 4). Although the Armenians had to pay
a large annual tribute in silver and horses, as well as contribute con-
tingents to the imperial army, their inclusion in the empire and the
communication made possible by the royal road, enabled them to
gradually consolidate much of the former Urartian lands. The
Achaemenids were tolerant, and as long as peace was maintained
and tribute paid, they allowed their subject peoples, including the
Armenians, to follow local customs and worship their own deities.

From the late fifth century BC onward, Armenia was left to its
satraps and generally existed peacefully within the Persian Empire
until the end of the Achaemenid dynasty. Armenians served in the
Persian army in the Greek and other campaigns during the fifth and
fourth centuries BC and were among the Persian forces of Darius 1l
defending Persia against Alexander the Great.

The main source on Armenia in this period is the Anabasis (“The
March Up-Country”) by the Greek historian Xenophon. Xenophon
was among the Greek troops who had entered Persia in 401 BC to
intervene on behalf of a candidate in a disputed succession. Unfor-
tunately for the Greeks, their candidate was defeated prior to their
arrival and they were forced to retreat through Armenia (see map 4).
Xenophon mentions a Yervand, the son-in-law of the Persian king
Artaxerxes I, ruling in the eastern parts of Armenia. He records that
the region had an Armenian as well as a non-Armenian population,
which remained isolated in the highlands. Among the various tribes
he mentions the Kardukhoi and the Khaldoioi; the latter were
probably those Urartians who had resisted assimilation. Some histo-
rians claim that they are the ancestors of the present-day Kurds,
while other historians maintain that the Kurds are the descendants of
the ancient Medes.

Xenophon also mentions Tiribazus, the governor of the western
parts of Armenia and a personal friend of the Persian king, who
alone had the honor of assisting the king in mounting his horse. In
Xenophon’s description of the land itself, he does not mention the
existence of any major cities, but records that the region was made
up of villages with fortified houses above ground, as well as under-
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ground winter quarters. A large portion of the population spoke Ar-
menian, while the people of the hills had their own dialect. The
satrap worked with the clan elders, who mediated between the peo-
ple and the provincial administration. The population was mainly
engaged in agriculture and the raising of livestock, including the
famed Armenian horses, thousands of which were sent as annual
tribute to Persia. Xenophon reports that there was plenty of food, in-
cluding a variety of meats, vegetables, breads, oils, and wines. He
also describes a kind of beer drunk with what resembled a straw,
one of the early mentions of this drink in recorded history. Armeni-
ans are depicted as short and stocky with straight dark hair, dark
eyes, and prominent noses. In a relief at Persepolis the Armenians
are depicted presenting a horse and other tribute. They are dressed
much like the Medes of that time, with their hair tied at the back of
their necks, and with tunics down to the knees worn over pants tied
at the ankles. Aramaic, the language of the imperial administration,
was introduced into Armenia, where, for centuries, it continued to
be used in official documents. Old Persian cuneiform, meanwhile,
was used in most inscriptions.

Xenophon mentions that he used a Persian interpreter to con-
verse with Armenians and in some of the Armenian villages they
responded in Persian. Evidently the knowledge of Persian had
spread among the Armenians. The influence of Persia on the Arme-
nian language is evident in the thousands of Persian words, which
remain in the Armenian language until today. The Armenians soon
adopted the Persian social structure and the Zoroastrian pantheon.
These included Aramazd, the creator of heaven and earth; Mihr, the
god of light; Astghik, the goddess of love; Vahagn, the god of war;
Tir, the god of the arts and sciences. The Armenian deity Anahit, the
goddess of fertility and wisdom, was adopted by the Persians. The
cult of Mithra, as well as other cults and religious beliefs which
were prevalent in the Persian Empire, slowly made inroads in Ar-
menia as well. The many temples of Anahit in Armenia and festivals
dedicated to her indicate that this goddess was a particular favorite
among the Armenians and that she served as their protector. Despite
the Median and Persian influences, however, an Armenian cultural
identity, influenced by local traditions, gradually took shape.

With the decline of the Achaemenids, some of the satrapies be-
gan to assert their autonomy. By the mid-fourth century BC, the
Yervandunis had united much of Armenia into a single province, es-
tablished close marriage alliances with their western neighbor,
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Commagene, and had, in effect, created an autonomous unit within
the Persian Empire.

Alexander the Great and Hellenism

During these two centuries, the Persians repeatedly tried to control
the Greek mainland, a struggle that Herodotus has recorded in his
History of the Persian Wars. Although never successful, Persia
threatened Greece by supplying contending Greek city-states with
gold. This threat was eliminated when Alexander the Great crossed
into Asia and attacked the Persian Empire. Darius Ill, the last of the
Achaemenids, together with his vassals, including the Armenian sa-
trap, another Yervand, tried to defend his empire, but was crushed
in the battles of Issus in 333 BC and Gaugamela in 331 BC. Accord-
ing to later Roman historians, the Armenian contingent in these
battles was very large. In conquering a good part of the civilized
world, Alexander founded new cities and military colonies, and set-
tled Greeks and Macedonians throughout Asia and North Africa
(see map 4). Greek culture mixed with that of the indigenous eastern
peoples and a Hellenistic culture emerged in Armenia after his
death.

The Seleucids (312-64 BC)

Following the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC, his Asian
and African conquests were soon divided between two of his gener-
als. Seleucus claimed the former Persian Empire and founded the
Seleucid dynasty, while Ptolemy took over Egypt and founded the
Ptolemaic dynasty (see map 5). Although the early Seleucids
brought with them the Greek concept of oligarchic city-states, these
western ideas were not readily accepted in every part of the former
Persian Empire. As Greek culture was essentially an urban one, the
Seleucids had to establish new cities in order to attract Greek set-
tlers and administrators. Division and discrimination began to occur
between Greeks and non-Greeks. The Seleucids eventually adopted
the Persian concept of kingship, while retaining a mostly Hellenistic
religion and culture.

Early in their reign, the Seleucids gave up their Indian holdings
to Chandragupta Maurya in exchange for 500 elephants to use
against their enemies. Fifty years later the Seleucid Empire was re-
duced further when eastern Persia declared its independence under
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the Parthians and Central Asia broke away under a Greco-Bactrian
dynasty.

Yervanduni Rule in Armenia

Meanwhile, the collapse of the Achaemenid Empire had created an
opportunity for the Yervandunis to assert complete independence.
Since Alexander never passed through Armenia, and, therefore, left
no military presence in the region, the Yervandunis refused tribute
to the Greeks. After the death of Alexander, the Armenians main-
tained this stance towards the governors imposed by the Seleucids.
The Yervandunis gained control of the Arax Valley, reached Lake
Sevan, and constructed a new capital at Yervandashat, at the conflu-
ence of the Arax and Akhurian rivers, to replace Armavir, which
had been vulnerable to Seleucid attacks. According to tradition they
also built a new religious center at Bagaran, north of Yervandashat,
on the left bank of the Akhurian. Although the Yervandunis ruled
much of Armenia, they were never able to control the more Hel-
lenized western regions.

By the third century BC three Armenias had emerged: Lesser
Armenia or Armenia Minor, northwest of the Euphrates; Greater
Armenia or Armenian Major; and Sophene or Tsopk, in the south-
west (see map 6). Lesser Armenia came under Hellenistic influence
and occasionally under the political control of either the Seleucids,
the rulers of Pontus, or Cappadocia. Greater Armenia, encompass-
ing most of historic Armenia, maintained much of its political
autonomy due to its relative geographical isolation, the wars be-
tween the Seleucids and their rivals, and the removal of the Seleucid
seat of government to Antioch in distant Syria. Sophene, located
along the royal road, was at different times, depending on political
circumstances, either independent or part of Greater Armenia. The
Yervandunis continued to govern Greater Armenia and Sophene,
and although a number of Seleucid kings, among them Seleucus I,
tried to subdue these areas, they soon accepted the independent
status of the Yervandunis.

The Yervanduni family dominance in Armenia came to an end
soon after. This occurred when the Seleucids, under Antiochus Il
(223-187 BC), attempted to revive their empire and to make Arme-
nia a vassal state. An Armenian nobleman, Artashes (Artaxias), who
was probably related to the Yervandunis, was encouraged by Antio-
chus to rebel, and around 190 BC, together with another relative,
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overthrew the last Yervanduni and laid the foundations of the first
Armenian kingdom.

The Yervandunis must be judged as tenacious rulers. They re-
sisted Darius | in a number of rebellions, achieved some degree of
autonomy during the decline of the Persian Empire, rejected Greek
governors, rebuffed the Seleucids, and generally maintained their
independence.

Society and Culture

During the two centuries of Seleucid presence, Greek, now the lan-
guage of commerce and the arts in the Middle East periodically
replaced Aramaic as the administrative language of Armenia and
was frequently spoken by the upper classes. In Armenia,
Greek-style temples to Apollo and Artemis were built. Coins with
Greek inscriptions appeared there, as they did all over Asia. Interna-
tional commerce passed through Armenia, bringing with it both
Eastern and Western culture and science.

Despite the fact that the Greek calendar, law, and religious be-
liefs, as well as theater, philosophy, art and architecture, made
inroads, Greater Armenia became only partially influenced by Hel-
lenism. Persian (Iranian) culture, as well as the Armenian language
and customs remained a dominant force. The most important change
was the rise of cities, such as Yervandashat, Yervandakert, and Ar-
shamashat (Arsamosata), which, later, facilitated the unification of
Greater Armenia.
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Between Roman Legions and Parthian Cavalry
The Artashesians and the Formation ofthe

Armenian Kingdom
(ca. 189 BC to AD 10)

significant era in global civilization. The great Han Dynasty

began its more than four hundred-year rule in China and the
Yamato clan established the foundations of the first Japanese state.
The Ptolemies continued to rule Egypt. Various invaders frag-
mented the Mauryan Empire in India, and elements of Hellenism
were introduced to its northwestern provinces. In Persia, another
Iranian group, the Parthians of eastern Persia, formed a new empire
under the Arsacid dynasty. The most important development in the
West was the rise of the Roman Republic, which annihilated the
Carthaginians in Africa, conquered Greece and Macedonia and re-
placed the Seleucid State in Syria and Asia Minor. The same period
witnessed the birth of the first recognized Armenian kingdom and
its new strategic importance to the powers that surrounded it.

The Yervandians had, as noted, resisted Seleucid encroachments
and had kept Greater Armenia autonomous. The rise of Rome and
its push into Greece and Macedonia threatened the Seleucid position
in Syria. Antiochus Ill, the last noteworthy ruler of the line, at-
tempted to restore the Seleucid Empire by halting the advance of the
Parthians, who, by the second century BC, had gradually penetrated
as far as central Persia. He then sought to extend his sovereignty
over the autonomous regions bordering his domains. At the start of
the second century BC, Antiochus succeeded in persuading some
members of the Yervanduni family to challenge their ruler and to
switch their allegiance to the Seleucids. Artashes (Artaxias) and Za-
reh (Zariadres) accepted his offer, rebelled against the last

THE LAST TWO centuries before the birth of Christ were a
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Yervanduni, received military titles from Antiochus, and established
themselves as governors of Armenia. Artashes took control of Yer-
vandashat and all the territory of Greater Armenia, while Zareh took
Sophene.

Roman Presence in the East

Feeling secure in the east, Antiochus envisioned a new Hellenistic
empire, under the leadership of the Seleucids. He consequently ad-
vanced into Macedonia and Greece and attempted to dislodge the
Roman presence there and to expand Seleucid control over the
homeland of Alexander the Great. In 190 BC, however, he was de-
feated by Rome in the battle of Magnesia, and by the Peace of
Apamea (189 BC), lost his possessions in Asia Minor and north-
western Syria. Rome’s foothold in Asia was now more secure.
Roman presence was to affect the region for the next eight centuries.
The Seleucid kingdom, however, was now squeezed into Syria and
Palestine, where it encountered new problems. When Antiochus IV,
known as Epiphanes, desecrated the Temple of Jerusalem, the Jews,
under the leadership of Judas Maccabeus, revolted in 168 BC, a
conflict which preoccupied the Seleucids for the next three years.
Taking advantage of this situation, the Parthians took control of Per-
sia and became a new power in the East. Rome fashioned a strategy
to further weaken the Seleucids and at the same time protect its own
holdings. It encouraged the fragmentation of the former Seleucid
Empire in Asia Minor into smaller states, friendly to Rome, which
would act as a buffer against any future Parthian advances west of
Mesopotamia. Armenia, Cappadocia, Commagene, and Pontus thus
emerged as Roman allies, and, after the battle of Magnesia and the
Apamea agreement, were formally recognized by Rome as inde-
pendent kingdoms.

Artashes and the Foundation ofa New Dynasty

Rome recognized Artashes, who claimed relationship to both the
Yervanduni and Persian noble houses, as the king of Armenia in
189 or 188 BC. Armenia was now regarded as a sovereign state by
both Persia and Rome. Artashes initiated his rule by conducting a
survey of his land. His boundary stones, the first-ever recorded in

Armenia, written in Aramaic, have been found in the area of Lake
Sevan.
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To confirm the new status of his country and to break from the
Yervanduni past, Artashes built a new capital city, Artashat (Ar-
taxata), on the left bank of the Arax River near present-day
Khorvirap. This well-planned Hellenistic city remained the capital
of Armenia for the next four hundred years. Statues of various
Greek and Persian divinities were brought by Artashes to the new
city from the Yervanduni religious center at Bagaran, making Arta-
shat both the political and religious center of the new Armenian
kingdom. The size of the city and its great fortifications gave rise to
the legend that Hannibal of Carthage had helped in its planning and
construction. Although both Strabo and Plutarch reiterate this claim,
there is no other evidence to substantiate it. Artashes established an
administrative structure and a tax system, and distributed land
among his family and faithful retainers. Moreover, he expanded his
territory by annexing regions inhabited by the Medes, Caucasian
Albanians, and the Iberians (Georgians). His efforts to conquer So-
phene from Zareh, however, proved unsuccessful. Lesser Armenia,
under the control of Pontus, also remained outside Artashes’ do-
mains (see map 7).

The Seleucids, who were trying to regain control of the Syrian
coast and Mesopotamia, finally subdued the Jews in 165 BC and at-
tacked both Persia and Armenia at the end of Artashes’ reign.
Artashes was defeated and captured by Antiochus IV but was re-
leased and continued to rule in exchange for tribute. Rome, which
viewed Armenia and its fellow buffer states as its allies or, more
probably, potential vassals, was unhappy with the situation in Ar-
menia, but its own domestic problems and its final campaign in
Carthage left it too preoccupied to intervene in the affairs of Asia.
The Seleucids, in the long run, did not manage to restore their
dominance and for the next hundred years ruled only in parts of
Syria. The Parthians, however, filled the power vacuum handily
and, under the leadership of Mithradates | (171-138 BC), who was
from the Arsacid family, became a major force, adopting both the
Persian and Hellenistic culture of their predecessors. They soon es-
tablished themselves in Mesopotamia and built another capital at
Ctesiphon on the Tigris River. Rome, in the meantime, was content
to consolidate its position in Asia Minor and to gradually extend its
influence up to the Euphrates River. It was just a matter of time,
therefore, before the two new powers would be embroiled in a ri-
valry that would continue for more than three centuries.
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For the moment, Rome’s lack of involvement left the successors
of Artashes, Artavazd | (160-115 BC) and Tigran | (Tigranes)
(115-95 BC) subject to the whims of the Parthians. Artavazd was
defeated by the Parthians and had to send his nephew as hostage to
Ctesiphon. For the rest of that century, as long as Armenia paid
tribute and submitted hostages, relations with Persia were peaceful.
The peace fostered trade among China, Rome, and Persia in the first
century BC, which was made possible by the Silk Road. The Par-
thians realized the importance of Armenia as a major trade
emporium, and Artashat became an important stopover for this
East-West commerce. The Artashesians established a mint in Arme-
nia to further facilitate trade. Trade and the rise of new cities, further
invited Hellenistic influences. At the same time Sophene’s expan-
sion to the south and west, helped to bring the two Armenian lands
closer together culturally. Greek and Persian remained the lan-
guages of the Armenian upper classes, while the masses in both
Armenian regions spoke Armenian. Aramaic, with many Persian
terms, continued to be the language of administration.

The last century of the pre-Christian era was dominated by
power struggles between Rome and the Parthians, with both trying
to gain control of the fragmented Seleucid territories, as well as
Armenia. After destroying Carthage and carrying out a number of
domestic reforms, Rome set its eyes, once again, on Asia. Roman
legions arrived in Syria and forced the local rulers to accept Roman
authority. Seeking to secure Asia Minor, Rome gained control of
Cappadocia and Commagene. In 96 BC Sulla, the Roman governor
of Cilicia, and the representatives of the Parthians met to partition
the disputed territories in Mesopotamia into zones of influence.
Roman actions in Asia, however, antagonized the leader of the Pon-
tic kingdom, Mithradates VI Eupator, a Hellenistic nobleman of
Persian descent, who wished to revive the empire of the Seleucids,
and he soon embarked on a mission to liberate Asia Minor and
Greece from the Romans.

Meanwhile, the situation in Rome was far from stable. The social
reforms of the Gracchi brothers had not been fully implemented,
and the non-Romans revolted over the issue of full citizenship. Hav-
ing conquered a large territory in a short time, Rome was
unprepared to administer it. The military and the Senate were vying
for power. Republican rule was tested repeatedly as generals, par-
ticularly those who had achieved fame and fortune in foreign
campaigns, tried to assume control over the state.
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Tigran the Great

Following the death of Tigran | of Armenia in 95 BC, his son Ti-
gran Il, a hostage at Ctesiphon, agreed to cede a number of valleys
in southeastern Armenia to Persia, in return for his freedom. Ti-
gran’s first act after taking power at home was to conquer Sophene
and unite the two Armenian regions politically. Thereafter, except
for short intervals, Sophene remained part of Greater Armenia.
Lesser Armenia, however, continued to remain outside the Arme-
nian kingdom and, in fact, would never be under the same ruler as
Greater Armenia. Tigran and Mithradates of Pontus realized that
Roman and Parthian presence in the region was a constant danger to
their own sovereignty. Civil war in Rome and problems over the
succession in Persia, encouraged them to attempt the creation of a
third force in the region, a federation led by Pontus and Armenia,
which would challenge Persia and Rome. The alliance was sealed
by the marriage of Tigran to the daughter of Mithradates. His east-
ern flank secure, Mithradates annexed Cappadocia and the coast of
Asia Minor. Persia and Rome, realizing that such an alliance would
be detrimental to their own designs, agreed to forgo their differences
and to concentrate on eliminating the new threat. This was the first
but not the last time that the two powers would plan to partition
Armenia and its surrounding regions. Sulla, who like subsequent
Roman commanders viewed a successful eastern campaign as an
opportunity to gain politically and materially, returned to drive the
Pontic ruler out of Cappadocia. In 84 BC he managed to force
Mithradates out of Greece and returned to Rome to assume the title
of dictator. Mithradates did not give up his quest, however, and for
the next ten years kept the Romans occupied by invading Greece
and challenging Roman authority in Asia Minor.

With Mithradates keeping the Romans at bay and the western
flank secure, Tigran concentrated on the east. The death of the Par-
thian king and nomadic invasions from Central Asia into Persia
allowed Tigran, in 90 BC, to retake the valleys he had ceded to the
Parthians; he then expanded south and took parts of Mesopotamia.
By 85 BC Tigran began using the Persian title “King of Kings” and
had four viceroys in official attendance. When a group of Syrian
nobles invited Tigran to rule, he annexed Commagene, northern
Syria, Cilicia and Phoenicia. Tigran’s empire thus extended from
the Mediterranean to the Caspian Sea, and for a brief period, Arme-
nia was an empire (see map 8).
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Antioch, the great Seleucid center and the capital of Syria, be-
came Tigran’s headquarters in the Levant. Tigran thus took control
of much of the former Seleucid territory west of the Euphrates. To
better manage his large empire, however, Tigran built a new capital,
Tigranakert (Tigranocerta), and forcibly dislocated Jews, Arabs, and
Greeks from Mesopotamia, Cilicia, and Cappadocia in order to
populate it and other new Armenian cities. Tigranakert was a great
city with walls reportedly so wide that warehouses and stables could
be built inside them. A theater was built in which Greek plays were
performed. Parks and hunting grounds surrounded the city. Unfor-
tunately, the remains of Tigranakert have not been found and its site
has been debated, although it probably lay somewhere between Tell-
Ermen, Amida (present-day Diarbekir), and Martyropolis (pre-
sent-day Miyafarkin).

With Tigran occupying major Hellenistic centers, Hellenism was
no longer on the fringes of Armenia, but penetrated most aspects of
Armenian life. Tigran’s marriage to Mithradates’ daughter and the
arrival of many Greeks in his empire meant that Greek, together
with Persian, remained the language of the upper classes, while Ar-
menian continued to be spoken by the masses. Greek theater became
the main form of entertainment. Persian influence, however, re-
mained in Tigran’s court protocol and in the service required by
nobles, neither of which had anything in common with either Greek
or Roman traditions.

When Sulla retired from public life in 79 BC, new military
commanders sought to advance their standing. The Roman Senate
gladly authorized foreign campaigns in order to lessen civil unrest
and to end the Mithradatic wars, a thorn in Rome’s eastern domains.
In 74 BC the Roman general Lucullus invaded Pontus and forced
Mithradates to seek refuge in Armenia. Unwilling to break the Ar-
meno-Pontic alliance against Rome, Tigran refused to surrender his
father-in-law and faced Roman attacks on Armenia. In 69 BC Lu-
cullus besieged Tigranakert. When the city’s inhabitants, a majority
of whom were non-Armenians, opened the gates, Tigranakert fell to
Roman troops and was looted. Tigran’s local governors threw their
lot with Rome, and Tigran lost control of Syria and Mesopotamia.
Lucullus tried to take Artashat but failed, and unable to form an alli-
ance with Persia, returned to Rome. Tigran and Mithradates then
began the re-conquest of Pontus, northern Syria, and Commagene.

Rome did not surrender its claim, however, and sent Pompey,
who defeated Mithradates and forced him to flee eastward. Pompey
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then advanced toward Armenia. Meanwhile, two of Tigran’s sons
betrayed him, one joining Pompey, the other the Parthian camp. The
Roman presence in Armenia also incensed the Parthians, who
wanted to ensure their control of the lands east of the Euphrates. In
order to end the Armenian and Roman threats and to regain its terri-
tory, Persia, taking advantage of Armenia’s vulnerability, attacked
from the east. Tigran resisted the Parthian attacks on Artashat, but
when Pompey arrived, he realized the futility of resisting the Ro-
mans, and, in 66 BC, agreed to the Peace of Artashat. Pompey, in
order to keep Armenia as a friend of Rome and as a buffer against
Persia, left Armenia intact and allowed Tigran to retain the Persian
title of “King of Kings.” Tigran ruled for another ten years and died
in 55 BC. Having resolved the situation in Armenia, Pompey pur-
sued Mithradates, who committed suicide on an island off the coast
of the Black Sea. Pompey then reorganized Asia Minor and Syria
into Roman provinces and client kingdoms. Furthermore, he termi-
nated the rule of the last Seleucid, probably a pretender, and closed
a chapter in the history of the Hellenistic Middle East.

Armenians revere Tigran as their greatest ruler. He fashioned the
only Armenian Empire, a state that transformed Armenia from a
small nation to a force with which to be reckoned. In their pride, the
Armenians have mistakenly attributed nationalistic traits to Tigran.
In fact, Tigran spoke Greek and Persian and had little of the modem
sense of what it is to be an Armenian. He was a Hellenistic monarch
who, at the same time, retained much Persian grandeur at his court.
He probably practiced polygamy, as was customary in Asia in this
period, and probably executed his rebellious sons. In all of this he
was no different than any other contemporary ruler. Tigran’s great-
ness lay in his attempt to forge an independent political entity and to
break away from the constraints imposed on Armenia by its geogra-
phy. His early success was primarily due to the prevailing political
vacuum and could not have been sustained. Tigran’s empire was
composed of various peoples who had been forcibly relocated and
bore no love for the Armenians. Culturally, a fully Hellenistic and
urbanized Syria could probably not have co-existed with the more
Persian-influenced and rural Armenia. Finally, Tigran’s long reign
fostered familial intrigue and the betrayal by his sons. Although Ti-
gran’s courage and effort were indeed admirable, the outcome kept
Armenia suspended between its stronger neighbors.
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Artashesian Armenia after Tigran the Great

Tigran’s remaining son, Artavazd Il (55-35 BC), began his reign as
a friend of Rome but under a very different political climate than
had his father. With the demise of the Seleucids and Pompey’s vic-
tories securing Rome’s foothold in the Middle East, Rome’s attitude
became more that of conqueror than ally. Roman military presence
in Syria and its aggressive interference in the affairs of Persia led
the latter to seek new friends in the region. Armenia, an immediate
neighbor, located along Persia’s trading route and with its ethnic,
linguistic, and cultural ties to Persia, was eventually drawn into the
Parthian orbit.

The rivalry among Caesar, Crassus, and Pompey, who were
known as the first triumvirate, precluded a consistent Roman policy
in Asia. With the success of Julius Caesar’s campaigns in Western
Europe, the rich Crassus sought glory through a campaign against
Persia. Crassus’ request for Armenian assistance placed Artavazd in
a difficult situation. The Parthians would obviously view any mili-
tary cooperation with Rome as a hostile act by Armenia. Rome,
however, considered Armenia an ally. Artavazd, according to some
sources, advised Crassus not to attack Persia from the direction of
Syria, but rather through Armenia where he could receive supplies
and support. Artavazd’s strategy was to aid Rome, but, in return,
demand a Roman military presence to protect Armenia against Par-
thian retaliation. Crassus, in haste, rejected Artavazd’s offer and
marched through Syria. Artavazd then shifted his allegiance from
Rome to Persia, either voluntarily, or, according to Plutarch, by
force, when the Parthians occupied Armenia. In 53 BC Crassus and
the Roman legions were routed in the battle of Carrhae. Crassus was
killed, and the Parthians captured the Roman standards. The rap-
prochement between Armenia and Persia was sealed by the
betrothal of Artavazd’s sister to the Parthian heir apparent. Accord-
ing to Roman sources, Artavazd and the Parthian king were
watching a Greek play at the wedding celebration when the head of
Crassus was presented on a silver platter. Rome now distrusted Ar-
menia, but Caesar’s quarrel with Pompey and his involvement with
Cleopatra precluded any action to avenge Crassus and to recapture
the Roman standards.

Artavazd, in the meantime, made every effort at friendly over-
tures towards Rome, while remaining an ally of Persia. Following
the assassination of Caesar, a second triumvirate emerged in Rome,
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composed of Mark Antony, Octavian (later, Augustus), and Lepi-
dus. In 41 BC, Mark Antony, urged by Cleopatra, sought to
strengthen his position in Rome by recapturing the Roman standards
from the Parthians. Like Crassus, Antony also demanded the assis-
tance of Armenia. Artavazd initially cooperated with Antony, but in
36 BC, when Antony’s troops suffered a setback, Artavazd wel-
comed the Romans to winter in Armenia, but refused to commit
troops for the war. Antony blamed Artavazd for his defeat, and in
35 BC marched on Artashat and took Artavazd and some members
of his family to Egypt, where Artavazd was later executed. Antony
commemorated the “vanquishing of Armenia” by minting a coin for
the occasion and, in a symbolic act, awarded Armenia to his young
son by Cleopatra. Artashes Il, a son of Artavazd, fled to Persia and
in 30 BC, with Parthian help, took possession of his country by wip-
ing out the entire Roman garrison. Artashes’ death in 20 BC left
Armenia open to different internal factions looking either to Augus-
tus, now the Roman Emperor, or to the Parthians. A number of
Artashesians then ruled in Armenia, including a queen called Erato
(whose image appears on a coin) as either Roman or Parthian candi-
dates. By around AD 10 the dynasty, after a period of power
struggles that eliminated many a contender, died out. The Roman
Empire under Augustus and his immediate successors then con-
trolled Armenia for much of the first half of the first century of the
Christian era.

Society and Culture

During the Artashesian period, Hellenism made further inroads into
Greater Armenia. Greek equivalents of Perso-Armenian divinities
became more common. Zeus replaced Aramazd, Hephaestus re-
placed Mihr, Artemis replaced Anahit, Hercules replaced Vahagn,
Aphrodite replaced Astghik, and Tir replaced Apollo. Artistic trends
must have been similar to those found in Commagene, which
blended Achaemenid and Greek traditions. Greek priests and cults
undoubtedly brought numerous statues to Armenia, of which the
bronze head of Aphrodite (though some sources maintain that it
represents Anahit or another deity) is the only surviving example.
No painting or architectural monuments have been left from this pe-
riod. The destruction of Hellenistic culture by both the Sasanids and
the early Christians, and the numerous invasions of Armenia, has
left few remnants. Despite Greek and Persian influences, Armenians
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continued to maintain their language and customs, a sign perhaps of
nascent self-identity and fear of the assimilation which had befallen
Commagene and Cappadocia.

Most of our information on this period is from numismatic and
Roman sources. The latter were not necessarily objective on politi-
cal matters involving the Armenians. The coins, especially those of
Tigran the Great, depict the Armenian crown or tiara, which was
unique in its design. The royal diadem was wrapped around a
hat-like headgear in the form of a truncated cone decorated with
birds on either side of an eight-pointed star; the crown had flaps that
fell to the shoulders. The Armenian kings of this period, like most
Hellenistic rulers, are depicted beardless. No literature of the period
has survived but sources mention that famous Greeks sought refuge
in Armenia and that Artavazd had written tragedies, orations, and
histories in Greek. Greek plays were performed at Tigranakert and
Artashat, and a number of Armenians studied in Rome, one of
whom, called Tiran, became a friend of Cicero.

Trade formed the principal basis of the economy, especially dur-
ing the reign of Tigran the Great. Plutarch mentions the great
treasury at Tigranakert and the overall wealth of Armenia. There
were mints in Tigranakert, Artashat, Damascus, and Antioch. Ar-
menia maintained a standing army and did not employ mercenaries.
The majority of the people were peasants who were probably not
fully bound to the soil as yet, but whose status was becoming in-
creasingly serf-like. Land belonged to the king, the nobles, or the
village commune. Slavery existed, but was not a significant institu-
tion and did not form the basis of the economy. The nobles or
nakharars made their first appearance in this period. Tigran ap-
pointed some as governors of the outlying regions of his empire,
while others, like the four great nobles or viceroys, served him at
court. A somewhat fragmented administrative structure began to
emerge at the end of the Artashesian period, which evolved into a
feudal-like system and was to have a major impact on Armenian
politics and society for the next fifteen centuries.

The first Armenian dynasty managed to survive for two hundred
years and, for a short time, was a major power in the region. Roman
involvement in Asia and the extension of its rule to the Euphrates
River threatened the nearby capital of the Parthians, Ctesiphon. The
Parthians were unable to dislodge the Roman presence, and Rome
would not relinquish its economic and political assets in the Middle
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East. The Anashesians first attempted to create a state powerful
enough to challenge this dual threat. Its collapse led to an unsuc-
cessful effort to balance relations with the two powers. At the dawn
of the Christian era, the independence of the first Armenian king-
dom became a casualty of the East-West rivalry in Western Asia.
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The Arsacid/Arshakuni Dynasty
I

Parthian Body, Roman Crown
The Arsacids in Armenia
(AD 66-252)

HE FINAL FOUR centuries of the Classical Age was a glori-

ous period for world civilizations. In the Americas, the
Teotihuacan, Moche, and Mayan Civilizations were formed.

In India, the Gupta dynasty ushered in the Indian classical age,
spreading its influence to the far comers of South Asia. In China,
the Han dynasty ruled for another two centuries. Its organized ad-
ministration kept China culturally united, despite political
fragmentation and nomadic invasions that lasted for over three cen-
turies. The Yamato clan consolidated its rule over Japan, invaded
Korea, and began to adopt some aspects of Chinese culture, includ-
ing the script. The greatest changes, however, occurred in Persia and
Rome. Although the Parthians managed to rule for another two cen-
turies, they were plagued by nomadic invasions, quarrels among
their nobility, epidemics, locusts, and attacks by Rome. In the early
third century, they were replaced by a new and more powerful Per-
sian dynasty, the Sasanid. The new state sought to purge Hellenism
and replace it with the pre-Alexandrian Persian religion and culture.
Rome, without doubt, left the greatest political and cultural mark

on Europe and the Middle East. The Roman Empire, which had re-
placed the Republic, was responsible for the pax Romana, a period
of security, order, harmony, flourishing culture, and expanding
economy. By the fourth century, Christianity and the rise of the
Eastern Roman Empire assured the continuation of the Roman leg-
acy for another millennium. The fate of smaller nations in the region



40 A Concise History of the Armenian People

clearly depended on Roman policy, as demonstrated by the Jews,
who revolted against Rome and were forced into a two thousand-
year diaspora. For the Armenians, the period culminated in the for-
mation of their national religion and language.

Perso-Roman Rivalry in Armenia

Following the death of the Emperor Augustus in AD 16, the Arsacid
rulers of Persia, tried to remove Roman control over Armenia and
Mesopotamia. Lesser Armenia, which had gravitated into the Ro-
man orbit during the reign of Augustus, was now firmly in Roman
hands. The Romans appointed a number of Armenian and
non-Armenian rulers to govern it. The proximity of large Roman
forces in the north and west threatened Persia’s security. Roman in-
trigues, as well as the demand for hostages by the Emperors
Tiberius, Caligula, and Claudius, constantly disrupted the internal
peace of Persia. During the next fifty years, therefore, Armenia re-
mained the scene of the conflict between Rome and Persia. Roman,
Iberian (Georgian), or other foreign governors ruled Armenia, while
the Parthians tried to install its own candidates and urged the Arme-
nian population to rise against Rome. Armenian nobles living in the
eastern part of Armenia soon gravitated to the Parthian sphere,
while those living in the western part of Armenia continued to look
to Roman governors in Syria for protection.

In AD 51, Vologeses | assumed the throne of Persia and openly
challenged Rome by seeking to obtain the throne of Armenia for his
younger brother Trdat (Tiridates). The opportunity presented itself
when the son of the Iberian king invaded Armenia and captured the
fortress of Garni from his uncle, who was the Roman-appointed
ruler. The lberian aggression and looting, combined with Roman
mismanagement, not only angered the Armenians but also prompted
Vologeses to invade Armenia and capture Artashat and Tigranakert.
The arrival of winter, however, forced the Parthians to retreat, and
the Iberian prince returned to wreak havoc on the Armenian popula-
tion, who eventually rebelled against Roman rule altogether. The
Parthians were then able to occupy Armenia and install Trdat as
king.

In AD 54, Emperor Nero sent General Corbulo to take command
of the army in Syria and to reestablish Roman control over Arme-
nia. Corbulo raided those Armenian regions that supported Persia
and encouraged the rulers of Iberia and Commagene to attack Ar-
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menia’s borderlands. At the same time, the Parthians raided the
Roman camps and threatened Roman supporters in Armenia. By
AD 59, Vologeses, who had to contain internal revolts in Persia, as
well as deal with the growing strength of the Kushans in the east,
left Trdat unsupported. The Romans invaded Armenia, burning cit-
ies and killing and enslaving the population. Corbulo captured
Tigranakert and, burned the capital city, Artashat, to the ground.
Trdat fled to Persia, and Nero appointed a certain Tigranes, a de-
scendant of Herod the Great and the ruler of Lesser Armenia, as
King of Armenia.

Corbulo left for Syria, and a new commander, Paetus, was ap-
pointed with orders to annex Armenia. The Parthians, having
resolved their internal problems, moved to reassert their claims. In
AD 62, at Rhandeia, the Parthians surrounded the Romans, who
agreed to withdraw from Armenia. Vologeses sent envoys to Nero
proposing a compromise whereby Trdat would become King of
Greater Armenia, but would receive his crown from Rome. Nero,
who had hopes of another military victory by Corbulo, rejected the
offer. Nothing came out of the Roman campaigns, however, and a
stalemate ensued. Finally in AD 64, again at Rhandeia, Rome ac-
cepted the compromise of co-suzerainty. The Armenian kings would
henceforth come from the royal Arsacid house of Persia, while
Rome would bestow their authority. Trdat traveled to Rome and was
crowned by Nero in great festivities as King of Armenia in AD 66.
Nero gave funds to rebuild Artashat, which in his honor was tempo-
rarily renamed Neronia. Greater Armenia and Sophene were
combined to form the Armenian Arsacid Kingdom. Lesser Armenia
remained a Roman vassal ruled by a member of the house of Herod.

The Arsacids in Armenia

Thus, in AD 66, Trdat | founded the Armenian branch of the Par-
thian Arsacids, which two centuries later would become an
Armenian dynasty, known as the Arshakuni (Arshakian). The chro-
nology of the Arsacid/Arshakuni dynasty is problematic. The
Arshakuni kings left no coins (the Arsacids in Armenia were not
given the right to mint), a key tool used by historians to date indi-
vidual reigns. Few sources on this period have survived due to the
zealous eradication of Hellenistic culture by the Sasanids, who, as
will be noted, had a particular hatred for the Parthian Arsacids and
their Armenian kinsmen. Finally, the early Armenian Christians de-
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stroyed many monuments and records that had survived the Sasanid
purges.

The Armenian Arsacids began their reign by rebuilding Arme-
nia. The fortress of Garni was repaired and Trdat’s sister added a
new temple there. Parthian political, social, and cultural influences
became dominant in Armenia. Aside from a threat from the Alans, a
people who came down from the Caucasus, and a campaign against
Iberia, nothing else is known of the reign of Trdat I. Trade between
Asia and Europe revived and enabled Armenia to secure its inde-
pendence. Although Persia began its decline in the second century
AD, the Roman emperors who followed Nero (Galba to Nerva)
honored his agreement concerning Armenia’s kings. In AD 72,
when the Alans overran Armenia and Persia, the Emperor Vespasian
decided to incorporate Lesser Armenia into the Roman province of
Cappadocia and to fortify its borders.

It was the Emperor Trajan who broke the Rhandeia compromise
and, in AD 114, when a civil war raged in Persia, invaded Armenia.
His justification was to restore the rightful King of Armenia who
had been replaced by a candidate not approved by Rome. Although
the unapproved candidate then presented himself, and asked Trajan
to crown him, Trajan refused, had him killed and annexed Armenia
as a Roman province. For the next three years Trajan remained in
the east. By AD 116, Ctesiphon, the capital of Persia, had also been
captured, and Trajan crowned a new Parthian king, who became a
Roman vassal. Rome thus extended its borders beyond the Euphra-
tes and reached the Persian Gulf, the farthest extent of the empire.
But the victory was short-lived. Military losses, rebellions, and the
death of Trajan in Cilicia in 117 forced the new emperor, Hadrian,
to move back to the former Euphrates border. The Rhandeia com-
promise was restored when another Parthian prince, Vagharsh |
(117-140), assumed the throne of Armenia. During his long reign
trade and prosperity were restored and the city of Vagharshapat, or
present-day Ejmiatsin, was founded.

Social Structure ofArsacid Armenia

The social structure of Armenia, in the meantime, had changed.
Trdat and the subsequent Arsacid rulers of Armenia had brought
Parthian nobles and family members into Armenia where they had
settled on newly created fiefs. Other noble families continued to
immigrate to Armenia, especially after the fall of the Arsacids of
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Persia. Among these families were the Mamikonians and the Kam-
sarakans. Greek language, gods, theater, and other aspects of
Hellenism were familiar to the upper classes of both Armenia and
Persia. The Parthian nobility thus felt at home and inter-marriages
among the aristocracy became common. Persian and Parthian were
also spoken, and the Aramaic script gradually gave way to the Par-
thian script, a derivative of Aramaic. More Persian words found
their way into the Armenian vocabulary. Most of the two thousand
Persian loan words and derivatives in classical Armenian are from
this period and relate mainly to war, hunting, trade, court, and the
political structure.

Rome, as noted, occasionally challenged the Parthian choice for
the Armenian throne by invading Armenia. The only way to assure
continuity of government and to discourage Roman interference was
to adopt the Parthian custom of appointing high ranking nobles to
hereditary court and administrative positions and assigning them
fiefs in exchange for military service. A loyal nobility whose posi-
tion and lands depended on the Arsacids was thus formed. Armenia
was eventually divided into fifteen provinces. There emerged an
elaborate hierarchy headed by the king, who was first among equals,
and who ruled the central province of Armenia. Below him were the
nobles, known as nakharars. The nakharars’ rights to their lands
and titles were inalienable and were inherited through the law of
primogeniture. The major nakharars could muster up to ten thou-
sand cavalry troops in time of war. A feudal force had.thus replaced
the standing army of the Artashesids. Four of the nakharars were
given the title bdeshkh (viceroy or margrave), and were granted vast
domains and responsibility for guarding the northern and southern
borders of Armenia. The remaining ten provinces of Greater Arme-
nia were under the control of other nakharars (see map 9). To keep
tight control over the nakharars, the king, as was later customary in
Western feudalism, granted them various posts. The office of
coronant, for example, was given to the Bagratuni family; the Ma-
mikonians became the sparapets, or commanders of the armed
forces; the Gnunis became the hazarapet, or officials in charge of
taxation and food production. There was also a mardpet or royal
chamberlain, who was in charge of the king’s palace, treasury, and
household. The mardpet was always a eunuch, implying the exis-
tence of a royal harem.

The nakharars were not all equal. Their place or cushion at the
royal table, indicated their rank, another Persian custom. The list of
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ranks, called gahnamak, obviously varied from time to time. The
sebuhs, or minor princes, came after the nakharars and the azats, or
the knights, who held small fiefs, formed the cavalry. These three
groups were all exempt from corporal punishment, and, with the ex-
ception of the azats, from taxes. The rest of society fell into the
category of ramik, which included city dwellers and peasant serfs
(shinakans). The ramik served as the infantry in time of war and
paid the bulk of the taxes. The artisans and traders, some of who
were foreigners, lived in the cities. The institution of slavery was,
by this time, waning.

The second century of Arsacid rule in Armenia saw the continua-
tion of the Roman-Parthian rivalry and periodic threats from the
Iberians and Alans. The nakharars, aided by the mountainous ter-
rain, kept their regions well defended and, together with Parthian
assistance, kept Armenia autonomous. After Vagharsh, a number of
Roman and Persian candidates ruled Armenia. In 186, another Par-
thian prince named Vagharsh became King of Armenia (Vagharsh
I). In 191 he left Armenia to assume the throne of Persia and
named his son Khosrov as King of Armenia (Khosrov I). Khosrov,
who ruled during the time of the Roman Emperors Septimus
Severus and Caracalla, had to face renewed Roman expansion in
Mesopotamia. Caracalla soon captured Khosrov, and then sent Ro-
man officials to govern Armenia. Neither Rome nor Persia,
however, expected what followed: the Armenians rose up in arms
and even defeated the Roman general sent to quell them. The Arme-
nian population was by the early third century, apparently tired of
Roman interference in their affairs. More importantly, the Arsacid
rulers who had remained in Armenia for long periods of time had
become Armenian and considered Armenia their homeland. Mean-
while, the Armenians, accepting Parthian customs and finding their
language similar to their own, and Parthian rule more lenient, fa-
vored the Parthians over the Romans. Following a new agreement
between Rome and Persia, Khosrov’s son, Trdat Il (217-252), was
crowned King of Armenia. By the established tradition, he received
his crown from the Roman emperor, in this case, Macrinus. Trdat Il,
however, was the first Arsacid king who was raised in Armenia and
who followed his father as King of Armenia. His long reign, com-
bined with the civil wars in Rome, not only enabled Armenia to take
a respite from the East-West rivalry, but to separate itself from the
Persian Arsacids and establish a fully Armenian branch—the Ar-
shakunis—at the start of the third century.
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The Sasanids and Armenia

Arsacid power in Persia had begun to wane at the end of the second
century. This was because Roman policy in Syria encouraged its
military governors to continually interfere in Persian politics in or-
der to undermine the Arsacids, a _stratggy that was largely
successful. A virulent smallpox epidemic added to the general eco-
nomic drain of warfare, and so weakened the power of the Arsacids
that, in 226, Ardeshir, the founder of the Sasanid d nas|t£y, overthrew
them. The Sasanid revolution transformed the Middle East and sev-
ered the Armeno-Persian political and religious ties. _

The Sasanids differed in several fundamental respects from their
predecessors in Persia, a fact that had significant consequences for
Armenia. The Sasanids kept their administration highly centralized
and held to the memory of Armenia as part of the Persian kingdom
of the Achaemenids. stronger adversary against Rome than Ar-
sacid Persia had been, Sasanid Persia did not hesitate to violate the
agreement of Rhandeia and to act unilaterally regarding Armenia.

e Sasanids’ fervent promotion of Persian Zoroastrianism as the
official religion of the empire meant not only the persecution of
other religious sects in Armenia, but the eradication of Hellenistic
culture inPersia, and to some extent, in Armenia. No longer able to
rely on its Arsacid kinsmen in Persia, Armenia had to depend solely
on Rome for protection. Sasanid rule did benefit the Armenians in
one respect: Armenia could now install members of its own royal
family as kings, creating a truly Armenian d)(nasty, called the Ar-
shakuni. That the Arshakunis managed to rule under the Sasanids
for two centuries was due to their own political skills, intermittent
Roman aid, and two events, which united the Armenian People
unlike anythln% before: the establishment of Christianity and the de-
velopment of the Armenian alphabet.
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- Trdat 11, therefore, had to rule in the face of this new Persian pol-
icy regarding Armenia and Mesopotamia. Armenia cooperated with
Rome during the campaigns of Emperor Severus Alexander to fore-
stall Ardeshir’s expansion. By 244, however, the situation had
changed drastically. The great Sasanid king, Shapur 1 (240-270), de-
feated the Roman EmBero_r Gordian in Mesopotamia. He then made
peace with Emperor Philip, who agreed not only to pay a ransom
and an annual tribute, but also to renounce Roman protection of
Greater Armenia. Sixteen years later, Rome was to be humiliated
further when Shapur defeated and captured Emperor Valerian in
Carrhae, Syria. In252 Shapur invaded and occupied Armenia. Trdat
|1 probably fled to Rome at this time, and Shapur incorporated Ar-
menia into the Persian Empire, placing his own son, Hurmazd, on
the throne of Armenia. Hurmazd ruled Armenia until his father’s
death in 270, when he left to assume the Persian throne and was re-
Blaced by his brother, Narseh, who ruled parts of Armenia until 293.
ersia’s strength and direct Sasanid control over Greater Armenia,
while interrupting the independent rule of the Arshakunis, did have
the benefit of bringing an extended period of peace to Armenia.
Roman fortunes improved after the death of Shapur, and by the
end of the third century, Rome, under Diocletian, managed to Teas-
sert its influence in the western parts of Greater Armenia and
Mesopotamia. A compromise with Persia allowed Rome to revive
the Armenian Arshakuni dynasty and to install King Khosrov I,
who seems to have ruled in the western provinces of Greater Arme-
nia between 279 and 287. The Sasanids, who continued to view all
of Armenia as their domain, plotted against Khosrov and the
ro-Roman nakharars through the king’s brother, who murdered
hosrov, and who, with other pro-Persian Armenians, cooperated
with the Sasanids to reassert control over all of Greater Armenia.
Khosrov’s son, Trdat 11, either escaped to Rome or was already in
Rome, where, similarly to children of Rome’s other allies, he was
being educated in Roman customs. Khosrov’s murderer became the
ruler of Greater Armenia when, in 293, Narseh left to govern Persia.
Trdat, meanwhile, remained at the court of Diocletian until Rome
defeated Narseh in 298, and Trdat, backed by a Roman army, re-
claimed his murdered father’s throne. By the Peace of Nisibis
E\Mdsbm),_ Persia and Rome once again agreed to an independent
rshakuni Armenia as a buffer state. The Armenian borders, how-
ever, were once again rearranged. Most of Sophene was separated
from Greater Armenia. Its nakharars became independent satraps
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and allies of Rome. Lesser Armenia was expanded southward, de-
tached from Cappadocia, and made into aseﬂarate province.

~ Diocletian’s abdication, division within the empire, and Constan-
tine’s efforts to unify it, kept the Romans occupied during the early
years of the fourth century. Armenia was left unprotected at a very
crucial period, for the Sasanids had galned_ another strong king in
Shapur 11 (309-379). Shapur renewed Persian attacks on Armenia
and Syria and encouraged Zoroastrian proselytizing in Armenia,
bringing the local cults in line with orthodox Zoroastrianism by de-
stro_ym% statues and prohibiting idolatry. It is against this backdrop,
during the reign of Trdat I, known as Trdat the Great, that Arme-
nia became the first state to adopt Christianity as its official religion.

Christianity in Armenia

One of the most crucial events in Armenian history was the conver-
sion of Armenia to Christianity. By adopting the new religion in the
fourth century, Armenia renounced its Eastern or Persian-influenced
E_ast, established a distinct Christian character of its own, and, at
imes, became identified with the Western world. .

The traditional account of the conversion is based on a mixture
of facts and fiction recorded a century later by the Armenian chroni-
cler known as Agathangelos. It tells of the wars of an Armenian
king, Khosrov (probably Khosrov I), against the Persian Sasanid
dynasty and the efforts of Persia to destroy the Armenian Arshaku-
nis. The Persian king employed a traitor named Anak (probably
Khosrov’s brother) to murder the Armenian king, Promised a re-
ward by the Sasanids, Anak settled in Armenia, befriended Khosrov
and murdered him and most of his family. Anak and his family
were, in turn, slain b an%ry Armenian_courtiers. Only two bOYS
were saved from death: Khosrov’s son Trdat (probably Trdat II ?
who was taken to Rome, and Anak’s son (the future Gregory the II-
Iumlnator%, who was taken to live with Christians in Caplgadoua.

Years later, according to Agathangelos, Trdat, with Roman heIR
returned to Armenia to regam his father’s throne. Passing throug
Caesarea he met the son of Anak, who had been %lven the name of
Gregory by his Christian mentors, and, unaware of his true identity,
took him into his service. After regaining Armenia, Trdat, recogniz-
ing great abilities in Gregory, raised him in stature at court.
GregoBy, of course, had already accepted the Christian faith and es-
chewed pagan ceremonies. Soon rumors of his parentage began to
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surface, spread by jealous nobles, which lead to his torture and im-
ﬂrlsonment in KRorvirap (“deep pit”). Years passed and Trdat, like
is godfather Diocletian, continued his persecution of Christians.
Among the martyrs of that period were Gayane and Hripsime, two
virgins who had refused Trdat’s advances and were put to death.
According to A%athan,%elos, Trdat was punished for his sins by turn-
ing into a wild boar. No one could cure him of this transformation
until his sister, Khosrovidukht, had a dream in which an _an?el_ In-
structed her to release Gregory, who, despite long years in isolation,
had, by divine or human intervention, survived In the ﬁlt. Gregory
healed the king, who, in 301, proclaimed Christianity the sole state
religion, making Armenia the first Christian state. Gregory then
traveled to Caesarea to be ordained by the Greek bishop there, an
action that would later have serious repercussions for the Armenian
Church. UBp_n his return Gregory baptized the king and all the Ar-
menian nobility, destroyed pagan temples, and in their place erected
churches and shrines to the Armenian martyrs. At Vagharshapat, on
a spot shown to him by Christ in a vision, he built the great cathe-
dral of Ejmiatsin (“the spot where the Only Begotten Son
descen_ded’% upon the ruins of the temple of Anahit.

This legendary tale was accepted until modem times as accu-
rately describing the forces motlvatln% Armenia to become the first
state to adopt Christianity. Like most tales, however, it does not ex-
plain the entire story nor gives a correct c_hro_nolog¥ of events. To
understand the reasons for the Christianization of Armenia one
should look at political and social developments in Persia, Rome,
and Armenia during the previous century. Although available his-
torical data is scarce, scattered, and confusing, it is clear that it was
external pressures, especially from Zoroastrian Persia and its new
and zealous Sasanid dynasty that gave the Armenian throne the im-
petus to unite its people behind ChI‘IStIanIt)é.. N
~ Christianity, as an underground and forbidden religion, was prac-
ticed in the Roman provinces of Palestine and Syria, particularly in
the city of Edessa, from where it had spread to southern Armenia as
early as the first century. Another Armenian tradition claims that a
certain king, Abkar of Edessa, had asked Jesus to come to his king-
dom to cure him of an illness. After the Resurrection, the Apostles
Thaddeus and Bartholomew went to Edessa to spread Christianity in
Syria. Thaddeus then went to Armenia where he preached and was
martyred by order of the Armenian king. It is out of this tradition
that the Arimenian Church claims an apostolic heritage. By the sec-
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ond centurK, Armenia had a number of underground Christian cells
in the southern and western provinces, which had secured the pro-
tection of some local nobles. By the third century Christianity was
racticed in Armenia, albeit still'in a semi-secret manner,_al_ong with
ellenistic and pre-Hellenistic beliefs, and another dualistic belief,
Manicheanism. ‘According to Eusebius, there was an Armenian
bishop called Mu.she?h_, who, in 250, had corresponded with Chris-
tians in Alexandria. It is probable that Gre(t;oré, who was originally
from a Parthian family, came in contact with Ch
during the second half of the third century. _

The situation changed _d_rastlcaIIK after the Sasanids transformed
Zoroastrianism from areligion of the upper classes into the official
religion of Persia. An official orthodoxy emerged, fueled by zealous
missionary activity, which threatened Armenia’s political, as well as
religious, ‘identity. In the Roman Empire, on the other hand, overt
Christian persecutions had eased with the departure of Diocletian,
and Christianity had increased in popularity in Syria and the eastern
provinces of the RQman_EmR!re. In 313, Emperor Constantine is-
sued the Edict of Milan, in which he excused Christians from Fagan
rituals, granted their religion the same tolerance accorded to all oth-
ers, and restored their confiscated property. o

The traditional date of 301 is open to question. It is unlikely that
Trdat would accept a religion abhorred b{ Diocletian, whose ‘army
kept Trdat on the throne. It is more IlkeIY hat Trdat and some of his
officials converted in 301 but did not act openly until after the Edict
of Milan. Soon after, probably in 314, and not'in 301, the tradition-
ally held date, Armenia was’ politically _readr to become the first
nation to ofﬁmallE adopt Christianity as its state religion. It has to
be noted that the Ethiopian, Coptic, and Syrian Churches also claim
to be the first Christian institutions. Some historians view Christian-
ity as the main religion of the Roman Empire immediately
following the Council of Nicea (325). It was in 380, however, that
Emperor Theodosius finally adopted Christianity as the sole state re-
ligion of the Roman Empire and initiated the' second ecumenical
council at Constantinople (381). .

In Christianity Armenian leaders found a religion both tolerated
by their strongest ally and possessing a messianic fervor strong
enough to counter Zoroastrianism. Although paganism persisted for
some time and even resulted in the martyrdom of a number of Ar-
menian Church leaders, the new Christian religion was forced upon
everyone. Hellenistic temples were destroyed and churches were

ristians in Armenia
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built over them, just as early Roman churches were later built over
pagan shrines, The same was true of the cathedral of Egmlatsm,
which, foIIowm?_Gregory’s divine dream was built over the great
temple of Anahit in Vagharshapat. Christian missionaries spread the
new faith throughout Armenia, Georgia and Caucasian Albania.
These efforts assured the permanency of (;h_rlstlar_ntty as the religion
of Armenia and a deterrent to Persian dualistic beliefs. _

Church orﬂamzatlon followed the feudal system. The family of
Gregory the Illuminator inherited, for a time, the position of the ca-
tholicos, or the Supreme Patriarch of the Church. Bishops were
chosen from among the nakharar families. The Iower_cler?y were
part of the azat class and received fiefs from bishops in return for
service. The hishops and priests served as judges, with the catholi-
c0s as the sugreme judge. The Church bécame a major power in
Armenia and helped to create a distinct Armenian identity. Almost a
century later, the creation of the Armenian alphabet would further
strengthen this.

Armenia duringfth_e Fourth Century:
The Councils otNicea and Constantinople

In 325, during the reign of Trdat Ill, the Emperor Constantine sum-
moned the First Ecumenical Council of the Christian Church to
meet at Nicea in Asia Minor. Gregory’s son, Aristakes, represented
Armenia. The council’s main objective was to define the Christian
creed and to resolve the controversy between Arius and Bishop Al-
exander of Alexandria. Arius maintained that Christ was not of the
same substance as God, hence not divine, while Alexander, and his
successor Athanasius, maintained the doctrine of one substance.
While the council rejected Arianism there were some bishops who
were unwilling to accept all the decisions of Nicea. KeeEmg the
bishops divided would assure the continuing power of the Emperor
over the Church, and so, Constantine and a number of his successors
allowed the Arian debate to continue. Armenian kings followed the
examPIe of the Roman rulers and clashed regeatedly with the lead-
ers of their own Church. It was not until 381, when the Emperor
Theodosius accepted the rulings of the Second Ecumenical Council
at Constantinople, which supForted Athanasianism that the Arme-
nian and the Greek Churches inally reconciled with their monarchs.
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Arshak [

The fourth century was a tumultuous period for Armenia. The sev-
enty year long reign of Shapur Il and his attempts to dislodge the
Roman presence from Armenia and Mesopotamia had ravaged the
Armenian economY. The ﬁ0|ltlca| and socioeconomic condition in
Armenia enabled the nakharars to play a major role in domestic
policy. Some nakharars favored Rome, others Persia, while others
pursted their own independent course. . _

As with much of the chronology of the Arshakunis, there is no
clear data on the rulers between Trdat 111 and Arshak I1. Khosrov Il
(known as “Kotak” or “Short”) is mentioned in a number of sources
as ruling from 330 to 338 and as constructing a new c_apltal at Dvin.
More is known about the reign of Arshak Il Some historians argue
that Arshak Il began his reign in 338, although it is more probable
that he commenced his rule in 350, after Shapur’s third campaign
against Rome. Nearly all that is known about Arshak is from
Church sources, which, as will be seen, had reasons for palntm? an
unflattering portrait of the ruler. Arshak seems to have been put on
the throne as a compromise between the Emperor Constantius 11 and
Shapur. The royal court rarely resided in the new capital city of
Dvin during Arshak’s relgn; rebuilding and reorganization became
the first items on his agenda. .

Reconstruction and regulation were on the Church’s mind as
well. The new catholicos, Nerses I, of the Gregorid house, called the
first Armenian Church Council at Ashtishat. As a result, hospitals
and orphanages were established, and the practice of pagan and Zo-
roastrian rituals forbidden. During this period, married men were
permitted to join the ranks of the upper clergy, providing that they
no Ion%_er lived with their wives. Intime, however, there developed
a two-tiered hierarchy of celibate upper clergy and non-celibate
lower clergy. o

Arshak, following the example of Roman emperors, maintained
a pro-Arian position, and when Nerses objected, Arshak replaced
him with a more cooperative catholicos. He then tried to bring the
feudal lords under his control by having those who opposed him
killed. The nobles rebelled and Arshak and his followers took refuge
in, the new city of Arshakavan, which was soon destroyed. The
widow Parantsem compounded Arshak’s problems. According to
some accounts he married Paratsem while his first wife was still
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alive. Some accused him of murdering his first wife in order to
marry Parantsem. _

Arshak’s (s)osmon was bound to the Roman presence in western
Armenia, and as long as Rome managed to resist Shapur, he was se-
cure. When Shapur defeated the Emperor Julian Fthe Apostate),
however, and forced the Emperor Jovian to yield western Armenia
in 364, Arshak’s fate was sealed. The king and his general Vasak
Mamikonian were ordered to Persia where they were blinded, tor-
tured and killed. Parantsem resisted heroically, but she too lost her
life, while Arshak’s son Pap escaped to Pontus. Shapur sacked a
number of Armenian cities, took thousands of prisoners to Persia,
and once more transformed Armenia into a Persian province. Zoro-
astrian temples were erected, replacing some churches. Two pro-
Persian nakharars, who were related to the Persian royal house and
who had probably converted to Zoroastrianism, were assigned to
govern Armenia as Sasanid vassals.

The Partitioning of Armenia

Rome could not tolerate a Persian-dominated Armenia and, in 367,
the Emperor Valens, who had become the ruler of the eastern prov-
inces of the Roman Empire, supR/Illed,funds and troops to Pap and
the Armenian ?eneral,_Mushe h Mamikonian, The Armeno-Roman
force defeated the Persians at Bagavan. Pap asked Catholicos Nerses
to return and tried to reconcile with the Church and the nakharars,
but like Valens and his own father before him, Pap was pro-Arian.
Conflict with the Church and the nakharars ensued: Nerses was
soon murdered and the majority of nakharars, including Mushegh
Mamikonian, turned against the king. The nakharars in Sophene,
who had maintained their independence since the Nisibis agreement,
abandoned the king and declared the five districts of Sophene, re-
named as the Pentarchy or the southern satra;)les, as an independent
re,%mn under the protection of Rome. In 374, Pap was murdered
with the acquiescence of Rome. PaP’s successor, his nephew, did
not rule long and was replaced by the Mamikonian house, whose
rule was short-lived. Fortunately for Armenia, Shapur died in 379,
while the Roman Empire was soon divided into Western and East-
ern (Byzantine) branches (see map 10). The Mamikonians
eventually restored the Arshakuni throne to the two young sons 0f
Pa?\}I but retained close ties to the center of power, by marrying them
to Mamikonian women,
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Arshak 1, the younger son of Pap, was forced by pro-Persian
nakharars to flee in 385 to the western part of the country, and to
seek Byzantine protection. The nakharars then elevated a
prro-Per5|an Arshakuni prince, Khosrov IV, as the King of Armenia.

ired of a Iong war, which had resulted in a stalemate, Emperor
Theodosius and Shapur 111, in 387, decided to partition Armenia.
Byzantium received the smaller portion, stretching west of Theo-
dosiopolis (present-daK Erzerum) in the north, Martyropolis in the
south, and m_cludlng the much-Hellenized Lesser Armenia. Arshak
11 ruled as king and a vassal of Byzantium. Persia received most of
Greater Armenia, including the cities of Artashat and Dvin. Khosrov
IV ruled as kln(I; and vassal of the Sasanids. To further weaken Ar-
menian political and economic power, the Persians strlpPed Greater
Armenia of six of its provinces: Gugark was made part of eastern
Georgia, Artsakh and Utik were made part of Caucasian Albania,
and 1a%takaran, Korjayk, and Persarmenia joined Persia proper (see
map 11). . :

Upon the death of Arshak 111, the Byzantines did not appoint an-
other Armenian king and the Arshakuni line in B¥zantlne Armenia
came to an end. Some of Arshak’s nakharars left for Persian Arme-
nia, the rest became vassals of Byzantium. Greek governors and
culture began to make inroads in Byzantine Armenia. In Persian
Armenia, Vramshapuh (389-417) sticceeded Khosrov IV and in-
stalled Sahak, the last catholicos of the Gregorid line. Vramshapuh
IS a m?nlflcan_t figure in Armenian history, for he is credited with
bﬁmbgt he motivating force behind the creation of the Armenian al-
phabet,

The Development ofthe Armenian Alphabet

The most momentous event of the Arshakuni period was the inven-
tion of the Armenian alphabet. Prior to the fifth century, the
Armenians used Greek for artistic and cultural expression, Latin and
both versions of Middle Persian (Pahlavi) scripts for official com-
munications and inscriptions, and Syriac for their liturgy. Because
the majority of Armenians could not read or write, Armenia had a
rich oral tradition. History was not recorded, but recited from mem-
ory and sung by various Armenian and Persian gusans or
mmstrel-Poets. " _ _
~ Both the crown and rellglous leaders of Armenia saw the parti-
tion of Armenia as an event of devastating potential. Both realized
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the perils to an Armenia under BY.zantme and Persian administrative
and religious control. The fledgling Armenian Church faced other
problems as well. On the one hand, the influence of the Syrian
Church, whose own liturgy was used by the Armenians, was in-
creasingly encroaching upon the authority of the Armenian Church.
The ecumenical councils, on the other hand, foreshadowed the fu-
ture ecclesiastical domination of Byzantium in the region.
Moreover, contrary to popular tradition, Christianity did not take
hold of the entire population at once; paganism and Zoroastrianism
still commanded many followers and converts, _ _

Both Catholicos Sahak and KmF Vramshapuh realized that in
order to retain any measure of ecclesiastical and political control
over a partitioned nation, the unlfﬁmg factor of the Armenian lan-
guagle would be crucial. They asked Mesrop Mashtots, a learned
scholar and c!ergY.man, to create an alphabet, which would distin-
quish Armenia, linguistically and liturgically, from the powers
surrounding it. Mashtots, who was bom n the province of Taron,
had studied Greek and Syriac, and was employed by the hazarapet
in the royal secretariat. According to his student, Koriun, who wrote
a blogrthy of his master in the mid-fifth century, Mashtots had
been well versed in secular law and military arts before deyotmg
himself to the religious life. He had traveled all over Armenia an
fullx_recognlzed the threat of assimilation. Mashtots and a number
of his students traveled, examined different alphabets, including
samples of earlier attempts at an Armenian alphabet (most promi-
nent the work of a Syrian bishop DanleP, and consulted
calli ra?hers. Using Greek, Syriac, and letters from other scripts,
Mashtots, sometimé around the year 405, shaped the thirty-six let-
ters of the Armenian alphabet. To %lve the new alphabet a divine
aura and make it more acceptable, legends were circulated which
claimed that the alphabet, like the Ten Commandments, was be-
stowed on Mashtots in a divine vision. The miracle, however, was
the alphabet itself, which represents the many distinct consonant
sounds of Armenian and which has remained virtually unchan(%ed
for 1600 years. Mashtots’ students opened schools throughout the
Armenian provinces to teach the new alphabet. Fortunately, the Sa-
sanid monarchs during these years happened to be extremely
tolerant, as was Emperor Theodosius Il, who permitted Mashtots’
pupils to run schools in Byzantine Armenia as well. According to
Armenian_ tradition, Mashtots then went on to develop alphabets for
the Georgians and the Caucasian Albanians as well.
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Immediately thereafter, Armenians entered uPon a period of
translating the major Christian and philosophical texts into Arme-
nian. The first work to be translated was, not surprisingly, the Bible.
The translation was made from the Syriac and Greek versions and is
highly regarded by Biblical scholars. The catholicos and king enthu-
siastically supported the efforts of priests and scribes to translate
and copy the writings of the early Christian fathers, the canons of
Church councils and various liturgical works. Armenians who had
studied at Athens, Edessa, Nisibis, and Antioch, and who were fa-
miliar with the works of Greek 8r_ammar, logic, philosophy, and
rhetoric, translated Porphyry, Diodochus, Probus, and ™ other
Neo-Platonic philosophers, among others. Aristotle was a particular
favorite as demonstrated by the more than three hundred manu-
scrl}ﬁtsofhls works in the Armenian archives,
he translators left a legacy for Western civilization as well, as a
number of Syriac and Greek texts have been preserved only in their
Armenian translations, Among them are; Hippolutus’ Commentaries
on the Benediction ofMoses, the complete text of Ephraim’s Com-
mentary on the Diatessaron, the first part of the Chronicle of
Eusebius, Timothy Aelurus’ ,SPatrlarch of Alexandria) Refutation of
the Definition of'the Council of Chalcedon, and The Romance of
Alexander the Great by Pseudo-Callisthenes. During the High Mid-
dle Ages and the Renaissance, when Western Europe was
“rediscovering” the literature and culture of the classical world,
these Armenian translations formed an important link to the knowl-
edge of the past. _ _ _
The Armenian translators began their large output in the fifth
centur¥ Eknown as the Golden Age) and continued until the second
half of the seventh century, when the Arab invasions somewhat
slowed their pace. Orlglnal works, mcludmﬁ histories, were written
after the fall of the Arshakunis in 428 (see chapter 7).

Trade, Art and Architecture

The only pre-Christian monument surviving from this period is the
complex at Garni. The temple, built in the first century AD, was de-
stroyed by an earthquake In 1679 and was restored ‘three decades
ago. Parts of the original fortifications, the Garni fortress and a bath
have also been preserved. Garni also provides the only example of
the decorative art of the period in the form of a mosaic in the bath
depicting sea gods and fish. A number of crude relief and carved
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heads from tufa, representing unknown Arshakuni kings, are all that
is left of the sculptural art of this period. The first churches in Ar-
menia were constructed at Vagharshapat, Ashtishat, and near Lake
Sevan. These were single-nave edifices, often built upon the founda-
tions of pagan temples, which had been destroyed by the early
Armenian Christians. Some of the temples were simply converted
outright by relocating the apse to the traditional eastern side. In the
fifth century a number of central-domed cathedrals and domed ba-
silicas began to appear. Few of the early churches constructed in the
fourth centur% have survived. The mother cathedral of Armenia,
Ejmiatsin, although dating from this period, was totally rebuilt in
the late fifth century and expanded throughout its history. The
church of Ereruk, which is also of this period, like other early Ar-
menian churches located on the territory of the Armenian Republic,
is being restored; however, those in Turkey, Nakhichevan, Azerbai-
jan, Iran or Georgia, are, with some exceptions, left in ruins,

During the Arsacid and Arshakuni periods, trade flourished
along the route from Ctesiphon to Armenia and the Black Sea, ena-
bling merchants and artisans to sell their wares in Rome and Persia.
The route went from Ctesiphon to Armenia and the Black Sea, and
the cities of Artashat, Dvin, Nakhichevan, and Theodosiopolis be-
came major trade centers between India, Iberia, Persia, and Europe.
Dvin in particular became an entry point where merchants met to
transact business. o _

After the death of Vramshapuh, the Sasanids installed first, a
Persian prince to rule Persian Armenia and later, a son of Vram-
shapuh, Artashes 1V, who ruled until 428 AD. The nakharars,
Pre erring to rule themselves, successfully requested the removal of
he king and the replacement of Catholicos Sahak. Armenia thus be-
came a land divided between Byzantium and Persia, with no
national leader. _ o

Prior to the Sasanids, the Armenian kings, who were related to
the Persians, had to deal primarily with Rome. After the Sasanids
took over Persia, Armenia once again had to maneuver between the
mighty Roman and Persian EmPlres resulting in its partition and the
termination of its second dynasty. The incessant and violent struggle
between Persia and Byzantium and the appearance of the Arabs
would subject Armenia to fragmentation and would leave it leader-
less for over four centuries. But the Armenians had ?alned three
powerful weai)ons: a new religion, a script, and regional leaders, all
ofwhich would enable Armenia to weather the coming storms.
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Armenia under Persian and Byzantine Rule
(428-640)

HE MORE THAN two centuries between the collapse of the

second Armenian kingdom and the arrival of the Arabs coin-

cided with the eclipse of the ancient world and the dawn of
the early medieval period. The Western Roman Empire fell and
fragmented, gradually emerging as various kingdoms throughout
Western Europe. The kingdom of Soba rose in Africa. The great In-
dian Gupta Empire fell to invaders from the north. Buddhism
reached Japan, and China finally restored its imperial order under
the Sui ana T*ang dynasties. The Eastern Roman Empire, or Byzan-
tium, continued Its Struggle against Sasanid Persia in Armenia and
Mesopotamia. The intolerance of the Zoroastrian and Greek hierar-
chies affected the other re|IPIOUS groups who lived in the Middle
East. Furthermore, continual warfare left both Persian and Byzan-
tine resources depi_eted. Such conditions preﬂared the ground for the
Irlse of anew political and religious force, that of the Arabs and Is-
am.

The spread of Christianity, the invention of the Armenian al-
phabet, and the girowlngj autonomy of the nakharars appeared at an
extremely crucial period. Armenia, now partitioned, would need all
the national identity it could muster to survive the more powerful
cultures which controlled its destiny. This was especially true by the
mid-fifth century, when the short relgns ofthe more tolerant Sasanid
and Byzantine rulers came to an end. The Persians arid the Byzan-
tines employed different strategies in administering their respective
Armenian provinces. Durln? the more than two centuries following
the partition, therefore, the two Armenian regions faced very differ-
ent political, religious, and socioeconomic conditions.
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Persian Armenia

The Sasanids appointed a Rovernor of the frontier, or marzpan
(marzban), to rule Persian Armenia, with its capital at Dvin, The
marzpan commanded the local garrison and had full authority in
administrative, judicial, and even religious matters. He was assisted
b¥ a hazarapet, who had more authority than the earlier hazarapets
of the Arshakuni period. A magpet or chief of the magians (Zoroas-
trian priests) resided at Dvin. Tax officials lived in every district of
Armenia and a special supervisor oversaw the Armenian Dr;old
mines. Besides bem% the administrative and religious capital, Dvin
remained a center of trade, with both the Persians and Byzantines
using Armenia as_a Xassage for their caravans. Weaving, pottery,
and Aewelry made in Armenia were exported to nelghbormg regions.
rmenian nakharars still controlled many highland areas and for
the most part remained autonomous, payélng.taxes to the Persians
and receiving their appointment from the Persian king. A number of
prominent nakharars were granted the position of marzpan, and
sparapet’, @ Mamikonian, continued to lead the nakharar m_fhtary
contingents. Sources describe the magnificent residences and jewels
and garments worn by the Armenian marzpan and other high offi-
cials, which duplicated those of their Persian counterparts,. ~
ManY Christians lived in the Persian Empire, especially in
Mesopotamia and western Persia. Once Byzantium assumed the
|leadership of the Church, however, Christians, even heretical sects,
living under Persian rule were viewed as a threat and were occa-
sionally persecuted by the Byzantines, The Persian throne soon
began ‘appointing the Armenian Church leadership. The Gregorid
house, suspecte bz/ both the Persians and nakharars of espousing
the restoration of the kingdom and a more centralized Armenian
government, was removed, and other candidates, including several
non-Armenians, were given the title of catholicos. As a result of
Persian control over ecclesiastical affairs, the Church lost contact
with the West and became mcreasm%ly isolated from its fellow
Christian Churches. This isolation was to have serious religious and
political consequences in the years that followed.
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The Council ofEphesus

In 431, another heresy, Nestorianism, prompted the Christian
Church hierarchy to call the Third Ecumenical Council, this time at
Ephesus. Nestorius, the Patriarch of Constantinople, believed in the
separation of Christ’s human and divine natures and started a de-
bate. Although the Council condemned him, the problem continued
and two decades later resulted in the first division among the Chris-
tians. The Armenian religious hierarchy at Ejmiatsin was still under
Persian control at this time and was probably not represented at the
Council of Ephesus. Following Ephesus, Nestorians were welcomed
in Persia as enemies of Byzantium. The Sasanids, at times, viewed
the Armenian Church as part of the Nestorian Church in Persia.

The Vardanank Wars

For the first fifty years following the partition, Armenia was gener-
ally left alone in its religious and cultural affairs and held its own
Church councils, The situation altered drastically in 439 with the as-
cension of Yazdgird 11 to the throne. He and members of his court
attemFted to_lmﬁpse Zoroastrianism on all of the non-Persian peo-
ples living in his empire. When Armenia_ resisted, taxes were
increased and some nakharars were sent to fight Central Asian no-
mads who threatened Persia. The final blow came when the Persian
king_dispatched Zoroastrian imests_ to convert the population. Ar-
menian peasants and especially residents of Dvin were ar]Pered_at
the arrival of Zoroastrian priests who had been sent to build a fire
temple in the capital. Some of the nakharars and churchmen gath-
ered at Artashat in 447 and sent a message to the king stating that
although they were faithful to Persia, they were also faithful to their
Church. The reaction of another group of nakharars, however, was
not as strong. A pro-Persian faction sought a dialogue and compro-
mise with their overlords. These were led by the Armenian
marzpan, Vasak, Siuni, whose family had occasionally held the posi-
tion of wceroY, and who viewed himself as a Brlnge of the
Armenian people. His mountainous domain bordered Persia, and his
two sons were hostages at Ctes?hon. In opFosmon to him were
most churchmen, a large part of the population, and many other
nakharars, all led by the sparapet, Vardan Mamikonian.

Resistance to the Persians continued on a minor scale for a dec-
ade. By 450 the Armenians were in open rebellion against the
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Persians and, together with the Georgians and Caucasian Albanians
who were under similar pressures from Persia, defeated a Sasani

army. In search of a stronger ally, the Armenians sou%ht. aid from
Constantinople. The aid from Byzantium did not materialize and
Vasak and his followers continued to oppose the rebellion, which
they no doubt viewed as detrimental to their official status as repre-
sentatives of the Persians. In 451 the main Persian army met the
rebels on the k)/{aln_of Avarayr in Artaz (near present day Maku,
Iran). Vardan Mamikonian and his entire army perished, becoming
martyrs of the Armenian Church. Vasak Siuni did not join the battle
and has been accused of treachery ever since by Church historians.
In his own day, however, he, along with the pro-Persian nakharars,
was held responsible for the insurgency and was imprisoned by the
Persians. Some historians now view Vasak as the more astute politi-

cian.
The death of Vardan and his,stand a%alnst more powerful forces
elevated him and the rest of the fallen heroes, to the status of reli-
%I_OUS and national martyrs and gave them an importance that they
id not possess in life. Accounts of the hattle circulated and helped
rally the population against the Persians. Persian persecutions, the
arrest of neutral and even loyal nakharars, and the execution of a
number of churchmen stiffened Armenian resolve and began local
Armenian resistance. The Sasanids must have been surprised at the
Perswtence of the Armenians, for Yazdgird soon released many of
he nakharars and pursued a more lenient policy in Armenia.

During the next two decades, however, the Armenians sought
vengeance for the martyrs of Avarayr with a series of rebellions in
Armenia and Georgia. upe/orted by the Armenian Church, the con-
flict became known as the Vardanank Wars. In 481, the rebels under
the leadership of another Mamikonian, Vahan, took Dvin, the seat
of the marzpanate, and defeated a Persian army in 482. Disagree-
ments with” Georgia led to Armenian losses and forced Vahan
Mamikonian to continue his stru %Ie as a guerilla fighter for a year.
In the meantime the Sasanids had their own internal problems. They
were attacked by nomadic invaders, faced disputes over the succes-
sion and had to"deal with the heresy of Mazdak and his followers,
who espoused communistic and ascetic doctrines, As a result, in
484, peaceful relations were restored when Vahan Mamikonian was
named sparapet and regzamed his fief in exchange for the support of
a Sasanid candidate to the throne. Armenia was granted freedom of
religion and the right to appeal to the Persian court directly, bypass-



Fire Temples and Icons 61

ing the marzpan. A year later Vahan himself was named marzpan
and ruled for two decades. Interestingly, the agreement, known in
Armenian sources as the Nuvarsak treaty, is not mentioned in Per-
sian_sources, indicating that either the Armenian rebellion was
considered a minor incident in Persian history or that none of the
Persian sources describing it have survived. Nevertheless, Armeni-
ans today celebrate Avarayr and Nuvarsak as moral victories. Like
the Jewish experience in Masada, the Armenians view the struggle
as a symbol of the survival of their religious and cultural identity
against overwhelming forces. After the death of Vahan, the next
eight Armenian marzpans who ruled intermittently continued to
face pressures from the Zoroastrians until the Arab invasions.

Following Nuvarsak a period of reconstruction began. Both the
nakharars and the Church managed to reorganize and rebuild Ar-
menia. _Vaﬂharshapat and Dvin were restored. Armenia revived
economica (Y as trade once again began to pass to Byzantium. De-
spite some disruptions during the Perso-Byzantine wars, Armenia’s
revival continued until the mid-sixth century.

The Council of Chalcedon

In the meantime, the Fourth Ecumenical Council met at Chalcedon
in 451, The council decreed that Christ’s two natures were not seBa-
rate as Nestorius claimed, or confused as Eutyches maintained, but
united without confusion, change, or division. A number of Eastern
Churches, the Coptic and Ethl0ﬁ|an among_others, led by the Patri-
arch of Alexandria, rejected Chalcedon’s Dyophysite decrees as a
version of Nestorianism, and hence a heresy. They maintained that
Christ had.on(lgy one, divine nature. They became identified as the
Monophysite Churches. Christian rellgi!ous leaders, realizing the se-
riousness of the situation, tried to find a way to reconcile the
dissenting groups. In 482 they convinced Emperor Zeno to issue the
Act of Union or the Henoticon. The Act recognized the religious
foundations of the first three ecumenical councils as entirely suffi-
cient. It stated that, “Christ was of the same nature with the Father
in the Godhead and of the same nature with us in the manhood.”
The terms “one nature” or “two natures” were avoided,

Although at first the comR/Iromlse appeased the leaders of the
Monophysitic Churches, the Monophysites and Dyophysites soon
rejected 1t. The Monophysites viewed it as too vague and the Dyo-
physites saw it as a concession to Monophysific doctrine. The
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Armenians, because of the Vardanank struggle and the battle of
Avarayr, which took place in the same year as Chalcedon, did not
attend the council. The canons of the council and Zena’s Henoticon
only gradualp arrived in Armenia, in various versions. It was only
in the late fifth century, after the Persian threat had subsided, that
the Armenian_bishops, in 491, gathered in Vagharshagat_and re-
jected the decision of Chalcedon. A few years later (506), in Dvin,
they, along with the Georgians and Caucasian Albanians, reiterated
thelr objections. Zeno’s Henoticon was not rejected, however, and
helped to maintain a dialogue between the Armenian and Greek
Churches. The decision was a prudent ong, as a third of Armenia
was still under Byzantine administration. The Armenian Church, at
the same time, inSisted that it was not Monophysitic, but rather fol-
lowed its own unique interpretation, which viewed the two natures
of Christ as indivisible. Although the humanity of Christ was not
emphasized, it was not altogether %ored. Many religious experts
classify the Armenian Church as onoersne. Viewed through
strict Monophysite doctrine, however, the Armenians are not true
MonoPthne_s; taking a more lenient definition, Armenians come
close to holding a Monophysite doctrine. N

Was the decision to reject the Council of Chalcedon political or
religious? It was grobab_ly both. It is likely that the Armenian bish-
ops, witnessing Byzantine control over Western Armenia, feared
that the powertul religious hierarchy at Constantinople would even-
tually engulf their Church. The apostolic tradition of the Armenian
Church had long been challenged by the Greeks, who claimed that
since the Greek hishop of Caesarea had ordained Gregory the Ar-
menian Church was subordinate to the Patriarch of Constantinople.
The Persians, at the same time, were extendlng tolerance to Nestori-
ans and other heretical Christian groups. B(y arfirming both a unique
doctrinal position and their apostolic tradition, the Armenians not
only maintained their national Church but also appeased the Per-
sians.

Pressures from Byzantium continued for the next few decades,
however, and increased during the reign of the Emperor Justinian.
Armenians were finally forced to break with Constantinople. In 552
the Armenlan_Church_adoRted its own calendar and in 554, at the
second council of Dvin, the Armenian Church considered a com-
Blete break from Constantinaple, a decision, which by 608 or 609

ecame official and resulted in the establishment of & totally sepa-
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rate Armenian Church. It also resulted in the separation of the Geor-
gian and the Armenian Churches.

Byzantine Armenia

The B_¥zant|nes %radually tried to transform Byzantine Armenia into
a territory resembling the rest of its empire. Lesser Armenia, already
under the firm control of the Byzantium military commander, the
Dux Armeniae, and partially assimilated, was subdivided into the
administrative units of Armenia |, with its capital at Sebastia (Sivas)
and Armenia Il with its capital at Melitene FMaIatya). The western
part of Greater Armenia, which had been awardedto Byzantium in
the partition of 387, became known as Armenia Interior, where a ci-
vilian governor known as the Comes Armeniae held a_position
equivalent to the Persian marzh)an (see map 11). This Byzantine
governor relied on the few nakharars left in the region to gain the
cooEeratlon of the population. A number of nakharars and princes
such as the Mamikonian and Arshakuni families held their own do-
mains but paid taxes and sugp_lle_d troops to Byzantium.

Until Chalcedon, the Christian Church was unified and Greek
remained the literary Ian%age of the upper classes. The nakharars
were left alone and, for the most part, served the imperial admini-
stration. The nakharars in the southern districts of Armenia Interior,
the region of Sophene, now known as the Pentarchy or the southern
satrapies, in particular, were viewed as allies and"a buffer against
Persia, and, as noted, were independent from Byzantine military or
administrative control. Persian pressures on their Armenian popula-
tion also portrayed the Byzantines in a more positive light. These
conditions contributed to the gradual assimilation of Lesser Arme-
nia and parts of Byzantine Armenia. There were no challenges to
rall¥the_ people, no overt threats to their national |dent|t¥..

he introduction of the alphabet and the subsequent literary and
educational activity, however, combined with the independent stand
of the Armenian Church, changed the atmosphere. The situation
worsened when nakharars in the Pentarchy, who had close ties to
Constantinople, rebelled in 485. Either the”Armenian rebellion and
resistance in Persian Armenia motivated these nakharars to rebel as
well, or they were enticed by Promlses from Persia. Following the
rebellion, Byzantium annexed the Pentarchy and placed it under the

san|1e status as the rest of Armenia, to be governed by imperial offi-
cials.



64 A Concise History of the Armenian People

Despite having separate administrations, Persian and Byzantine
Armenia had numerous channels of communication. Trade from
China and Persia passed through Artashat and Nisibis into Byzan-
tine Armenia. Persian Nestorians maintained a large theological
school and translation center at Edessa and Armenians from Persia
studied there. Intermarriage between Armenians living on the bor-
ders of the two areas was common, and travel, although restricted,
was permitted. _ _ _ _

-mperor Zeno began the first ma#or changes in Byzantine Ar-
menia. He introduced a number of Roman laws into Armenia
Interior, to brmgr it into line_with Armenia | and Il, and ordered
stricter control of the border. The school at Edessa was closed, forc-
ing its relocation to Nisibis in the Persian Empire. Byzantine spies
increased their activities in the border_re([non_s, forcm% the Persians
to restrict travel. The Byzantines especially wished to break the Per-
sian monopoly over Chinese silk, a material in great demand at the
imperial court. Byzantium’s hostile actions and the refusal to pay
their share of expenses to guard the passes in the Caucasus against
nomadic incursions started new conflicts with Persia. _

The wars (503-505 and 524-531) were fought in Byzantine Ar-
menia and MesoPotamla, and_although the¥] went  against
Byzantium, internal problems in Persia stopped them from taklr]g
full advantage of Byzantium’s weakness. In 531, however, Sasani
Persia resolved its Mazdakite problem by killing the heretic Mazdak
and his followers, and its succession disputes, when Khosrow | exe-
cuted all of his own brothers and their male offspring, save one. In
533 Khosrow, known as Anushirvan, finally concluded an “endless
peace” with the Emperor Justinian, in which the Byzantines had to
pay large sums of gold toward the upkeep of the Caucasian defenses
and keep a low offensive profile on their eastern borders.

Byzantine Armenia in the Period of Justinian

I-_Iavm? resolved his war with Persia, Justinian began his reorganiza-
tion of the empire, initiating major changes in Byzantine Armenia.
In 536, he decreed that all the various administrative offices in Ar-
menia were to be abolished and combined under a single military
command (Magister militum per Armeniam) headquartered at Theo-
dosiopolis. New fortifications separatln% Byzantium and Persia
created a Byzantine Armenia virtually sealed-off from its neighbor.
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Residents of the two Armenias could no anrqer intermingle or main-
tain any degree of unity through commercial or cultural interaction.

Justinian divided Byzantine Armenia into four administrative
units. First Armenia (Inner Armenia plus most of the former First
Armenla)h with its capital at Theodosiopolis; Second Armenia (the
rest of the former First Armenia plus_additional territory in the
northwest) with its capital at Sebastia; Third Armenia (the former
Second Armenlag with its center at Melitene; Fourth Armenia (the
Pentarchy or southern satrames? with Martyropolis as its center (See
map 12). Governors and tax collectors resided in each region to as-
sure the incorporation of Byzantine Armenia into the rest of the
empire.

|OThe nakharars lost their autonomy, and the Byzantines intro-
duced legal measures to assimilate the Armenians as much as
possible. Roman law was fully extended to all of Byzantine Arme-
nia, with serious consequences for the nakharars. Under Roman law
daughters and younger sons could inherit. Thus the Armenian nak-
harars, who had kept their lands intact for generations under the
leadership of the eldest male member of the house, or tanuter, were
now forced to divide them among their children. The nakharar
lands would eventually be split into powerless smaller holdings. A
number of Armenian nobles rebelled; Byzantine officials were mur-
dered; and some nakharars even turned to Persia for help. These
nakharars were either deported to the Balkans or were drafted into
the Byzantine bureaucracy. Armenian assimilation, which had be-
?un earlier, continued during the sixth century. Byzantium’s armed
ortresses on the border, its expansionist policy, and especially its
smugzglmg in the secret of silk production, angered Khosrow. Re-
uests from Armenian nakharars in the Byzantine zone encouraged
the Persians to start a new war in 540, which dragged on until 562.
A fifty-year truce was then established by which Persia would bear
the cost of guardln(% the Caucasian passes but would receive an an-
nual tribute In gold from Byzantium.

Perso-Byzantine Conflicts and the Second Partition ofArmenia

The situation for both Armenias had worsened by the last quarter of
the sixth century. In 571 the Persian marzpan built a fire-temple in
Dvin. The Persian Armenians rebelled under the leadership of an-
other Viardan Mamikonian, known as “Red” Vardan and sought the
protection of Justin Il. The Emperor, who did not wish to pay the
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large annual tribute in gold to Persia, broke the truce in 572, He of-
fered to aid the Persian Armenians, but when the war turned against
Byzantium, Justin abdicated and his successor, in 575, came to
terms with Persia in order to retain parts of Mes_ogotar_ma. Vardan
and a number of Armenian nakharars, together with their followers,
fled to Byzantium. This truce did not last either, however, and the
two antagonists again fought in Byzantine Armenia. Emperor Mau-
rice (582-602) was more successful in fighting the Persians. He
ordered a scorched earth policy on the borders with Persia, creating
avast no-man’s land at the expense of both Armenias. The Armeni-
ans who had lost their homes In those regions were then deported to
Cyﬁrus. Maurice saw a chance to extend Byzantium’s borders when
Bahram Chubin deposed Khosrow I, known as Parviz, in 591, In
the same year, Maurice intervened and helped the Persian prince to
_re?am his throne. Byzantium’s newly acquwed prominence in the
internal affairs of Persia now enabled it not only to annul the annual
tribute, but also to receive a large part of Persian Armenia. In this
second partition, the boundary between the two sectors now ran
from the northeast comer of Lake Van up the Hrazdan River to the
northwest comer of Lake Sevan. Dvin remained in the Persian zone
but Yerevan fell to the Byzantine side. The additional territories
were named Inner, Lower and Deep Armenia. _

To complicate matters, the Byzantines renamed their former
Armenian holdings. First Armenia became Greater Armenia, Sec-
ond Armenia remained the same, Third Armenia was renamed First
Armenia and the term Third Armenia fell out of use; and Fourth
Armenia was referred to as loustiniana, and encompassed the
Pentarchy as well as additional territory in the north and east (see
map 13). Both Maurice and Khosrow carried out a policy of de-
Pop_ulatmg Armenia and sending its nakharars to various parts of
heir empire to fight in Africa, the Balkans, or Central Asia.

The murder of Maurice and his sons by Phocas in 602 started a
new war with Persia. Khosrow Il soundly defeated the Byzantines
and came within a mile of Constantinoplé. The war continued after
the death of Phocas and the ascendancy of Heraclius in 610. By 620,
the Persians had conquered all of Armenia, the Middle East, most of
Asia Minor, and had taken the True Cross (on which Jesus was cru-
mﬁed(} from Jerusalem to Ctesiphon. The situation in Byzantium
was desperate when Emperor Heraclius decided to use his navy to
transport troo(sas closer to the Persian lines. The Byzantine offensive
of 622 proved successful and by 628 Asia Minor, the Middle East,
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and Armenia were in Byzantine hands. Khosrow Il was killed by his
own troops and his son made peace with Heraclius, returned the
True Cross, and accepted the 591 agreement and borders. From then
'O(?I’ tge ?aS%nlds were in no position to threaten Byzantium and rap-
idly declined.

yHeraclius, more than his J)redecessors, realized the strategic im-
portance of Armenia. In order to concentrate on the now frequent
Avar and Slavic raids on the western borders of Byzantium, he re-
%uwed a strong ally and a secure Armenia on his eastern flank.

herefore, he created the position of “prince of Armenia” and chose
not a Mamikonian, but a member of a minor nakharar family to
control the administration of Armenia. The man he chose was
Theodore Rshtuni, who was to play a significant role in the next pe-
riod of Armenian history.

Literature, Learning and Art

The two centuries of devastation, deportation and the disruption of
trade affected both Armenias, particularly Byzantine Armenia. It is
surprising, therefore, that artistic, scientific and literary activities not
only continued throughout these centuries, but blossomed.
Architecture found its expression in the numerous churches con-
structed in this period. Basilican and cruciform central-domed
structures were used throughout this period. The cathedrals of St.
John in Mastara, Avan, and St. Hripsime, as well as the churches of
Odzun, St. Gayane and Aruj are all from this period. A number of
architectural historians originally maintained that the Armenians
were the first to construct a dome from stone on comer supports.
This notion has been replaced by new opinions, which maintain that
similar structures were designed in different countries at the same
time. Nevertheless, the fact remains that Armenian architectural de-
signs influenced Georgian, Caucasian Albanian, and Balkan church
architecture. The main sculptures of this period are some relief on
Plages of worship, a %ood example being in the church of Ptghni de-
ailing the founder of the church, an Amatuni nakharar, hunting a
lion. There are only a few examples of palntm%, the most important
of which is_an illustrated gospel that subtly blends Byzantine and
Sasanid art into a unique Armenian style. _ .
Political and socioeconomic conditions in Persian Armenia were
more favorable for literary activity, but the Byzantine side also con-
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tributed with the many Greek philosophical and scientific works,
which were translated into Armenian. o

Literature, particularly original Armenian works in history, the-
ology and philosophy, made this period a very important one;
indeed the fifth century is referred to as the “Golden Age” of Arme-
nian literature. The earliest historical work is probably that which is
attributed to Pawstos Buzand. His E_PJC Histories describe the events
of the fourth century up to the partition of Armenia in 387. The au-
thor was a great ‘supporter of the Mamikonians and provides
valuable information on Persia and Byzantium. His work was either
written in the fourth centu.r}/ in Greek and translated into Armenian
in the next century, or, written in Armenian during the fifth century.
David Anhaght wrote or|g1|nal philosophical treaties, as well as
commentaries on Greek philosophical works. Eznik of Koghb wrote
his treatise Against the Sects in which he refuted Zoroastrianism,
Manicheanism, and Gnosticism. The historian - Agatangeghos
(Agathangelos) wrote the History of the Conversion of Armenia’,
Koriun composed the bl%graphz/ of his teacher, Mesrop Mashtots.
The Battle of Avarayr and events from the period of 430 to 465 are
chronicled in Eghishe’s moving History of Vardan. The division of
Armenia and the Armenian struggle against Zoroastrianism during
the 384-485 period is described in the History of Lazarus of Parp
(Ghazar Parpetsi). Literary works describing Armenian martyrs
were also written in this period. Most notable among them is The
Mart%rdom ofShusahanik, the daughter of Vardan Mamikonian.

The most ambitious work of this period is that of Moses of Kho-
ren, whose Hlsto_r[y begins with the origins of the Armenian people
and ends in 440. There has been a lively scholarly debate on Khore-
natsi’s work, some scholars maintaining that this work could not
possibly have been written in the fifth century and was composed
some three centuries later, and others arguing that it is indeed from
this period. In any event, despite its many chronological inaccura-
cies, the work is'a wealth of information on the early period of
Armenian history. _ o o

The immense literary and translation activities of this period
served as the key ingredient in the rise of national consciousness
and in the Armenian’ struggle a(ﬁmst both Persian and Byzanting
cultural and religious pressures. Moreover, it prepared the Armeni-
ans for an even more important challenge, the Arab invasions and
the arrival of Islam.
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Armenia under Arab Domination
(ca. 640-884)

E TWO and a half centuries of Arab occupation of Armenia
coincided with the Muslim conquest of the entire Middle
East, North Africa, Spain, Sicily, and Cyprus. Europe, after

its initial shock at the extent of Muslim successes, flnallr managed

to halt their expansion by defeating the Arabs at Constan
Tours. Towards the end of this period, Europe attempted to resurrec
the Roman Empire when Charlemagne was crowned as emperor.
India saw the height of Sanskrit drama and the period of its finest
stone architecture. It resisted initial Muslim attacks from Sind and
established the short-lived Harasha kingdom. The T‘ang dynasty
firmly established itself as the new power in China. Japan, follow-
ing the Taika Reform Edict, created its imperial government. In the
Americas, the Mayan civilization was at its height, and the Tiahua-
naco-Huari era began in Peru.

The Arab Invasions ofArmenia

The Arab invasions, which began with raids in 640 and culminated
in the domination of most of Armenia in the late eighth century, be-
%an for the first time to somewhat alter the ethnic composition of

reater Armenia, None of the previous invaders or congquerors had
settled in Armenia. Rather, the earlier aggressprs had come to loot
or to establish political control over the Anatolian or Mesopotamian
region, which separated their empires from those of their rivals to
the east or to the west, They represented organized and centralized
bureaucracies and empires, whose citizens were not willing to aban-
don their own homes and culture and to permanently settle in a

inoPIe and
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foreign land. The Arabs were different. Their forces were recruited
fromamong many tribes. A number of these received fiefs from the
central government and settled in Syria, Mesopotamia, Persia, and
Armenia. For the next eight centuries, other nomads such as the
Kurds, Turks, Mongols, and Turkmen would follow the Arab exam-
Ele. As they began settling in Armenia, the Armenians, in turn, were

illed, converted or emigrated, a situation that significantly affected
the history of Armenia in the modem period.

Unlike the speedy conquest of Persia, it took the Arabs half a
century to subjugate Armenia. Armenia’s mountains and its decen-
tralized and ‘partitioned hierarchy and administration assured
pockets of long-standing resistance. The early raids began in 640
and succeeded In capturing Dvin. Theodore Rshtuni, who had been
appointed by Emperor Heraclius as prince (|shkhanz_ of Armenia,
and who, a year earlier had united Persian and Byzantine Armenian
territories into a single entity, resisted further Arab raids for two
¥ears. In 644, a larger Arab army beat back an Armeno-Byzantine
orce. The Byzantines blamed Rshtuni for the defeat and attempted
to replace him. At the same time, the Byzantine emperor, taking ad-
vantage of the Arab campaigns in Persia and Armenia, tried to
impose the decisions of Chalcedon on the Armenian Church.
Rshtuni and Catholicos Nerses I, known as the Builder, called a
Church council at Dvin and, in 649, rejected these attempts.

The Umayyads and Armenia

In 650, the governor of Syria, Mu‘awiyah, sent a large army, which
ﬂenetrated most of Armenia. Rshtuni defended Vaspurakan and
oped for either Sasanid or Byzantine action against the Arabs.
What Rshtuni faced, however, was continued Byzantine demands
for acceptance of the canons of Chalcedon as a pre-condition for
any assistance and the final collaﬁse of the Sasanid Empire before
the Arabs, In 652 Rshtuni, together with a number of nakharars,
made the fateful decision to make peace with the Arabs. _
The agreement with Mu'awiyah was favorable for the Armeni-
ans. Armenia was exempted from taxes for a number of years.
Arabs could rely on the Armenian cavalry in time of war, which the
Arabs agreed to maintain. No Arab governors would be é)osted_ to
Armenia, and Arab troops would protect Armenia a%amst yzantine
attacks. Armenians had to pay thejizya or poll tax, but as “a People
of the Book” they were also uaranteed freedom of religion. Rshtuni
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thus managed to obtain something from the Muslim ruler which he
had been unable to wrest from the Christian emperor of Byzantium.
The rise of this new force in the Middle East meant significant
P0|I'[I0a| changes for Armenia, not all of them to her detriment. With
he Sasanid Empire destroyed and the Byzantine Empire pushed
back west of the Euphrates, there would be, for the first time in one
thousand years, no significant East-West stru%gle in or over Arme-
nia. Moreover, for the first time since 387 Greater Armenia was
united and its people considered a single group by their overlords.
Unfortunately this also meant that the Armenian noble families such
as the Bagratuni, Mamikonian, Gnuni, Kamsarakan, Artsruni,
Amatuni, Siuni, and Rshtuni would struggle among themselves to
gain the position of leader of the Armenians.
~ The treaty between Damascus and Rshtuni angered the Byzan-
tines and their Armenian su%)_or_ters. The Mamikonians and the
catholicos rejected the pact an Aomed a Byzantine force in OUS_tIn%
Rshtuni, who sought refuge in the mountains of Siunik. Mu'awiya
dispatched a new army, which then forced the Byzantines to retreat,
and reinstated Rshtuni. _ _ o
~ The death of Rshtuni in 654, combined with the crisis in the ca-
liphate and the Sunni-Shi‘i conflict, presented the Byzantines with a
perfect opportunity to put the Mamikonians back in Power. Catholi-
cos Nerses returnéd as well and quickly completed the construction
of the church of Zvartnots. By 661, the struggle for the caliphate
however, was over. The Umayyad family, led by Mu'awiyah, ha
defeated ‘Ali and his followers (the Shi‘a/Shi ? and had established
a dynasty. The Umaxyads now forced the catholicos and the Ma-
mikonians to accept Arab suzerainty and to pay an annual tribute in
gold in exchange for governing Armenia. _ _
~The Byzantines renewed their pressure to subjugate Armenia po-
litically and ecclesiastically. Justinian Il and his"Khazar allies even
invaded Armenia in the late seventh century but were defeated by an
Armeno-Arab force. The Arabs had yet not begun to settle in Arme-
nia, which had remained largely autonomous for the time being. The
Armenians built churches and fortresses. Agriculture expanded and
trading increased substantially. Political power alternated between
the Mamikonian and the Bagratuni families, both under Arab suze-
rainty, while the remaining nakharars continued to hold_theii
ancestral lands. Contrary to popular belief, there was no religious
?ersecutlon by the Muslims during this period. The catholicos was
ree to travel and maintained his jurisdiction over the Caucasian Al-
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banian Church, which had tried unsuccessfully to follow the exam-
ple of the Georgians and unite with the Greek Church.

The relative peace and prosperity ended in the elghth century.
The later Umayyads, and espec_laly their successors, the ‘Abbasids,
formed large empires that required additional taxes. Taxes were in-
creased throughout the Arab Empire, and centralized control
tightened considerably in order to collect them. Continued Khazar
and Byzantine incursions into Armenia made it obvious that Arme-
nian leaders could not effectlvelg defend the Armenian borders of
the Arab Empire. Armenia was becoming a burden for the Umay-
yads, who, as stlﬁulated in_the agreement of 652, had to pay for the
maintenance of the Armenian cavalry. Direct rule there would guar-
antee greater control and more taxes. In 701, therefore, the
Umayyad caliph began the formal annexation of Armenia by send-
ing his brother at the head of a large force. _ _

Both the Byzantines and the Arabs reorganized the Armenian
lands under their control. The Byzantines, having lost their domains
in Greater Armenia, replaced the First and Second Armenia with
military districts called themes, the main one of which was called
Armeniakon. A general in char_%e of civil and military affairs headed
each theme. _Trqus were recruited locally and were given land in re-
turn for their military service. The land could not be sold but, in
turn, passed to their sons, who assumed responsibility for military
duty. Eventually these themes were broken up into smaller ones and
remained under the control of Byzantine military governors until the
arrival of the Turks. The Umayyads created the province of
“al-Arminiya,” which included most of Greater Armenia, eastern
Georgia, and Caucasian Albania (see map 14). Dvin served as the
caP_ltaI of the region and became the seat of the Muslim governor, or
ostikan. Arabs Installed garrisons in the major cities, while Arme-
nian nakharars maintained their autonomy under the ostikan, with
no single family gaining dominance. Islamic law was enforced in
Armenia and a number of rellglous and secular leaders were taken
to Damascus as _hostages. By 703, the nakharars, unhaﬁ)py with such
repressive policies rebelled and solicited Byzantine help. The rebel-
lion brought an even larger Arab force, which spared the Church,
Euthdemmated the ranks of the nakharars in a massacre at Nak-

ichevan.

By 705, the Umayyads, attacked by the Khazars and facing a
disgruntled non-Arab Muslim population at home, had eased restic-
tions and once again permitted the Armenians a degree of
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autonomy. Some of the nakharars fought with the Arahs against the
Khazars, and the next two decades was a period of close cooperation
between the Arabs and Armenians. The Arabs were partlcularIY.Ie-
nient toward the Church, which had not participated in the rebellion
and which, according to Islamic law, was viewed as the primary
leader of the Armenians. This climate enabled the Church, for the
first time, to organize the collection of its canons, a milestone in
Armenian Church history.

The Paulicians

A primary motivation for the collection of the canons was Erobab!y
the emergence of the Paulicians. The Paulician movement began in
the late sixth century, but gained momentum in the seventh century
after the rise of Islam and the weakening of the power of established
Churches. The Paulicians were the successors to the early Christian
and Manichean non-conformists, who maintained a dualistic doc-
trine, that is, the belief in the universally antagonistic forces of good
and evil. The Paulicians were members of the lower classes and op-
posed to the traditional social values of the establishment. They
Wwere against procreation, eating meat, holding property, and formed
an underground movement, which led armed attacks against Arme-
nian, Arab, and Byzantine religious and secular authorities. By the
end of the seventh century, the Paulician movement had spread into
parts of Armenia, Persia, and northern Mesopotamia and posed a
major threat to civil authorities. In 719, Catholicos John of Odzun,
supported by the nakharars and the Arabs, convened a council at
Dvin at which he publicly ordered the repression of the Paulicians.
Similar decrees were enacted at another council in 726. The Pau-
licians eventually left Armenia and established a republic northwest
of the Euphrates where they remained as a thorn in the side of
Byzantium. The year 726 also witnessed the start of the cen-
tury-long debate over icons in the Byzantine Empire, a crisis, which
for'a time freed the Armenian Church from further interference by
the Greek Church.

The ‘Abbasids and Armenia
In 750 an event took place in the Muslim world, which brought in a

new order and changed its relations with Armenia: the ‘Abbasid
revolution. Unlike the Umayyads, the ‘Abbasids formed a truly Is-
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lamic, rather than simply an Arab, Empire. Persians, Turks, and
even Christian converts, as well as Arabs could now hold high of-
fice. The capital was moved from the Arah center of Damascus to
Baghdad, and the administration became more imperial. Fiscal de-
mands increased taxes, which had already been on the rise during
the late Umayyad period. o

The Armenians took advantage of the confusion in Damascus,
staged a minor rebellion, and sought aid from Byzantium against the
Arabs. The rivalry between the Mamikonians and the Ba%ratunls, as
well as Byzantium’s iconoclastic controversy, thwarted the success
of the uprising and the ‘Abbasids soon reestablished Arab control
over Armenia. Neither the Bagratunis, viewed by the ‘Abbasids as
pro-Umayyad, nor the Mamikonians, viewed as pro-Byzantine,
?alned the immediate trust of Baghdad. Reduction of trade, the vir-
ual disappearance of silver, heavy taxes, and the maintenance of the
Armenian cavalry, which now fell to the Armenians, forced some
Armenian nakharars, like the Amatuni, to immigrate to Byzantium.
By the third quarter of the eighth century, the Bagratunis, however,
had managed to mend relations with the ‘Abbasids and had won
their reclc\)/?nlt!on as the leaders of the Armenians,

The Mamikonians, the Artsrunis, and the Byzantines were not
pleased with this rapprochement and, in 774, incited a rebellion in
Armenia in which a number of Arab tax collectors were killed. The
Bagratun_ls cautioned the other nakharars against provoking Bagh-
dad. Their advice was |%nored however, and an Armenian force
was assembled to face the Arabs. The Armenian defeat at Bagre-
vand in 775 cost the lives of most of the ruling generation of
nakharars and critically weakened a number of Armenian houses
such as the Rshtuni, Gnuni, and the Mamikonian. In fact, the latter
never again pla}/ed a significant role in the history of Armenia. The
Ba?ratunls, on the other hand, retained and enhanced their position
as leaders of the Armenians, _

The relgn of Harun al-Rashid S786-809) completed the consoli-
dation of the ‘Abbasid Empire by the end of the eighth century and
signified another major change for Armenia and the Arab world. For
the first time, Arab soldiers and merchants were actively encouraged
to settle and establish new communities in Arab-held territories, In-
cluding Armenia. Trade spread Islam to the coastal cities of Africa
and south Asia. Baghdad appointed Arab families to rule in or to
create colonies in Armenia and other parts of Transcaucasia. Barda*
(Partav), Tiflis, Gandzak, Dvin, Nakhichevan, and Diarbekir (Diyar-
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bakr) became Arab administrative centers, governed by emirs. In-
termarriages and forced, as well as genuine conversions took place,
and some of the Arab clans, such as the Shaybani and Jahhaf, even
assimilated into the ranks of the Armenian nakharars. The province
of al-Armin Z\a was now divided into Armenia, Georgia, and Arran
(Caucasian Albania). The Arab emirs were no Ion?<er temporary
governors or commanders of garrisons, but like the Kaysites, who
settled near Lake Van, made parts of Armenia their new home. For-
tunately for Armenia, these Arab emirates never included a majority
of the population, nor were theK.unlted. _

_ The death of Harun al-Rashid began the long decline of the ca-
liphate and the central Arab authority. During the decline the
emirates acted independently of Baghdad, the ostikan was forced to
move from Dvin to Barda* on the easternmost comer of Armenia.
This fragmentation of Arab authorltﬁ_prowded the opportunity for
the resurgence of Bagratunl leadership under Ashot Msaker }f“the
Meat-Eater”] (790-820).

TheRise ofthe Bagratunis

At the start of the ninth centuKX, Ashot expanded his domains at the
expense of the weakened Mamikonians and Kamsarakans. He
clashed with a number of independent emirs who had broken with
the caliphate and was rewarded by Baghdad with the title of “Prince
of Armenia.” His uncle, meanwhile, established the Barqratunl house
of Iberia (Georglaz_. Upon Ashot’s death in 826, his oldest son, Ba-
grat assumed the title of “prince of princes,” while his younger son
was named sparapet. In the meantime, in Vaspurakan, the Artsrunis
were also creating a power base, while the princes of Siunik made a
marriage alliance with Babak, a Mazdakite Persian, who in 816 had
rebelled against Baghdad and who had established himself in parts
of Artsakh between'Arran and Azerbaijan. It is important to note
that some Armenian houses allied themselves with Muslims against
Baghdad or even other Armenians. The same was true of the Mus-
lims, who would occasionally ally with Armenians against other
Muslims. In Baghdad there was internal strife over the succession
between al-Ma'mun, the son of a Persian wife of Harun, and
al-Amin, the son of a Turkish wife. Al-Ma’mun was eventually the
victor and was succeeded by his brother, al-Mu‘tasim.

In 836 Afshin, a Muslim Persian commander, was sent by
al-Mu‘tasim to capture Babak. Afshin promised the Armenians and
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the Persians a degree of autonomy and tax remissions if they coop-
erated against Babak. Babak was betrayed and captured one year
later. A number of his followers then gathered around another
leader, Mazyar, and started a social revolution against the Persian
landowners of the _Caﬂ)lan region that had converted to Islam. Af-
shin, who had [qame Influence m_Azerbalgan, was accused of
backing the rebels and, in 841, was killed by the caliph. Eventually
a new commander was appointed in Azerbaijan from the Sajid fam-
ily, a clan that would have a major impact on Armenia. It is at this
time that social unrest in Persia sEread into Armenia with the ap-
earance of a group of heretics known as the Tondrakians. The
ondrakians appear to have been either remnants of the Paulicians,
who had fled gzantme persecutions after the fall of their republic,
followers of Babak, or lower classes of society influenced by either
group. . : .

In the meantime, al-Mu‘tasim had begun to employ Turkish
slaves and mercenaries for his main army. As with the largely Ger-
man Pragetorian Guard that assumed increasing power in Rome, this
?ollcy, until the arrival of the Persian Buyids In the early tenth cen-
ury, resulted in the domination of the caliphate by the Turks.
Rivalry among Turkish, Arab, and Persian factions forced
al-Mu'tasim, in 836, to move the capital north, to Samarra, on the
Tigris’ eastern bank, where it remained until 870. _

In 847 the Turks installed al-Mutawakkil as the new callPh at
Samarra. The new caliph employed the most severe measures to re-
store the power of the caliphate. The translation of Greek
phllc%sgphlcal works was halted, and Jews and Christians were per-
secuted.

It is against this backdro[) that a second major rebellion in Ar-
menia occurred in 850-851, this time against al-Mutawakkil’s taxes
and repressive i)ollmes. A new ostikan was sent to Armenia but was
refused entry. Instead Bagrat Bagratuni, the son of Ashot Msaker,
sent an embassy with the required taxes to the caliph himself, signi-
fying that, although vassals of the caliph, Armenia would keep its
autonomous status. The caliph viewed this act as a rebellion. The
ostikan's army invaded Armenia but was defeated by Bagrat, who
had allied himself with the Artsrunis of Vaspurakan. The caliph then
sent a new armY. The Artsrunis sent gifts, which were delivered by
the mother of the nakharar of Vaspurakan, Lady Hripsime, who
succeeded in halting the Arab invasion of her domains. Bagrat had
to fight alone and was soon captured and sent to Samarra where he
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was Killed (852). The Armenian population then rose up and killed
the Arab general, forcing the Arab army out of Bagratuni domains
in Taron. The rebellion united most of the nakharars against the
Muslims. The caliph sent a large arm¥ to crush the rebellion and to
subdue all the nakharars once and for all. Smbat Bagratuni, the
brother of Bagrat and the sparaget, refused to join the rebels, possi-
bly to signal the caliph that, as the new leader of the Armenians, he
was a loyal subject and willing to com1prom|se. Al-Mutawakkil
would accept no compromises, however. The Arab army, under the
command of the Turkish general Bu%ha, ravaged Armenia, Georgia
and Caucasian Albania, By 853 Bugha captured most of the impor-
tant nakharars, including” Smbat Bagratuni, and brought them to
Samarra. Al of the nakharars, with the exception of Smbat, in order
to save their lives, agreed to apostatize and were allowed to return
home after the death of al-Mutawakkil. Smbat alone refused to con-
vert: he remained in Samarra where he died soon after. _
Al-Mutawakkil’s campaigns were the last attemﬁt of the caliph-
ate at direct control of Armenia. His murder at the hands of his
Turkish troops in 861 hastened the further decline of the *Abbasids.
During the captivity of the nakharars, the Arab emirs were free to
expand their domains. At the same time, Byzantium had finally re-
vived under Basil | (867-886) of the Macedonian dynasty. After
their return, the nakharars, especially the Bagratuni and Artsruni,
continued their struggle against the Arab emirs. The major clashes
occurred in the southern regions, mainly in Taron, Sasun, Vaspura-
'I&anb and Mokk, where the” Armenians held their own against the
rabs.

Arts, Literature, Architecture

The most important Armenian historians of this period are Bisho
Sebeos, Zenoh Glak, John Mamikonian (Pseudo-John Maml_konlanf,
and Ghevond Vardapet. Sebe_os’_HlstorY Provldes valuable informa-
tion on B¥zantlum and Persia in the late sixth and early seventh
centuries. It then describes the birth of Islam and the Arab invasions
of Persia, Armenia, and the Byzantine Empire to 661. Zenob Glak
and John Mamikonian wrote the History of Taron, which details the
events in the province of Taron during the Perso-Byzantine wars
and that of the house of the Mamikonians. Ghevond’s history details
the Arab domination of Armenia from 661 to 788.
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~ One result of the Armeno-Arab struggles of this period was the
birth of the popular oral epic the Daredevils of Sasun and its hero,
David of Sasun. The story, which was recorded centuries later, de-
picts the Bagratunis, led by David, the Rshtunis, in the figure of
uncle Toros, and Msr-melik; representin the_Mushm |eader. Bugha
and the Arstrunis are also represented. The victory of David against
the stronger forces of the Arabs represents a sort of David and Goli-
ath struggle between good and evil. _

In the field of science, seventh-century Armenia produced An-
ania Shirakatsi (Ananias of Shirak) who studied mathematics with a
Greek teacher at Trebizond and, upon returning to Armenia, wrote
books on arithmetic, chronology, weights and measures, the lunar
cycle, geography, and cosmology. He was instrumental in improv-
ing the Armenian calendar and changing it from a movable to a
fixed system. His information on the geography of Transcaucasia
and Persia, the trade routes, and the weights and measures used in
Persia has provided rare and valuable information for historians. His
Geography describes the fifteen provinces of Armenia and details
other information on Georgia, Persia, and Caucasian Albania.

Other literary figures of this period are Catholicos John of Od-
zun, who wrote against the Paulicians and Stepanos of Siunik, who
wrote a commentary on Porphyry, translated Dionysius of Trax’s
Grammar, and wrote religious hymns (sharakans). Other composers
of sharakans included women: "Khosrovidukht of Goghtn and Sa-
hakdukt of Siunik; both during the eighth century. _

In the field of architecture, the church of Zvartnots (644-652) is a
perfect example of a niche-buttressed square with four lobes, known
as a quatrefoil, Unlike other such structures, Zvartnots had a circular
ambulatory with a square chamber outside the circle. Although the
church was destroyed in the tenth century, its remains are the pri-
mary examples of the sculpture of this period in the form of relief of
the workers and lolanners of the structure. In the field of palntm?, an
illustrated gospel dated 862 and commissioned by the Artsruni tam-
ily, is noteworthy for its highly stylized manner. _

By the late ninth century, following more than two centuries of
Arab’incursions, Armenians still formed the majorlt){]o_fthe popula-
tion, and the Arab emirs had difficulty maintaining their holdings in
Armenia. The many mountains and valleys of Armenia controlled
by regional nakharars served as multiple havens of Armenian
autonomy. The son of Smbat, Ashot Bagratuni, became the rallying
force and continued to exert pressure on the Arab emirs. The pres-
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tige of the BaFratunls was on the rise within Armenia and hoth the
weakened ca |P_hate and the emer%lng Macedonian dynasty in
Byzantium realized the value of an Armenian alliance. Conditions
évere, therefore, right for the emergence of a new Armenian King-
om.
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A Land of Many Crowns
The Bagratuni Dynasty and the Armenian

Medieval Kingdoms
(884-104

HE ALMOST two centuries of Bagratuni (or Bagratid) rule

in parts of Greater Armenia coincided with the time when the

Carolingian Empire disintegrated, and separate states began

to form In England, France, and Germany. Romanesque architecture

was developing, and the monastic reforms initiated at Cluny made
monasteries vital centers of rell_?(l_ous and intellectual life. Europe
experienced the height of the Viking raids. The reconquista began
in SPam, while the Normans prepared to conquer Enﬂland. Soon af-
ter, the Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic Churches split. Japan
and China began the woodblock erntlnﬁ_of books. The Sung dy-
nasty ruled in China and in Japan the bushido code brought forth the
samurai_warriors. Lady Murasaki wrote the world’s first reputed
novel, The Tale of Genji. Arab and Persian science reached its ze-
nith with Avicenna. Sufism became a major literary and religious
force in the Middle East. The first Russian State was founded in
Kiev and was soon after converted to Christianity by missionaries
from Byzantium. Islam penetrated sub-Saharan Africa, while the
kingdorns of Ghana and Kanem emerged there as well. The Mus-
lims conquered northern India. The Incas settled in the Cuzco valley
of Peru, the classical Mayan civilization collapsed, and the Toltecs
replaced the Olmecs in Mexico.

The Revival ofthe Armenian Kingdom

In the last half of the ninth century, Armenia was experiencing a
power vacuum. The Byzantines and the ‘Abbasids were too preoc-
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cupied with internal and external affairs to focus their attention on
Armenia, but there were few nakharar houses strong enough to take
advantage of the situation. Some had left Armenia, while others had
died out or were weakened by their own internal feuds. The apos-
tasy of the nakharars at Samaira, and their eight-year absence from
Armenia, further weakened the political structure.

Into this vacuum stepped Ashot Bag_ratunl, the son of Smbat, the
martyr of Samarra. Immediately upon his father’s death, he assumed
the title of tanuter (head of the clan) and sparapet of_the Bagratuni
house, and became the rallying point for Armenian resistance
against Arab domination. The Bagratunis claimed lineage from the
Biblical King David and occasionally wore turbans and adopted
Arab names. _ .
~ Ashot was soon able to increase both Bagratuni power and pres-
tige. Between 855 and 862 he expanded his domains by annexing
both the Mamikonian and Kamsarakan holdings and through mar-
riage alliances with the Bagratids of Georgia and the Artsrunis of
Vaspurakan. Thus, the northern, southern, and western parts of
Greater Armenia were either controlled by or allied with the Ba-
gratunis. In addition, Ashot made a point of maintaining friendly
relations with the lords of Siunik in the east. With the residence of
the catholicos within his borders, Ashot also enjoyed the crucial
support of the Church. _ _

Ashot and the later Bagratunis faced several internal and external
obstacles, however, which Prevented them from ever reuniting all of
Greater Armenia. The first were the Siunis and the Artsrunis, the
only other nakharar houses of any strenﬁ_th left in Armenia, who of-
ten withheld their support or actively allied against the Bagratunis.
The second and more immediate internal impediments were the
Arab ostikan and the Arab emirates. The ostikan alternated his resi-
dence between Barda‘ and Dvin, thus driving a wedge between the
Bagratunis on one side and Georgia and Siunik on the other. The
emirates occupied the central lands of Greater Armenia between the
BaPratunls and Artsrunis. Ashot and his successors were thus rarely
able to link Armenian-held lands into a united front against the Ar-
abs. Moreover, the important cities of Dvin and Nakhichevan,
among others, remained under Arab control for most of the period.

External forces posed a more overt threat to the Baﬁratums. With
the rise of the Macedonian dy_nast* in Byzantium in the second half
of the ninth century, Constaritinople once again began to play an in-
trusive role in the affairs of Armenia. Their common Christianity—
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and, in the case of the Macedonian emperors, common Armenian
ancestry—did little to foster a strong Armeno-Byzantine alliance
against the Arabs. Rather, the Byzantines maintained their policy of
demande theological concessions and control of Armenian lands
in return for military aid. Moreover, the steady decline of the ‘Ab-
basid caliphate allowed the rise of minor Muslim dynasties on the
southern and southeastern borders of Armenia and periodically
threatened its SGCUI‘I'[?/. o _

Although Ashot transferred his title of sparapet to his youn%er
brother, there is little doubt that he maintained full control over the
nakharar armK, which at that time still had some semblance of
unity. To further secure his position, Ashot renewed the alliance
with Byzantium and, at least officially, approved of a dialogue on
Greek Orthodox and Armenian Church unity. The ‘Abbasid caliph
al-Musta‘in realized that the growing power of the Bagratunis could
check to the mcreasmgz md_eloenden_ce of the Arab emirates. In 862
he conferred on Ashot the title of prince of princes and, according to
some _historians, the power to levy taxes. Although the title may
have included suzerainty over Georgia and other parts of the Cauca-
sus, the presence of the ostikan in Bardal meant that, in all
probability, Ashot’s rule never extended beyond parts of Greater
Armenia. ‘The Armenian Church, supported by Ashot, once again
assumed jurisdiction over the Caucasian Albanian Church. Ashot
was already acknowledged as ruler of Armenia by most of the nak-
harars and the Church when, in 884, the caliph al-Mu‘tamid sent
him a royal crown. Ashot, the fifth Bagratunl prince to bear that
name, was thus crowned King Ashot 1. Shortly after, the Byzantine
emperor, Basil I, in order to maintain his influence on the new dy-
nasty, sent a crown as well. For the moment, Armenia once more
possessed a kingdom and a dynasty. o
~ During the next six years Ashot not only extended his political
influence over the emirates, but also enabled the Georgian Bagratids
to consolidate their control in Iberia (see map 15). Ashot gained
control of Dvin but did not move his court there, preferring to re-
main in his stron?hold at Bagaran. This decision had serious
consequences, for it periodically left Dvin and the center of Arme-
nia unﬁrotected and, at times, in"Arab hands.

Ashot’s death, in 890, immediately revealed a number of prob-
lems, which were to_constantly plague the Bagratunls. The five
hundred years of partitions and decentralization had resulted in po-
litical fragmentation and the loss of a framework for a single state.
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Furthermore, the Iarﬁe nakharar houses had, since the sixth centurr,
broken up into smaller branches that fought among themselves. In
addition, Nakhichevan and the Arax valley, which were in Muslim
hands, separated the Siunik lands in the east from the Artsruni terri-
tories in the south. Dvin, Tiflis, Nakhichevan, and other cities in the
center thus continued to remain under Arab control. Moreover, the
emirs did not always obey the ‘Abbasid caliphs; a problem that at
times aided, and at others, hurt the Armenians and the Bagratunis.

After Ashot’s death, his son, Smbat 1 (890-914), assumed the
throne and immediately faced many of the same internal and exter-
nal problems as his father. Lacking the Personal authority of his
father, Smbat could not totally command the Church or the nakha-
rars, particularly the Artsrunis; even his uncle refused to recognize
his nephew. The Artsrunis, stating that in the past the Bagratunis
had been no more than the traditional coronants of the Arshakuni
monarchs, now questioned the legitimacy of the Bagratunis as
kings. In the early part of his rule, however, Smbat managed to keep
the suloport of Byzantium, his Georgian relatives, and the catholicos,
astyﬁe |"as Mohammad, the Sajid ruler of Azerbaijan, who was the
ostikan.

Rival Kingdoms in Armenia

The latter part of Smbat’s rule was a failure. Mohammad attacked
Armenia. Dvin and Nakhichevan were taken and the catholicos cap-
tured. Smbat managed to conclude a peace agreement with
Mohammad and ransom the catholicos, who left for the Holy See in
Dvin, which was now in Muslim hands. Although Caucasian Alba-
nia remained loyal, Siunik and the Artsrunis at Vaspurakan made a
number of friendly overtures to Mohammad. The latter took advan-
tage of the situation to invade Armenia once again. Smbat’s wife
and the royal treasury were captured. In exchange for his wife’s re-
lease, Smbat was forced to send his eldest son, Ashot, as hostage, to
Ive his niece as one of Mohammad’s wives, and to pay tribute to
ohammad’s son, the gzovernor of Dvin. Mohammad then attacked
Vaspurakan and made the Artsrunis his vassals, taking the brother
of the nakharar as hostage. _ , _
The situation improved for a brief period when the caliph
al-Muktafi, fearing Sajid power, released Armenia from Sajid con-
trol. The Siunik and Vaspurakan leaders then quickly renewed their
allegiance to the Bagratunis. The picture changed radically, how-
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ever, when Mohammad’s brother, Yusuf, became the ostikan in 901.
Taking advantage of the death of Mohammad, Smbat requested di-
rect vassalage to the caliph thus bypassing the ostikan. Yusuf
ignored the caliph’s supremacy and invaded Bagratuni territory.

aghdad’s inaction resulted in an agreement in 903, by which
Smbat accepted Y usufs authority and received a crown for his sub-
mission. Smbat’s position weakened further when he involved
himself in a dispute between a Georgian prince and the Bagratid
king of Georgia, as well as a dispute_between the Siunis and the
Artsrunis, thus ahen,at!ng both houses. Taking advantage of the divi-
sion among the Christians, Yusuf demanded additional taxes beyond
the tribute paid by Smbat to Baghdad. To weaken Smbat further,
Yusuf, in 908, granted a crown to Gagik Artsruni, creating an
autonomous kingdom in the south. Bagratid Armenia was on the
road to fragmentation. A year later, the combined Muslim and Arts-
runi force attacked Smbat’s territory and wreaked havoc on the land.
Smbat sought aid from Byzantium and the caliph, but both were dis-
tracted by domestic problems. Yusuf captured and killed Armenian
princes, including a son and a nephew of Smbat. To stop the blood-
shed, Smbat surrendered, and was tortured and crucified.

Smbat’s death served a purpose, however. The cruelty of Yusuf
towards Smbat and other nakharars cost him the _supgoort of Gagik
Artsruni and other Armenian leaders who now joined Smbat’s son
Ashot 11, known as Erkat jr“lron”), and drove the Muslims out of
most of Greater Armenia. The Georgian Bagratids also came back
to the fold, and Ashot Il was crowned in 914. Ashot’s cousin, how-
ever, remained loyal to Yusuf, who installed him as governor of
Dvin. Immediately thereafter, the Byzantines, who were troubled by
the events in Armenia, offered their‘assistance in removing the Mus-
lim threat for good. Ashot II went to Constantinople where a
Christian union a%amst the common enemy was discussed. In 915
Ashot returned with a Byzantine army, and _althou?h he was unable
to take Dvin, he extended his influence considerably. Yusufs rebel-
lion against the caliph and his arrest in 919 removed the most
dangerous Bagratuni fog and at the same_time ended the autonomy
of Ashot’s cousin in Dvin. Gagik Artsruni in Vaspurakan and Ashot
1 began an era of reconstruction and rebuilding in Greater Armenia.

As noted, a major problem for the Bagratunis was the attitude of
Byzantium, which"occasionally Rave aid but demanded political and
religious submission in return. Ashot 11 was not spared. No sooner
had"he mended his relations with the new ostikan than the Byzan-
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tines dispatched forces to destabilize Armenia. In the meantime Yu-
suf was released from jail, resumed his position of ostikan, and
began new attacks on his immediate neighbors, Siunik and Vaspu-
rakan. Ashot and his loyal nakharars managed to defeat both the
Arabs and the Greeks. The last years of Ashot’s rule were peaceful.
Ironically, both Ashot and Yusuf died in 929, and a new era began
for Armenia when the Sajid interlude in Azerbaijan ended.

Ashot’s brother, Abas, assumed the leadership of the Bagratunis
in 929 and ruled until 953. The rise of the various Kurdo-Iranian
dynasties in Azerbaijan and parts of Armenia, such as the Rawad-
dids, combined with the constant threat from Byzantium and the
Arab emirs in Mesopotamia, kept Abas busy. He chose to stay in his
own domains and strengthen his defenses from his capital, the for-
tress of Kars. Gagik of Vaspurakan now became the most powerful
Armenian leader. A number of catholicoi were chosen by him and
stayed at his court, mainly because Dvin remained in Muslim hands.
Vaspurakan became a major political and cultural center and the is-
land of Aghtamar in Lake Van became the Holy See of Armenia. By
the mid-tenth century, thanks to Gagik’s efforts, Armenia had re-
stored much of its former political and economic position.

The reign of Ashot Ill (953-977) began the seventy-year apex of
Bagratuni rule. Following the death of Gagik of Vaspurakan, Ashot
became the undisputed leader of the Armenians. The catholicos
came to Ashot’s new capital at Ani and crowned him king. Ashot, in
turn, supported the Church and sponsored many new edifices. Ashot
made sure that the Caucasian Albanian Church once again accepted
the authority of the Armenian Church. He also managed to capture
Dvin. Armenia was relatively powerful and united, and when the
Byzantine emperor, John Tzimiskes, arrived with an army in 974, he
was forced to withdraw. Ashot felt so secure that he granted his
brother the fortress of Kars and permitted him to use the title of
king. He also gave the region north of Lake Sevan to his son, who
soon assumed the title of King of Lori. This pattern was unfortu-
nately repeated in Vaspurakan, which was divided among the heirs
of Gagik. By the last quarter of the tenth century Siunik had also
become a kingdom (see map 15).

Such proliferation of titles and crowns posed little danger pro-
vided that a strong ruler controlled Armenia from Ani. In fact, the
granting of titles may have stopped squabbles and satisfied those
who otherwise might have plotted against the kingdom, allied with
enemies, or rebelled after the death of the king. Problems arose, of
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course, during the reigns of weak kings or when outside pressures
became overwhelming. In addition, bishops in these “kingdoms”
occasionally chose to ignore the authority of the catholicos and
styled themselves as catholicoi.

Following the death of Ashot Ill, his son, Smbat Il, assumed the
throne and had to deal with his uncle at Kars and the Muslims. Dvin
once again changed hands, but Smbat spent his years expanding the
city of Ani, which became a major urban center with a cathedral and
many churches. With the help of the Georgian Bagratids, Smbat
reconciled with his uncle and assumed the leadership of the Arme-
nian Bagratids. The rivalry among the Muslim emirs also enabled
Smbat to resist Muslim advances and to expand his domains.

Gagik | Bagratuni, not to be confused with Gagik of VVaspurakan,
assumed the throne in 990. Vaspurakan was too fragmented to chal-
lenge him, and Gagik enjoyed the support or submission of all his
clan who ruled in various parts of Armenia, as well as other nakha-
rars. Unfortunately Byzantium, under Basil Il, took control of
western Georgia and was thus close enough to Armenia to cause fu-
ture intrigue.

The Collapse ofthe Bagratunis

The death of Gagik in 1020 began the rapid decline and collapse of
the Bagratunis. The potential forces for the destruction of the king-
dom were there long before, but had been kept in check by the
authority of strong Bagratuni rulers. The rivalry between Gagik’s
sons resulted in the partitioning of the kingdom. All this came at a
time when the Turks appeared on the scene, and Basil Il was ex-
tending his empire by annexing weaker neighbors. The Byzantines
had already taken southwestern Armenia when, in 1022, the old
king of Vaspurakan, Senekerim, who was childless, willed his king-
dom to Basil. The Bagratuni king of Ani, Hovhannes-Smbat, fearing
Byzantine encroachment, also left his kingdom to Basil. After his
death in 1042, the pro-Byzantine faction tried to hand the city over,
but his successor, Gagik Il and his supporters resisted and Ani re-
mained independent. Gagik ruled for three years during which the
emir of Dvin, the Byzantines, and his kinsmen from Lori fought
him. He went to Constantinople to plead his case but was forced to
abdicate. Thus, in 1045, the last major Armenian kingdom in his-
toric Armenia came to an end. The Byzantines took Ani, and in
1064 the Bagratuni kingdom of Kars was annexed as well. Only two
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mountainous kingdoms and a principality remained autonomous: the
kingdom of Siunik (to 1166), the kingdom of Lori (to ca. 1100) and
the principality of Khachen in Karabagh (to ca. 1450).

Armenians in the Byzantine Empire

Armenians had settled in the eastern parts of the Roman Empire
prior to the Christian era and had risen to prominent positions. Even
the Emperor Heraclius is reputed to have been from Armenian de-
scent. Although Justinian began forcibly transplanting Armenian
families to Byzantium, their numbers were very few. Armenians be-
gan to enter Byzantium in large numbers in the late sixth century,
when Red Vardan Mamikonian, together with his followers, and the
Catholicos John I, fled to Constantinople after the unsuccessful re-
bellion against the Sasanids. Vardan and his retinue reportedly
entered the Byzantine army and settled in Pergamum. The reign of
Maurice and the second partition of Armenia forcefully removed
thousands of Armenians to the Byzantine Empire, a large group of
whom settled in Cyprus. In the second half of the seventh century,
Armenian Paulicians, driven from their homes in Armenia, settled in
Byzantine territory, mainly in Pontus. After the Arab invasions and
until the tenth century, more Armenians nakharars with their entire
families migrated to Byzantium, some settling in Cilicia. The de-
cline and fall of the Bagratuni kingdom in the eleventh century
brought more nakharars to Cilicia, as well as Constantinople and
other urban centers of the empire. More would arrive following the
later Turko-Mongol invasions. The Armenians were to become an
important commercial and administrative force in Constantinople
following the fall of Byzantium to the Turks.

Historians consider the Armenians to have been one of the most
influential groups in the multi-national Byzantine Empire. Armeni-
ans engaged in trade, administration and farming and they were a
dominant element in the army. According to Procopius, the sixth-
century Byzantine historian, there were sixteen generals in Justin-
ian’s army alone whose Armenian contingents were known for their
valor. Many Armenians held important positions in the army during
the eighth through the eleventh centuries. A number of them, such
as Petronas, Curcuas, and Musele, were responsible for Byzantine
victories against the Arabs and other invaders. Armenian military
leaders were named provincial governors, while others became the
power behind the throne and were instrumental in elevating a num-
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ber of emperors. Not only was Heraclius of Armenian origin, but the
later Macedonian dynasty, according to most Byzantinists, was of
Armenian origin as well. The tenure of that dynasty (9thto the 1I1
centuries) is considered the apex of Armenian dominance in the po-
litical and military structure of the empire. Armenian emperors,
generals, and military contingents had their greatest military suc-
cesses against the Arabs, the Slavs, and Bulgars. Ironically, it was
this same Armenian dynasty which was chiefly responsible for the
breakup of the Bagratuni kingdom. However, as will be seen in the
next chapter, they were also indirectly responsible for the rise of a
new Armenian state in Cilicia.

Armenians played an important role in the intellectual life of
Byzantium as well. The head of the academy of Constantinople dur-
ing its height was Leo the Philosopher (also known as Leo the
Mathematician). Leo’s uncle, John the Grammarian, was another
important Armenian scholar.

Trade, Art, Architecture and Learning

The Bagratuni kings did not mint any coins. ‘Abbasid and Byzan-
tine coins were widely used in Armenia. Armenia at this time
exported manufactured goods, silver, copper, iron, arsenic, borax,
and salt. Dried fish were exported to Mesopotamia. Falcons were
sent as tribute to the caliph, and Armenian horses and mules were
highly prized. Armenia had forests, and walnut wood was exported
to Baghdad, as were furs and leather goods. Armenian carpets were
also in demand at this period, especially those made from goat hair.
The textile industry thrived, mainly due to Armenian dyes. The
wine-red dye, referred to by the Arabs as girmiz, had been espe-
cially valued since antiquity, and was made from the dried shells of
the cochineal, an insect that feeds on the roots of a particular plant
growing on the slopes of Mount Ararat. In addition, Armenia pro-
duced silk in the Artsakh, Siunik, and Ganja regions.

The Bagratid era produced a number of important historians:
Avristakes of Lastivert described Armeno-Byzantine relations and
the Tondrakian movement of the later Bagratid period, ending his
history with a detailed account of the Seljuk invasion of Ani and the
Battle of Manzikert (1071). Catholicos John Draskhanakertsi (Ca-
tholicos Hovhannes V, known as the “historian”) wrote a History of
Armenia. One of the most valuable works of this period, due to the
accuracy of its chronology, is Stepan of Taron’s (also known as
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Asoghik) Universal History. The work not only details the history
of the Armenians up to the eleventh century, but contains concise
and valuable information on the Georgians, Jews, Persians, Romans,
Greeks, Arabs, Egyptians, Bulgars, Georgians, and Abkhaz. Thomas
Artsruni’s History ofthe House ofthe Artsrunik details conditions in
Vaspurakan during the reign of King Gagik Artsruni. Movses Dask-
hurantsi’s (some sources refer to him Movses Kaghangatvatsi)
History of the Caucasian Albanians is the only existing source in
any language on this people, who were eventually assimilated by
Armenians, Persians, Arabs, and Turks.

Other literary figures are Khosrov of Andzev, a superb mystic
poet and religious commentator; Bishop Ukhtanes of Sebastia, who
described the separation of the Georgian and Armenian Churches;
and the historian Pseudo-Shapuh Bagratuni. Other minor literary
works are the poems and commentaries of Grigor Magistros Pahla-
vuni; the sharakans of Catholicos Petros I; and the eulogies of
Vardan of Ani. Finally, there are the philosophical writings of John
the Philosopher and the poems of the famed mystic Grigor of Narek
(St. Gregory of Narek), the author of the Book ofLamentations.

The Bagratuni period was the most prolific era of Armenian
Church architecture. In fact, most of the surviving churches in pre-
sent-day Armenia are from this period. The Bagratuni Kkings,
wealthy merchants, and nakharars supported the construction of
numerous of churches in Ani, some of which have survived. The
churches on Lake Sevan and the cathedrals of Kars, Argina, and
Ani, as well as the monasteries of Marmashen and Khdzkunk, were
completed. The construction of the monasteries of Tatew, Sanahin,
Haghpat, Geghard, and Makaravank began in this period and con-
tinued for the next two centuries. The castle-fortress and church of
Amberd and the church of Bdjni are also from this period. One of
the most impressive architectural monuments is the Cathedral of
Holy Cross in Aghtamar, commissioned by Gagik Artsruni. This
jewel of architecture and relief sculpture contains impressive wall
paintings representing Adam and Eve, the Annunciation, and the
Last Judgement. Other masterpieces of relief sculpture are repre-
sented in the numerous khachkars, or stone-lace crosses, which
began to appear in the ninth century and would reach their zenith in
the fourteenth century.

The illuminated manuscripts of this period represent a number of
schools. They either stressed decoration at the expense of the human
form, or emphasize the natural appearance of the human form, as il-
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lustrated in the Ejmiatsin Gospel of 989. The most unique example
of manuscript illumination is the Gospel of Moghni, which distilled
various ancient and contemporary styles to arrive at a distinct Ar-
menian style. By the eleventh century, Byzantine influence had
begun to make inroads in a number of larger miniatures commis-
sioned by the Bagratunis, as seen in the Trebizond Gospel at the
Mkhitarist Library in Venice and the Gospel of King Gagik of Kars.

The Bagratunis restored the Armenian kingdom and, for a time,
managed to balance Arab, Byzantine, and internal Armenian pres-
sures. They kept parts of Armenia independent and prevented the
establishment of major Muslim settlements in Armenia. It was the
unrelenting intrusive policy of the Byzantines, however, which fi-
nally destroyed the Bagratunis, as well as the Artsrunis. Ironically,
Byzantium’s policy toward Armenia contributed to the doom of its
own empire, for with the disappearance of the Armenian buffer zone
and the inability of the Byzantines to replace the Armenian armies,
the way was left open for the Seljuk Turks to penetrate the region
(see chapter 11). Ani fell in 1064 and Kars followed a year later. Fi-
nally, in 1071, the Seljuks defeated the Byzantine emperor in
Manzikert and historic Armenia soon fell under Turkish rule. The
Georgian Bagratids, however, continued to flourish and ruled parts
of Georgia until the nineteenth century.
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East Meets West
The Cilician Kingdom ofArmenia
(ca. 1075-1375)

HE CILICIAN period, culminating in the establishment of a

new Armenian kingdom in 1199, represents a unique chapter

in the history of the Armenian people. For the first time Ar-
menians created an independent state in lands outside their historic
homeland. It is also the first time that Armenians were in a region
with direct access to the sea and came into close contact with the
emerging nations in Western Europe and the Roman Catholic
Church.

Cilicia is a wide plain on the Mediterranean coast of Asia Minor.
Surrounded by three mountain chains (the Taurus to the northwest,
the Anti-Taurus to the northeast and the Amanus to the east), Cilicia
offered a secure enclave, for the narrow mountain passes, most fa-
mous of which are the Cilician Gates, were easily defended against
invaders. The coastline and the navigable rivers, as well as a number
of trade centers made the region ideal for those Armenians who
were forced to leave Armenia in the eleventh century.

Armenians in Cilicia

Cilicia had been under Byzantine control since the mid-tenth cen-
tury. After re-conquering it from the Arabs, the Byzantines had
expelled the Muslims and had brought in Christians, especially Ar-
menians from Lesser Armenia, to repopulate the land. Following the
Byzantine and Turkish invasions of Armenia, more Armenians ar-
rived in Cilicia, bringing their families and retinues. After the fall of
the Bagratid kingdom, the Byzantine Empire assigned a number of
Armenian military commanders to Cilicia. The Byzantines gave
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them the duty of protecting this corridor to the heartland of Byzan-
tium from Turkish and Arab attacks. Having lost their own fiefs,
being somewhat distant from the center of Byzantium, and protected
by mountains, a number of Armenian lords were able to achieve
some level of autonomy.

Among these chieftains, two houses, the Rubenids and Hetu-
mids, emerged as dominant forces and, by the end of the eleventh
century, rivaled each other for the control of the plain. The
Rubenids, who later claimed to be related to the Bagratunis, chal-
lenged Byzantine authority early on and controlled the mountainous
region east of the Cilician Gates, with the fortress of Vahka as their
headquarters. The Hetumids remained loyal vassals of Byzantium
and maintained the fortresses of Lambron and Baberon as their
power base. The Rubenids soon sought to extend their control
southward to the lower plain with its trade routes and ports. This
aggressive policy brought them into conflict with the Hetumids. It is
at this time that an event occurred that helped Rubenid ambitions,
the arrival of the West European forces of the First Crusade
(1096-1099).

The Crusades and the Armenians

The Crusades were an outlet for the political, religious and eco-
nomic ambitions of the West. In 1010, the Fatimid ruler of Egypt,
al-Hakim, abrogated the spirit of an agreement reached in 807 by
Harun al-Rashid and Charlemagne, which permitted pilgrimages to
Christian sites in Jerusalem. Al-Hakim’s persecution of Christians
and the destruction of many churches, combined with armed con-
flicts among Muslim adventurers for the control of Syria and
Jerusalem, made pilgrimages extremely difficult. The Seljuk con-
quest of Jerusalem in the late eleventh century actually brought
some order, but the years of suffering had left a negative impression
in Europe.

In 1095, the Byzantines, who were under attack by the Seljuks,
asked Europe for military aid. One of their goals was the restoration
of Jerusalem to Christian control. Since the Greek and Roman
churches had split in 1054, a crusade into former Byzantine lands
would give Rome leverage in any future discussions of terms for a
reunion. Byzantium’s call, therefore, was too tempting for Pope Ur-
ban Il to resist. Moreover, the Papacy had been involved in a bitter
struggle with the German emperors over the leadership of Christian
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Europe. If the pope could convince other European principalities to
send armies under the Church’s banner his position would become
paramount.

In 1095 in Claremont, France, the pope called for a holy war.
The result was the creation of a large army of lords and knights,
clerics, and adventurers. Kings trying to establish order found the
crusade an outlet to rid themselves of troublesome groups. Younger
and landless members of noble families who hoped to gain fiefs in
the Middle East embraced the cause, while others sought financial
rewards from supplies and commerce. For the pious, the assurance
of a plenary papal indulgence was the primary motivation.

Neither the Muslims nor the Byzantines were prepared for such a
group of devout Christians, able warriors, and plunderers. The Byz-
antine emperor immediately punished any looting and reminded the
knights that any territory recovered was to revert to his control. The
Muslims were distracted by a Shi‘i-Sunni struggle between the
Fatimids of Egypt and the forces of the Caliph in Baghdad, and by
the divisive ambitions of local emirs, who aspired to independent
rule. Upon arrival in Cilicia, the corridor to Syria and Jerusalem, the
Crusaders sought out Armenians as guides, purveyors of supplies or
soldiers.

By 1099 Jerusalem had fallen to the Christians, who massacred
the Muslim and Jewish inhabitants. The death of the papal legate
left the region in the hands of the feudal barons, who soon carved
out the Crusader or Latin states of Tripoli, Edessa, Antioch, and Je-
rusalem. Neither the Byzantines nor the Arabs were strong enough
to resist the newcomers. The Rubenids befriended the Crusaders or
“Franks” as they were called by the natives, and soon became the
dominant power in Cilicia.

From the very beginning, the Armenian and Crusader leaders
had to deal with their own territorial ambitions. Edessa, which was
controlled by an Armenian, for example, was taken over by Baldwin
of Boulogne, who assumed the title of Count of Edessa. Other minor
Armenian, Byzantine and Arab chiefs soon lost their lands to the
ambitious crusading lords of Antioch and Tripoli. The Rubenids and
the Hetumids remained the only Armenian lords to control their
own territories. Taking advantage of the situation, the Rubenids ex-
panded at the expense of the Byzantines. Toros (1102-1129)
captured the fortresses of Bardzberd and Anazarba from the Greeks
and made it the center of Rubenid rule. His brother, Levon or Leo
(1129-1137) expanded the Rubenid domains to the sea. A number of
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alliances with the Latin rulers, especially with Count Raymond of
Antioch, kept the Rubenid position secure. In 1137, the Byzantine
emperor, John Comnenus, after restoring Byzantine power in Serbia
and Hungary, invaded Cilician Armenia on the way to Antioch,
which was to have been turned over to Byzantium by the Crusaders.
The Hetumids cooperated with the emperor in capturing Rubenid
fortresses and Antioch. Levon, his wife and two sons, Ruben and
Toros, were taken captive to Constantinople, while Count Raymond
was left in Antioch as a vassal of Byzantium.

Levon, his wife and Ruben all died in captivity; but Toros (sub-
sequently Toros 1) managed to escape. He returned to Cilicia where
a few years later he succeeded in restoring Rubenid power. His task
was facilitated by the death of John Comnenus in 1143 and by the
fall of Edessa to the Zangids, which prompted the unsuccessful Sec-
ond Crusade in 1147-1149. The Armenians of Edessa escaped to
Cilicia and Antioch, and the County of Edessa was divided among
the Byzantines and the Muslims. Around this time the fortress of
Hromkla (Rum Qalat) located on the Euphrates River, was granted
to the Armenian catholicos by a noblewoman. Despite the fact that
for most of that time it was deep in Muslim-held territory, it became
the Holy See of the Armenians for the next one hundred years.

Toros Il (1144-1169) reclaimed his father’s domain and, when
the Byzantine-Antioch rapprochement suffered a setback, made an
alliance with Count Reginald of Antioch. Emperor Manuel Com-
nenus, however, demanded the submission of Cilicia as a vassal
state and invaded the region. Baldwin, now king of Jerusalem and
related by marriage to the Byzantine Emperor, mediated and Toros
kept his land as a nominal vassal.

The rise of the Zangid State and its capture of Damascus under
Nur al-Din forced the Christians to abandon their differences and to
seek common alliances. Toros managed to keep peace by remaining
on good terms with both the Byzantines and the Muslims. He even
tried an unsuccessful marriage alliance between the Rubenid and
Hetumid houses. His diplomacy and alliances created a strong
Rubenid state recognized by the Byzantines and the Latin principali-
ties.

Toros died in 1169 and his brother Mleh, who may have con-
verted to Islam, killed Toros’ son, allied himself with Nur al-Din
and ruled Rubenid Cilicia. The death of the Zangid chief left Mleh
powerless, and he was ousted in favor of Toros’ nephew Ruben II
(1175-1187). Ruben struggled with the Hetumids and the new
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Count of Antioch, Bohemond. He was not an able ruler and abdi-
cated in favor of his brother, Levon, who took over the family
fortunes in 1187. Once again external events catapulted the Rube-
nids into a favorable position.

Saladin, a Kurd who had risen in the service of the Zangids, cap-
tured Cairo from the Fatimids in 1171, united it with Syria and
established the Ayyubid dynasty. In 1187 he captured Jerusalem and
although he spared Christian lives, his action launched the Third
Crusade (1189-1192). This crusade, despite efforts of the pope, was
primarily a lay and royal affair. The German ruler, Frederick Bar-
barossa, Richard | (the Lion-Hearted) of England, and Philip 1l
Augustus of France led a great host of knights who managed to cap-
ture Acre but failed to retake Jerusalem. Frederick’s formidable
force disintegrated after he drowned in Cilicia. Saladin’s favorable
position and the rivalry between Richard and Philip, as well as the
eventual departure of the European monarchs, left only the narrow
strip of coastal states of Antioch, Tripoli and Tyre in Christian
hands. Although the Third Crusade was a failure, one result of this
episode was the capture of Cyprus by Richard and its sale to Guy de
Lusignan, whose family would later become rulers of Cilician Ar-
menia.

The Emergence ofa New Armenian Kingdom

With the Latin states left vulnerable, Cilicia now assumed a new
strategic importance, and European secular leaders requested its
military and financial assistance to the crusading forces. Levon
sought to use the situation to his advantage by seeking a royal
crown. There is some evidence to indicate that Frederick Barbarossa
had promised a crown to Levon in exchange for his assistance dur-
ing the Third Crusade. After some correspondence, Levon finally
received a crown from Frederick’s successor, the German Emperor
Henry VI. He was crowned as King Levon | (Leo I) on 6 January
1199 in the Cathedral of Tarsus before the Rubenid, Hetumid, and
Crusader nobility. He was anointed by the catholicos and received
the royal insignia from the papal and imperial legate, Conrad, Arch-
bishop of Mainz. A second crown arrived from the Byzantine
Emperor as a reminder that Byzantium still viewed Cilicia and its
ruler as her vassals.

Levon’s coronation began a crisis, which continued throughout
the life of the kingdom: the question of religious unity with the Ro-
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man Catholic Church. Levon’s crown came from the Holy Roman
Emperor and was blessed by the pope, whom Western Europe
viewed as the head of Christendom. There is no evidence of Levon
agreeing to the supremacy of the Roman Church prior to his corona-
tion. After the event, however, he asked the Armenian clergy to
make a minor change in the Armenian liturgy and to concede a
“special respect” to the pope as the successor of St. Peter. A move
towards closer ties with Rome received the support of some of the
clergy, such as Bishop Nerses of Lambron, but after the latter’s
death in 1199, the Armenian clergy rejected any compromise. The
rift was to weaken the dynasty and was exploited by both the pa-
pacy and the Crusaders.

Levon’s elevation to the rank of king and his recognition by
Europe put Cilicia on European maps, where it was referred to as
“Petit Armenia.” It also enabled Levon to gain the control of the
Cilician plain and its ports. He broke the power of the Hetumids, es-
tablished a new capital at Sis (see map 16), and managed to create a
number of important marriage alliances with Cyprus, Antioch and
Byzantium. One such alliance, with Antioch, proved problematic.
Levon’s niece, Alice, had married the son of Bohemond of Antioch,
but was soon widowed and left with a son, Raymond-Ruben. After
Bohemond’s death, Levon wanted for an Armenian regent to take
over Antioch and unite it with Cilicia, which would result in an even
stronger and more important Armenian state. The pope and the em-
peror initially supported Levon’s plan, but the Italian merchants of
Antioch and Bohemond’s younger son, who ruled Tripoli, objected,
and, after a three-year war, ousted the young heir, Raymond-Ruben.

Such problems notwithstanding, Levon’s rule created a kingdom
that was to last for almost two centuries. His relationship with the
nobility was not based on the Armenian nakharar system, but on the
Western feudal one of sovereign to vassal. Western feudal law was
used to judge cases involving the court and nobility. In fact, the As-
sizes of Antioch, the main code of law used in the Crusader states,
has survived only in its Armenian translation. Nobles were knighted
in the European tradition, and jousts and tournaments became popu-
lar. Latin and French terms of nobility and official titles soon
replaced their Armenian equivalents; for example, paron (baron) in-
stead of nakharar, and gonstapl (constable) rather than sparapet.
French and Latin became accepted languages at court. Even the
Armenian alphabet was extended to accommodate the new sounds
of “0” and “f,” introduced by European languages. Western feudal
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dress became the norm, and French names became common among
the courtiers and their wives. Finally, following the European cus-
tom of alliances, Armenian noblewomen married into European and
Byzantine noble houses. Conversions to Catholicism or the Greek
Orthodox faith became common among the nobles. The rest of Ar-
menian society did not imitate these pro-Western tendencies,
however. Armenian merchants intermarried far less frequently, and
the population at large, led by the Armenian Apostolic Church, was
decidedly anti-Western. The catholicos, with the aid of at least four-
teen bishops, supervised the religious affairs of Cilicia from
Hromkla. A number of Armenian monasteries were founded as well.

The most notable result of Levon’s successful rule was the
growth of commerce. Cilicia was a link for several trade routes from
Central Asia and the Persian Gulf. Armenian merchants made con-
tact with other traders and opened trading houses in China and
Europe. European missionaries recorded that at this time Armenian
churches were being built as far away as China. The port of Ayas,
on the Gulf of Alexandretta, later became a main center of
East-West commerce and is mentioned by Marco Polo as the start-
ing point of his trip to China. Its bazaars sold dyes, silk, spices,
cotton, wine, raisins, carpets and pearls. Cilician goat-hair cloth,
salt, iron, and timber were exported. Levon signed agreements with
the Italian city states of Genoa, Venice and Pisa, granting them tax
exemptions in exchange for trade. The ports of Tarsus, Adana and
Mamistra were soon large cities full of foreign merchants, domi-
nated by the Italians, who according to agreements had their own
trading establishments, churches and courts. Italian soon became the
secondary language of Cilician commerce.

Levon died in 1219, leaving one of his daughters, named Isabelle
or Zabel, as his heir. At Levon’s death, the situation in the Middle
East was very different from the previous century. The Fourth Cru-
sade (1202-1204), led by the Venetians, had not attacked the
Muslims, but had captured and looted Constantinople, considerably
weakening the Byzantine Empire. Saladin’s dynasty, the Ayyubid,
was now a major force in Egypt, prompting the unsuccessful Fifth
Crusade (1218-1221). The half-Armenian prince Raymond-Ruben,
who had been driven out of Antioch, assumed the throne of Levon
with the support of the pope, but was immediately ousted by the
Armenian nobles, led by the Hetumids, who saw their chance of as-
suming control. Zabel was then married to Philip of Antioch with
the understanding that he would adopt Armenian customs and be-
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come a member of the Armenian Church. Philip, however, dis-
dained Armenian customs and spent most of his time in Antioch.
The Armenian nobility decided to end the marriage; Philip was ar-
rested and eventually poisoned. The Hetumid regent, Constantine
now arranged the marriage of Zabel to his own son, Hetum. Zabel,
who seems to have been fond of Philip, fled the kingdom and even
after her marriage to Hetum refused to live with her husband for
some time. By 1226, however, the two were crowned at Sis and the
Rubenid-Hetumid line was bom.

Zabel and Hetum reigned from 1226 to 1252. Their joint reign
was commemorated in coins bearing both their images; only the
second time the image of a woman had appeared on Armenian coin-
age. After Zabel’s death, Hetum continued to rule until 1270, the
longest rule of any Cilician king. Hetum’s brother, Smbat, served as
constable and was an intimate and wise counselor to the king. Al-
though the Ayyubids, and later the Mamluks, as well as the Seljuks,
made periodic sorties against Cilicia, the era is known for its flower-
ing of the arts. The most important political event of this period,
however, was the arrival of the Mongols in the Middle East.

The Mongols and Cilician Armenia

Genghis Khan, who managed in a short time to conquer a large part
of Asia, united the Mongols in 1206. Following his death in 1227,
his son and grandson completed the conquest of China and Russia,
and entered Eastern Europe, where they defeated Western armies in
Poland, Hungary and Germany, and reached the Adriatic Sea. Such
an empire was obviously too large and diverse for one ruler, and the
Mongols eventually divided their empire into four units. The first
group ruled Mongolia, western Siberia, and Central Asia. The sec-
ond, known as the llkhanids, controlled Persia, Armenia, Georgia,
and the Middle East. The third, called the Golden Horde, occupied
Russia, Ukraine, and parts of Poland, while the fourth moved to
China and formed the Yuan dynasty under Kublai Khan, who acted
as the leader of the Mongols and did much to promote international
trade (see map 17). The Ilkhanids, who were mostly shamanists,
fought the Muslim Seljuks and Mamluks in the Middle East. The
Papacy, the Crusaders, and the Armenians, therefore, made every
effort to gain an alliance with the Ilkhanids and at the same time
convert them to Christianity.
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Hetum was the first ruler who realized the importance of this
new force in the area and sent his brother Smbat to the Mongol cen-
ter at Karakorum. Smbat met Kublai’s brother, Mongke Khan and,
in 1247, made an alliance against the Muslims. On his return, Smbat
passed through historic Armenia, the first time that any Cilician
leader had seen his ancestral homeland. In 1254, Hetum visited
Karakorum himself and renewed the alliance. The alliance helped
Cilicia initially but, in 1260, the llkhanids were defeated by the
Mamluks and retreated to Persia. The Mamluks then attacked and
devastated Cilicia. In 1269 Hetum abdicated in favor of his son
Levon Il (1269-1289), who was forced to pay a large annual tribute
to the Mamluks. The Mamluks continued their attacks during the
reign of his son, Hetum Il, and sacked Hromkla in 1292, prompting
the Holy See to move to Sis. Hetum’s sister married into the Lusig-
nan family of Cyprus, and her children later inherited the Cilician
throne. Hetum Il, a devout Catholic, sought a closer union with
Rome. His efforts did not materialize, and he abdicated first in favor
of his brother and later of his nephew, Levon Ill. Although Cilicia
enjoyed a measure of economic prosperity under the Hetumids, the
troubled reign of Hetum Il caused a sense of political instability in
the kingdom at a time when a strong effective leadership was badly
needed to deal with the Muslim threat. For it was at this time that
the llkhanid Mongols adopted Islam, the religion of the majority of
their subject people. Hetum, now a Franciscan monk, together with
Levon and forty Cilician nobles, made one more attempt at a Mon-
gol alliance against the Mamluks. Upon their arrival at the llkhanid
headquarters in northern Syria, all forty-two were put to death.

The Collapse of Cilician Armenia

Yet another brother of Hetum, Oshin, assumed the throne and con-
vened the Church councils at Sis in 1307 and Adana in 1316 where
a number of Armenian clergy and nobles, hoping to receive military
aid from Europe, agreed to conform to Roman liturgical practices
and recognize the pope. The Armenian population, however, rose
against this decision. Oshin died in 1320. His son Levon IV, who
was even more strongly pro-West followed. When he died in 1341
there were no direct descendants of the Rubenid-Hetumid line left,
and the throne changed hands between the Lusignans pf Cyprus and
the Hetumid nobles.
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Guy de Lusignan and the Hetumid Constantine Il and 1V ruled
for a relatively short time and made concessions to the Mamluks in
exchange for periods of peace. They were removed by rivals or by
Armenian leaders suspicious of their pro-Western sentiments. The
last Cilician king, Levon V of the Lusignan line, was crowned at Sis
in 1374. He was captured a year later by the Mamluks, who took
him to Cairo from where he was ransomed by his European rela-
tives. Levon attempted to revive the Crusader spirit in Europe, but
died in France in 1393 and was originally interred in the Celestins
Convent. The tomb was ransacked with the rest of the monastery
during the French Revolution. Levon’s empty tomb was recovered
and is at present in the Church of St. Denis, the resting place of
French monarchs. lIronically Levon’s title of King of Armenia
passed to John | of Cyprus, whose descendants then passed it on to
the House of Savoy; they used the title as late as the nineteenth cen-
tury. The Cilician Armenian nobility eventually left for Byzantium,
Armenia and Georgia, while Armenian merchants immigrated to
France, Holland, Italy and Poland. A century later Cilicia became
part of the Ottoman Empire and its Armenian towns and villages
came under Turkish rule.

Arts and Culture

Despite its Armenian majority, Cilicia was home to a variety of
peoples, all of who contributed to the richness of Cilician culture.
Greeks, Syrian Jacobites, Arabs and Jews lived in the region, each
supporting their own religious institutions. Italian merchants and
European knights made their home in or frequented the ports of
Cilicia. The French language and customs had spread among the
Armenian nobility and most of the merchants spoke Italian.
European works, including histories, written originally in Latin,
found their way into Armenian translations. As noted, the Assizes of
Antioch, the code of law used in the Crusader states, has survived
only in its Armenian translation. A number of original works of this
period are significant as well. The earlier history of Cilicia is re-
corded in the Chronicle of Matthew of Edessa. The Chronicle of
Constable Smbat, the brother of Hetum I, is the most valuable ac-
count of the Cilician Kingdom. His revision of the medieval
Armenian law code of Mkhitar Gosh and the account of his trip to
the court of the Mongols, are important as well. Hetum, Prince of
Cyprus, a nephew of Hetum |, offered another valuable account.
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Known as the Little Chronicle and written in 1307, it contains a his-
torical and geographical survey of Asia, followed by a history of the
Mongols, focusing in particular on the conflicts between the llkha-
nids and the Mamluks, and concluding with a plan for a new
crusade. Catholicos Nerses, known as Shnorhali (the Gracious), left
his Lamentations on the Fall of Edessa, as well as many sharakans
or hymns used in the Armenian mass.

Poetry, including poems on love and other secular themes, ap-
peared in the last two centuries of Cilician Armenia. Those of John
of Erzinga (Hovhannes Erzingatsi) were written in the early Arme-
nian vernacular, sometimes referred to as Middle Armenian.

In the realm of science is Mkhitar of Her (Khoi), the founder of
classical Armenian medicine; whose knowledge of Arabic, Greek,
and Persian enabled him to write specific works on several branches
of medicine. Other major literary figures are Nerses of Lambron and
Vardan the Great (Vardan Areveltsi). The former was a versatile
philosopher, translator, orator, and musician; while the latter visited
the Mongol court in Central Asia and befriended Hulagu in Persia.
His Historical Compilation is a rich historical source, especially on
the Mongol rule in Armenia and Persia.

What has survived of Cilician architecture resembles Crusader
castles and fortresses and copies Byzantine and Western edifices of
the period. Although no significant sculpture has survived from
Cilicia, reliquary and silver bible bindings from the thirteenth cen-
tury display the craftsmanship of Cilicia’s silversmiths. The glory of
the period, however, is undoubtedly its illuminated manuscripts
from the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Humans, animals, flowers
and geometric designs are depicted in rich colors and glittering gold.
The most renowned are those of Toros Roslin, who used contempo-
rary costumes and naturalism in biblical themes and combined both
Asian and European motifs.

There are a number of reasons for the rise and fall of the Arme-
nian Kingdom of Cilicia. The geographical position of Cilicia, the
arrival of Armenian feudal families and the temporary weakness of
Byzantium permitted the rise of the Rubenids and Hetumids. The
coming of the crusades gave the Armenians sufficient political, eco-
nomic and strategic importance to form first, a principality and later,
a kingdom. However, the failure of successive crusades; division
among the Christian forces; the refusal of the Armenian Church to
accept Roman suzerainty; the rise of the Ayyubid and Mamluk
states; the fall of the last Crusader bastion in 1291; and the conver-
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sion of the llkhanid Mongols to Islam, all contributed to the fall of
the Armenian Kingdom. By the fourteenth century, Europe had be-
come involved in its own state-building. The expulsion of the
Muslims out of much of Spain spelled the end of the crusading
spirit, and Europe largely abandoned its interests in the Christians
living in Asia. This was to have major repercussions for the West,
for the Ottoman Turks would soon destroy Byzantium and enter
Eastern Europe, where they would remain for some four centuries.

