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The two-volume set that the gentle reader has just opened is the 
outcome of a joint effort originating from the collaborative project 
Cultural Interactions in the Medieval Subcaucasian Region: Historio-
graphical and Art-Historical Perspectives (GF21-01706L). Funded by 
the Czech Science Foundation (gačr) and the Swiss National Science 
Foundation (snsf), the research that led to the conception and real-
ization of this book brought together scholars from the Universities 
of Fribourg and Brno under the joint supervision of the two principal 
investigators Michele Bacci and Ivan Foletti. For three years, scholars 
from both research groups gathered regularly and exchanged knowl-
edge, methodological inputs, and scholarly drafts at various stages of 
completion. Naturally, this also meant that  we confronted each oth-
er’s ideas in an open and stimulating critical debate. Field research 
in Georgia and Armenia and regular meetings fostering numerous 
exchanges of insights have thus brought about a truly valuable in-
ternational symbiosis that aims here to propose an innovative look at 
medieval art from one of the most interesting (and still often neglect-
ed) geographic areas on the border between Asia and Europe. 

The first volume aims to presents a first, long-overdue overview of 
the mechanisms through which the history of the last two centuries 
has contributed (sometimes devastatingly) to the marginalization of 
what were major centers of pre-modern culture. It takes a sharp look 
at the influence of the social and political climate on those figures 
writing histories and shaping current events. The second volume 
aims, starting from relevant case studies from Armenian and Geor-
gian contexts, to provide a fresh interpretive framework to medieval 
sacred space as a dynamic experiential environment that structures 
both individual and collective approaches to the “metahuman” sphere.

With this work, we aim to follow in the steps of such scholars – to 
cite only a few of our dear colleagues – as Patrick Donabédian, Antony 
Eastmond, Timothy Greenwood, Armen Kazarjan, Dickran Kouymi-
jan, Christina Maranci, Annegret Plontke-Lüning, Ioanna Rapti, Ste-
fano Riccioni, Zaza Skhirtladze, and Gerhard Wolf, who are so strong-
ly engaged in giving an international dimension to the investigation of 
the visual cultures of the Southern Caucasus and in fostering deeper 
knowledge of one of the most significant regions in the history of hu-
man culture.

preface
Michele Bacci, Ivan Foletti
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The geographical area of the Southern Caucasus today encompasses 
modern Armenia, Georgia, and Azerbaijan, ranging from the Cauca-
sian Mountains to the Black Sea coast of Anatolia in the West, through 
the Armenian highlands, and finally to the Caspian Sea on the coast 
of Iran to the East. Medieval Southern Caucasia was originally com-
posed of the kingdom of Caucasian Albania (which mainly existed on 
the territory of the present-day republic of Azerbaijan), Greater and 
Lesser Armenia, and western and eastern Georgia, i.e., the kingdoms 
of Lazica (Egrisi) and Iberia (Kartli). The region, despite the quality 
and importance of preserved monuments confirming its place as one 
of the major centers of medieval culture and creativity, has remained 
until recently on the margins of art historical studies and its canon.1 
The purpose of this book is to uncover the grounds for such a par-
adoxical positioning in the historiography of the last two centuries. 
During this period which also corresponds to the birth and maturing 
of modern art history, studies on the South Caucasus were – as is the 
case for other geographical and thematic areas of what came to be 
called “world art history” – heavily conditioned by geopolitical stakes 
and by the social and cultural perception of the modern regions.2

Previous research on this issue had convinced us that the marginal-
ization of Southern Caucasian cultures could be attributed to the gaze 
that the great world empires turned to the region and by the political 
games played there – from the early nineteenth century through the 
turbulences of the fin-de-siècle, the First World War and the heritage 
of its devastating treatises, and to the Second World War’s aftermath.3 
In essence, this volume aims to outline how, from the first annexation 
of the Kartli-Kakheti Kingdom in 1801, until the end of the Cold War in 
1991, medieval art of the region was rediscovered, studied, and present-
ed. In doing so, we would like to actively participate in demarginalizing 
this region by contributing to urgent historiographical debates. 

imperialism, colonialism, orientalism

The basic question that we address in the following pages is the way 
in which historical disciplines and in particular art history have been 
used, over nearly two centuries, by various actors that have been en-
tangled in the region’s political and cultural affairs. Conversely, we 
aim to understand how these same historical disciplines have been 
shaped by political and cultural circumstances. This is by no means 
a unique dialectic since entanglements between scholarship, politics, 
and culture have been outlined in many other contexts. These entan-
glements are particulary important to understand in the frame of 
what can be termed changes in regime, such as the transformations 

1	 On the issues around the canon 
of art history, see already the 
groundbreaking collective 
reflection Camille et al. 1996. 
Therein especially the 
contribution by Zeynep Çelik, 
pp. 202–205. On these issues, 
see also, with pertinence chiefly 
to Byzantine studies, Nelson 
1996; Idem 1997. For similar 
issues within Islamic studies, 
Flood 2007; Shalem 2012, both 
with a rich bibliography.

2	 On the issues and challenges 
around the birth of “world art 
history” and its more recent 
avatar, “global art history”, the 
bibliography is exponential. See, 
e.g., Below/Von Bismarck 2005; 
Pfisterer 2008; Mersmann 2014. 
More bibliography throughout 
this volume.

3	 Foletti/Thunø 2016; Foletti 
2016; Foletti/Riccioni 2018a; 
Foletti/Rakitin 2018; Idem 2020; 
Foletti 2021; Palladino 2021; 
Palladino et al. 2023; Foletti/
Rakitin 2023; Moraschi 2023; 
Palladino 2023.
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of art history with the birth of modern nationalisms, and the disci-
pline’s reactions to broader intellectual and historiographical trends 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.4

A notable aspect of the region at the center of this volume is that 
it lies at the convergence point of three perspectives which shaped 
the region’s historiography: colonialism, orientalist imperialism, and 
emergent racial theories (as addressed in the following section). First-
ly, for most of the period studied (1801 to 1991), the South Caucasian 
area was largely integrated into the Russian cultural world, first the 
Empire of the Czars and then the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics 
[1–2] – with the dramatic results that we know it had on modern con-
flicts in the region.5 The Kingdom of Kartli-Kakheti, one of the ances-
tors of present-day Georgia, became part of the Russian empire in 
1801, while Eastern Armenia would follow in 1828. Following this mo-
ment, Georgia (1918–1921) and Armenia (1918–1920) founded states 
which, while short-lived, embodied a crucial moment of hopes for the 
future.  After being occupied by Soviet Russia, these two states would 
have no autonomy but were always subjected to dominant rule as the 
province of a centralized and powerful state. This status, while radi-
cally changing in nature over nearly two centuries, carefully limited 
the autonomy of its provinces as much as possible. Thus, the South 
Caucasus endured a colonial relationship throughout this period.6

During the nineteenth century, the region was thus forcefully Rus-
sified. Saint Petersburg sought to limit (or drastically control) local 
religious and cultural institutions, while art and science were called 
upon, with increasing insistence, to demonstrate the inferiority of the 
region. In the years after the birth of the Soviet Union, at least rhetor-
ically, this changed, as the policy promoted by Lenin explicitly made 
room for diverse national cultures.7 The subsequent “Sovietization” 
desired by Stalin and presented as a step toward modernity had all 
the features of colonialism.8 This included the marginalization of local 
languages, as these were tied to “provincial” and “religious” culture 
and were abandoned in favor of Russian – which Stalinists viewed as 
a rational, scientific language devoid of “superstitions”. This time the 
colonizer-colonized model was built on the alleged scientific ground-
ing of Marxist doctrine, but in substance little or nothing changed: 
it was Moscow, the center, that dominated the colony-like regions of 
the empire. During and after the Second World War, this model was 
relativized to some extent, but the substance of relations between 
the center (Saint Petersburg followed by Moscow) and the non-Rus-
sian-speaking peripheralized colonies remained ontologically colo-
nial throughout the period studied. A further aspect is essential here: 

4	 On history, art history, and 
nationalisms, see, e.g., 
Geary 2002; Passini 2012; 
Elsner 2020a. 

5	 Mahé/Mahé 2012; 
Rayfield 2012.

6	 On the issue of Russian colo-
nialism and internal coloniza-
tion, two broadly discussed 
issues, see Gutmeyr 2002; 
Schimmelpenninck van der 
Oye 2010; Etkind 2011; 
Tolz  2011.

7	 Suny 1993, p. 146; 
Plokhy 2017, pp. 350 – 421.

8	 Plokhy 2017.

[1]	 Map of the Caucasus made 
in Tbilisi by Russian officer 
Tomkiev, 1801
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art and scholarship were actively integrated into this process through 
which the empire wanted to demonstrate the goodness, rationality, 
and scientific acuity of its actions. 

However, the Russian (and Soviet) imperial perspective is not the 
only one that determined the perception of medieval Caucasian art 
within art history and beyond. Imperialism and one of its most insid-
ious  tools, orientalism, affected all populations from West to Central 
to East Asia from a “Western” European perspective. Such percep-
tion of the Caucasus framed it as a place still savage and exotic. This 
view infected not only Western travelers but also the imagination of 
Russian soldiers and colonists, especially through the second half of 
the nineteenth century.9 The Southern Caucasus has been variously 

9	 In general, see, amongst a 
vast bibliography, Barthold 
1947; Said 1978; Idem 1985; 
Nochlin 1986; Lockmann 
2010; Schnepel / Brands /
Schönig 2011; Dubost /
Gasquet 2013. For selected 
perspectives focused on case 
studies, see Scotto 1992; 
Gutmeyr 2002; Marchand 
2009; Schimmelpenninck van 
der Oye 2010; Tolz 2011. 
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tied to West Asia, Central Asia, and Eastern Europe according to po-
litical and ideological necessity, which has generally been unteth-
ered from scientific definition by the continental geography of the 
tectonic plates. In this broader conception, most inhabitants of West 
Asia, including the Southern Caucasian populations, were consid-
ered unprepared for, or rather incapable, of independence. From the 
imperialist and orientalist perspective, they were thus viewed as ill-
equipped for self-government, an ideological position opposing the 
principle of self-determination. Such aspects emerged with strength 
at each appearance of the hope for regional independence. Added to 
this is the diffused idea of the “Orient’s” fundamental otherness and 
supposed irrationality, which contributed to the assessment of the 
populations (and their cultures) as somehow “backward” when com-
pared to European nations. As we shall see, the prevailing conception 
throughout the nineteenth and well into the twentieth century was 
of the Caucasus as incapable of self-governance, uncreative, unorig-
inal, and unself-determined. In parallel, throughout the nineteenth 
century, the idea of an Armenian and Georgian cultural world – close 
to that of Western Asia – that remained mysterious, savage, and noble 
was omnipresent. The volume by one of the best-selling authors of 
the nineteenth century, Alexandre Dumas (1802–1870), is emblem-
atic of this attitude. After a trip to the region in 1858, Dumas wrote 

[2]	 Administrative map of 
the Caucasus in the ussr, 
1957–1991
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of a violent, wild, yet wonderful land where pre-Christian memo-
ries, Christianity, the Eurasian Steppes, and Islamic history mingled 
somewhat harmoniously.10

In sum, large-scale political systems such as imperialism, colonial-
ism, and the multifaceted instrument that is Western orientalism 
have shaped the history of the South Caucasus and its perception. 
We will see how these systems likewise affected, modeled, and deter-
mined the history of art historical studies on the region’s monuments. 

from romanticism to race theory
and the cold war: the timeframe

Beginning our studies with the annexation of the Kingdom of Kartli-
-Kakheti to Russia might seem, at first glance, an overly pragmatic 
choice only loosely related to the history of studies. In reality, the 
year 1801 corresponds to the beginning of a profound transformation 
in the way the region was perceived by intellectuals and scholars in 
Russia and abroad.

Only scarce texts describe the South Caucasus and its monuments 
before the beginning of the nineteenth century. Besides a few early 
modern pilgrim accounts, from the end of the seventeenth to the be-
ginning of the eighteenth century, some important accounts were re-
corded by the travelers Jean-Baptiste Tavernier (1605–1689) and Jean 
Chardin (1643–1713), who were both traders in precious stones, and by 
the botanist Joseph Pitton de Tournefort (1656–1708).11 The taxonomic 
collecting practices of these three travelers, and others, impacted the 
vision of the material “East” in Europe from the eighteenth century 
onward. They share the fact that they were sent on missions by order 
of the King of France Louis xiv, who had special interests in trade 
relations and politics with eastern regions, specifically with the Ot-
toman and Persian Empires. The main purpose of these journeys was 
not to visit Armenia or Georgia, but these regions often only consisted 
of stopovers on the way to Persia, or even to India. Travelers were, in 
this time, as much scholars as they were spies, bringing back a  de-
formed vision of the “East”. What emerged in this early period was 
the conception of the Caucasus as a borderland region, a buffer zone 
for neighboring and occupant powers. However sparse in monument 
descriptions, these texts retain considerable historical interest and 
served as valuable guides for later travelers and acted as a source for 
encyclopedic descriptions and atlases. They were also sources of in-
spiration for thinkers such as Montesquieu (1689–1755) who, in the 
spirit of early orientalism, looked to the Caucasus as part of the myth-
ical and mistily dreamt Orient.12

10	 Dumas 1859.
11	 Tavernier 1676; Chardin 1686; 

Idem 1711; Tournefort 1717.
12	 On Louis xiv and the Orient, see 

Dew 2009.
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Until the end of the eighteenth century, these texts on the Caucasus 
frequently retained the same recurrent themes devoted to Antiquity 
or the supposed origins of Christianity, accompanied by references 
to ancient and Christian authors. Chardin notably used the ancient 
name of Colchide, i.e., Colchis, for the eastern coast of the Black Sea and 
Mingrelia. The mythical Colchis was the destination of Jason and the 
Argonauts. Two other central stories were that of Noah’s Ark landing 
on Mount Ararat and the myth of Prometheus, located by the ancient 
Greeks in the Caucasian mountains. These were themes that remained 
the object of almost mystical fascination for European travelers up 
until the twentieth century. These early texts also contained innu-
merable considerations of the local populations, their manners, cus-
toms, costumes, and physical aspects, as well as their activities. Such 
proto-etnographic descriptions were not free of prejudices: they re-
flected the European conviction of the economic, technical, scientific, 
and intellectual superiority of European civilization over the rest of 
the world.

In contrast, with the seizure of power by the Russian empire, things 
changed: from the years immediately following the annexation of the 
kingdom of Kartli-Kakheti by the Czars, volumes of Georgian histo-
ry were published to explain the deep-rooted reasons – religious and 
cultural – for this union. These are, as we shall see in the first chapter, 
partly propagandistic texts that were generally not written by spe-
cialists in the region.13 Nevertheless, they synthesized the historical 
knowledge about the region. In the first half of the nineteenth century, 
next to these volumes, we find mainly accounts of amateur travelers, 
but it must noted that the historical and artistic attention to the region 
became more and more important for Russian, French, and German 
interests.14 This situation must also be seen in parallel to broader geo-
political games. In the context of the rivalry between Russia, England, 
and France, Napoleon’s gaze on the entirety of West Asia, Persia, and 
the Caucasus will prompt travels, studies, and even, as a side effect, 
the creation of the first Chair of Armenian language in Paris, starting 
from 1812.15

In those same years and independent of “field research”, a second es-
sential perspective emerged: in the German Empire, in one of the ear-
liest comprehensive attempts to write a universal history of art, the art 
historian Carl Schnaase (1798–1875), discussed in some detail the art 
of the Caucasus as an integral part of this great history. In Schnaase’s 
art history, questions of self-determination and the local populations 

– intimately linked with their capacity to produce “innovative” and 
“creative” art – first enter the art historical sphere with full force.16

13	 Bolkhovitinov 1802; 
Glinka 1833.

14	 Muraviov 1848; Gagarin 1856. 
On travelers to the South Cau-
casus chiefly in the nineteenth 
century, see Vinson 2000; 
Niederl-Garber 2013; Sanikidze 
2014; Doloukhanian 2018; 
Badalyan Riegg 2019; Ferrari/
Haroutyunian/Lucca 2021.

15	 See Amini 1995; for the Chair 
of Armenian, see Macler 1912.

16	 Schnaase 1844.
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The choice to begin our volume in 1801 is thus justified in our view 
precisely because it is a real watershed moment in the history of the 
region. For political reasons, but also because of the emergence of 
art history as an academic discipline, the first half of the nineteenth 
century is a constitutive period for studies on the region, but above 
all for the construction of the origin myths on which later analyses 
were based. 

These myths enter into resonance with yet another crucial aspect for 
the Southern Caucasus and the inclusion of art history within the 
humanities as a scientific discipline: race theory. Indeed, the popu-
lations of the Caucasus and the idea of a “Caucasian race” – one of the 
three main racial classifications defined in the eighteenth century 

– are profoundly intertwined, a fact that runs throughout the narra-
tives on the region’s culture and art. With reference to Mount Cauca-
sus and the myths located in the Caucasus – including the previously 
discussed belief in the region as the place of Prometheus’ suffering 
and of the landing of Noah’s Ark – figures such as the anatomist Jo-
hann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752–1840) defined the umbrella term 

“Caucasian” as a racial phenotype based on cranial morphology. Blu-
menbach used the skull of a nineteenth-century Georgian woman to 
define the ideal cranial form for the “Caucasian” race, concretizing 
and cementing early forms of “scientific racism” [3].17 The outdat-
ed term “Caucasian” has a long history and, especially in the United 
States, is still inappropriately used as a synonym for “white”, “Eu-
ropean”, or “Western”.18 In such a way, as early as the seventeenth 
century but especially in the eighteenth century with the formula-
tion of the notion of race that was quickly applied and integrated 
into science and scholarship, the practices of marginalization and 
exclusion that had existed since Antiquity continued to be fostered 
by imperialist policies through a supposedly scientific basis.

Starting from the mid-nineteenth century and building on the 
long history of Indo-European languages and cultures, a distinctive 
sub-category of the Caucasian race emerged with the definition of the 

“Aryan race” – introducing a division between the “Semitic”,  “Hamitic”, 
and “Aryan” races.19 The earliest theory maintained that Indo-Europe-
an peoples – Aryans – originated in India, then descended to Europe in 
successive waves, without ever indicating the periods or modalities of 
this alleged migration and conquest. With the parallel Indo-Germanic 
theory, chiefly Nordic and Germanic researchers maintained that the 
Aryans originated from the North. Throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury, a whole branch of science was thus committed to these theories, 

17	 Blumenbach 1795.
18	 For the problems related to the 

term and its application, see, 
amongst a vast bibliography, 
Baum 2006.

19	 On the ideological con-
struction of Aryanism, see 
Poliakov 1971; Arvidsson 2006; 
Demoule 2017 [2014].
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which, coupled with Social Darwinism and through the mediation 
of figures such as Arthur de Gobineau (1816–1882), Houston Stewart 
Chamberlain (1855–1927), Madison Grant (1865–1937) and later Gustaf 
Kossinna (1858–1931) and Hans Günther (1891–1968), formed the slip-
pery slope on which the Nazi and Fascist regimes would embark in the 
twentieth century.20

The modern populations of the Caucasus found themselves caught 
up in these anthropological ravings, with the conclusion, initially 
on linguistic grounds, that Armenians were a distinct branch of the 
Indo-Europeans or Aryans.21 As in the case of the theory of racial 
discontinuity from ancient Greeks to modern Greeks promoted in 

20	 Amongst an immense bibliogra-
phy, see Poliakov 1974; Conte/
Essner 1995; Hutton 2005; 
Weikart 2013; Chapoutot 2014. 

21	 A fact chiefly confirmed by 
Hübschmann 1875.

[3]	 “Feminae Georgianae”, 
detail of the classification 
of human skulls by Johann 
Friedrich Blumenbach, De 
generis humani varietate 
nativa, Göttingen 1795, pl. ii
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the same years by Jakob Philipp Fallmerayer (1790–1861), often con-
sidered one of the founding figures of German-speaking Byzantine 
studies, a tension between modern and historical populations of 
the Caucasus was thus clearly emerging.22 The culture and art of the 
historic Caucasus became one of the realities studied to understand 
the migratory movements of Indo-European populations – a major 
challenge for the formation of modern ethnonational and suprema-
cist discourses. Once again, notions of self-determination were cen-
tral: in the same years, for example, figures as influential as Eugène 
Viollet-le-Duc (1814–1879), familiar with Gobineau’s Essay on the In-
equality of Human Races (1853–1855), used the notion of “Aryan” race 
to include Russian art (and thus the whole country’s culture) in the 
family of European nations capable, in the words of the French ar-
chitect, of “development”, following a general path of progress.23 Art 
History, as a field, was and still is entirely infused with such notions.24 
Later, as well  analyzed by Enrico Ferri, the Armenians’ “Aryanity” 
would play a crucial role in the racial legislations of the 1930s in Ger-
many and Italy.25

In art history, this linking of race and culture climaxed with the 
studies of Josef Strzygowski (1862–1941), one of the most influential 
scholars working around 1900.26 Author of the first monographic vol-
ume on Armenian art written in a “Western” language, Die Baukunst 
der Armenier und Europa, published in 1918, Strzygowski –  a recurring 
figure in chapters two to four – contributed to cementing a link be-
tween Armenian architecture and racial theories that became inex-
tricable throughout the early twentieth century.27 

Racism, coupled with the birth of modern nationalism, also played a 
central role in one of the most dramatic events of the early twentieth 
century, the Armenian genocide.28 The facts, which will be discussed 
below in the third chapter, corresponded to one of the first moments 
in European history when racial theories, extreme nationalism, and 
an unstable political situation combined, leading to a modern geno-
cide – as it was later defined by Raphael Lemkin (1900–1959).29

Studying Armenian art and culture is thus indissociably linked 
with these histories. In Turkey, the genocidal facts were progres-
sively denied. This was a country born from the ashes of the multi-
ethnic Ottoman Empire but which gradually desired an ethnically 
homogeneous state and which became responsible for the genocide. 
Such dynamics ultimately contribute, until today, to the destruction 
of Armenian monuments remaining in the territories belonging to 
Turkey and Azerbaijan. This is, among other things, a burning topical 

22	 Fallmerayer 1830−1836.
23	 “[...] pourvus du génie parti-
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issue even today in 2023, as outstanding monuments – such as the 
seventh-century basilica in Mren or the Hoṛomos monastery – are 
threatened with collapse as there are no local authorities interested 
in saving them.30 Sadly, throughout the pages of this book, we will 
also encounter monuments that are now lost forever. Conversely, 
the very large Armenian diaspora that was born in the aftermath of 
these genocidal events has supported Armenian studies with great 
constancy, contributing over the decades to their considerable devel-
opment. Finally, from the 1960s onward, the genocide issue has been 
one of the catalysts of Armenian identity within the Soviet Union. 
The last years of the ussr were inhabited by the question of the Ar-
menian, Georgian, and Azerbaijani nations, an issue that incidentally 
was among the elements responsible for the collapse of the Soviet 
giant. Over the longue durée, the question of race slipped progres-
sively into one of national identity, certainly constituting one of the 
elements that united the period under investigation.31

The final, crucial aspect historically framing our reflection is certainly 
the Cold War (1947–1991) and its ideology. The antagonism that arose 
between the ussr and the Western bloc –which had deep roots in the 
first half of the twentieth century – opposed, as we shall see in detail 
in chapter five, two different worldviews. At least in simplified theory, 
a Marxist worldview was pitted against a capitalist one. The impact 
on human sciences of these two systems’ opposition was dramatic: 
the Soviet Union promoted, at least in rhetoric, a view free of nation-
alist concepts and barriers, but also a method centered on the social 
sciences. Moreover, Marxism was, by definition, hostile to religion 
and interested instead in social history – in what was often termed 
(and problematically often is still termed) the art and craftsmanship 
of the “little people”. In contrast, the capitalist world was – in the-
ory – interested in much more traditional issues in art historiogra-
phy such as iconology or the history of political patronage. After the 
Nazi storm, studies in the “West” had also distanced themselves from 
openly nationalist historiography. 

Nevertheless, the two blocs faced each other on all fronts – except 
the overtly military one – and artistic historiography was no exception. 
Complicating these seemingly straightforward dynamics was the fact 
that the ideology of Marxism (the “other” in “Western” conception), 
had deeply penetrated intellectual and academic circles. The Cold War 
thus corresponded to a period of ideological clashes between the two 
blocs, but also within different local historiographies. This period, in 
which politics had an obvious impact on the daily lives of millions of 

30	 Maranci 2009; Eadem 
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individuals, thus concludes the course of this volume. Dealing with 
it seemed essential to us because – although close chronologically to 
the present day – it was an exemplary moment for understanding the 
mechanisms of interaction between art historical studies (not only on 
the South Caucasus) and broad socio-political phenomena. 

To synthetize thus, 1801 corresponds not only to the beginning of 
dramatic transformations in the South Caucasus but was also a mo-
ment that inaugurated the first real season of critical studies on the 
history and the artistic culture of the South Caucasus in the Middle 
Ages. The racial and national theme seems to unite the studies of 
the nineteenth century with those of the first half of the twentieth 
century. The year 1991, conversely, marked the conclusion of an era 

– Francis Fukuyama’s celebrated end of history – an era where public 
ideologies determined critical history in a more or less covert way.32 
The purpose of this volume is thus to show how deeply indebted the 
various narratives – eastern or western – of medieval art history about 
the Caucasus are to the histories of countries and continents in the 
centuries dominated by “great ideologies”.

the othering gaze: structure, perspectives, and emigration

As these few historical and chronological issues highlight, dealing 
with such a broad subject is no simple matter. To better unravel the 
essential mechanisms, the chapters of the volume follow the chrono-
logical stages that roughly correspond to the middle of each centu-
ry. The only exception is the period from 1915 – the moment of the 
Armenian Genocide – and 1921 with the annexation of Armenia and 
Georgia to Soviet Russia. The events of this historical period, which 
range from the Genocide to the end of the First World War and the 
treatises that forever altered the geopolitical chessboard, seemed so 
important to us that they deserved a whole chapter. Besides politics, 
these six years also saw the first professional journals and institu-
tions dealing with studies on the South Caucasus and the publication 
of Strzygowski’s Die Baukunst der Armenier und Europa, a volume that 
would change the face and the fate of Armenian studies.33

The question of a spatial structure, on the other hand, proved much 
more complex given the geopolitical transformations of the chosen 
period: empires collapsed, nation-states and totalitarian regimes 
were born, thrived, and vanished. Moreover, as we shall see in the 
following pages, scholars and publications were, as today, highly mo-
bile: a scholar like Marie-Félicité Brosset (1802–1880), French by birth 
and training, published his most important works in Saint Petersburg. 
More than a century later, the Constantinople-born Armenian exile 

32	 Fukuyama 1992.
33	 Maranci 1998a; Eadem 2001.
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Sirarpie Der Nersessian (1896–1989) divided her life between Paris 
and Harvard’s center of Byzantine studies, Dumbarton Oaks, publish-
ing freely in French and English. 

Examples in this regard are manifold, and we have therefore de-
cided to divide the various chapters into five main language zones 
as “spheres of  (scholarly) influence”: the Russian-speaking, the 
French-speaking, the German-speaking, the English-speaking, and, 
finally, the Italian-speaking. Highlighting the language used for pub-
lication seemed to be a rational approach to dividing the chapters, al-
though of course with its complications, as the reader will discover. 
This allowed us to overcome a major factor in the transformations of 
studies on the medieval South Caucasus: the act of emigration. Lots of 
the protagonists in this book were in fact shaped by emigration, and, 
in turn, shaped their place of emigration: some were born in Arme-
nian communities in the Ottoman Empire and left the country in the 
wake of the genocide, while others were born in the Czar’s empire and 
left in the wake of the revolution. Others left Germany or other coun-
tries of Central Europe to escape Nazism and still others to the various 
communist regimes. Some decided for various reasons, in Brosset’s 
image, to spend part of their lives in the Russian Empire – Brosset 
remained in the empire of the last Romanovs for almost forty years. 
Still, others, as is the case of Patrick Donabédian, decided for multiple 
reasons to train in the ussr during the Cold War. Hence, the choice to 
follow the linguistic criteria seemed an appropriate path to approach 
such a dense historiographic terrain.
 
At the outset of this work, one additional and essential element must 
be explained: it is not only the choice of the languages of publica-
tion but more importantly also the omission of others – Armenian 
and Georgian in primis. In the introduction to the volume Empires of 
Faith in Late Antiquity, Jaś Elsner reminds us, speaking of the artificial 
construction of the pivotal moment that is Late Antiquity around the 
Mediterranean, that art history is a deeply Eurocentric discipline, 
rooted in the nineteenth century, the century of thriving imperial-
ism and colonialism.34 Whether one likes it or not, French, German, 
English, and Italian were thus the dominant languages for interna-
tional art history for roughly the entire period under consideration. 
Since one of our intentions is to understand how the Eurocentric 
(and orientalist) view of South Caucasian studies was formed and 
how it impacted those studies, our decision to focus on the aforemen-
tioned languages seems rational. The fifth language, Russian, was 
the official language of the Russian Empire and the ussr, but it was 
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also for almost the entire period considered the lingua franca of the 
border between Europe and Asia. It is in Russian, therefore, that the 
highest number of publications on the region originate; moreover, 
precisely because of the importance of Russian culture and language 

– studied just about everywhere in the world – it is these same pub-
lications that are often the most viable bridge for art historians who 
want to venture into the terrain of South Caucasian studies. The five 
chosen languages are thus considered here as essential instruments 
of the cultural colonization of medieval (and other) art in the region. 
It is therefore through these five channels that one must begin the 
process of the “decolonization” of studies on the region. 

Our choice not to include studies published in Georgian and Arme-
nian in this volume is threefold. First, scholars active in the region 
published – out of necessity but also out of ideological virtues – as 
much as possible in the five languages just listed. Only in this way 
could they guarantee their studies’ international reception. More 
importantly, the purpose of this volume is not to study the phenome-
non of self-colonization – i.e., the issue of the internal voices claiming 
to speak indigenously and autochthonously for their community in 
ways determined by dominant external scholarship – an aspect that 
deserves individual study and which we hope will be studied soon. Fi-
nally, to study the situation of nations within the Russian Empire and 
the ussr would mean opening a very different chapter, that of the role 
of art history in the birth and development of the national identities 
in the region. However fundamental, it is a subject that is beyond the 
scope of this volume.

Other historiographies are also missing – texts on the art of the re-
gion have also appeared, for example, in Turkish, Czech, or Spanish 

– but their impact was lesser internationally, both in numbers and 
consistency. Especially the Turkish perception of South Caucasian – 
in particular Armenian – monuments alone would require an entire 
book devoted to its individual investigation. Therefore, in this first 
overview focused on dominant historiographies – namely the Russian 
and “Western” ones – we have chosen to lay the groundwork for future 
systematic studies.

research method

While research on the history of art history is naturally indebted to the 
philosophy of science and epistemology of history, as it has developed 
over the last forty years, our methodological approach was simultane-
ously based on two critical perspectives. The first approach focuses on 
imperialistic and colonial attitudes. It draws on post-colonial studies, 
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going beyond simple interactions between subaltern and dominant 
societies.35 This critical approach was used to address one of the main 
issues in the historiography of South Caucasian studies, namely, their 
role in the stereotypical representation of the superiority of “Western” 
culture over others. This aspect has been questioned for example in 
Byzantine studies in recent years in a variety of ways, often drawing 
on the broader framework of orientalism and post-colonial studies, 
as they were developed, challenged, and remodeled in past decades. 
Scholars have, in such a way, unveiled not only the ways in which not 
only Byzantium is a constructed entity and the ways in which it was 
shaped and marginalized by Eurocentric canons, but also the degree 
of methodological issues that can arise from scholarly attempts to 
de-marginalize Byzantium which in turn foster new historiographical 
myths.36 From a methodological point of view, postcolonial discourse 
thus compels the involved scholars to systematically reflect on their 
own perspectives, attempting to avoid biased or restricted viewpoints. 
In other words, one methodological basis of this volume consists of a 
self-reflective epistemology, where scholars critically scrutinize the 
research of previous generations, as well as their own perspectives 
and potential biases.

Secondly, emigration significantly impacted the formation of South 
Caucasian studies, chiefly from the first half of the twentieth century 
onwards, by shifting existing viewpoints on Eastern Christian art to-
ward a more international perspective. More concretely, the scholar-
ship produced, for example, by Byzantinists who left Russia after the 
1917 revolutions, or emigrated across Europe or to the United States 
before and during the Second World War, opened new horizons on 
Byzantine and Caucasian art as a transnational and “global” phenom-
enon.37 The long-term effects of intellectual emigration are, we believe, 
fundamental and played a decisive role in shaping the field. 

To reveal how much the two selected perspectives have impacted 
discourse in South Caucasian studies, the research team has chiefly 
worked on authoritative sources. By “authoritative”, we mean printed 
sources that had a certain diffusion across academia and sometimes 
beyond. For Russia (especially in the Soviet period), this includes dic-
tionaries and encyclopedias such as the Great Soviet Encyclopedia 
which were authorized by the regime and thus offer a compendium 
of knowledge at a given historical moment. In France, Germany, and 
Italy, the panorama is more heteroclite. In certain cases, we aimed to 
find and deconstruct what can be called “intentional fallacies”, i.e., 
manifestations of personal prejudices, biases, and propagandistic 
aims, as well as the invisible workings of the intellectual, moral, and 
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cultural climate of an era in scholarly discourse. The conscious and 
subconscious mechanisms at play stem from a variety of factors, as al-
ready highlighted, from colonial gazes to nationalist beliefs, personal 
and religious commitments, and general cultural trends to personal 
experiences of emigration and longing. 

conclusion

In the pages that follow and that we offer to the interested reader, we 
would like, as far as possible, to lay an initial foundation for the sys-
tematic study of how the medieval art history in the South Cauca-
sian region has been shaped (and warped) by nearly two centuries 
of intellectual, social, and political history. With our research, we 
contribute more broadly to the debate on the history of art history.38 
This is a field that has been growing rapidly in recent decades but for 
reasons in our view related to the colonial and orientalist problems 
outlined above, has never actually fully integrated the field of South 
Caucasian studies. Problems such as the initial assessment of Cau-
casian materials as belonging either to Byzantine or Persian studies 
or, for certain historical epochs, to Islamic art history writ large, are 
grazed here but not fully explored – scholars of Persian and Islamic 
art too are still plumbing the deep and murky waters of Eurocentric 
historiography.39 The lack of complex perspectives on the history 
of art history in the region by scholars studying materials from the 
Southern Caucasus is all the more paradoxical when we consider – as 
the second volume of this joint endeavor hopes to show – the immea-
surable importance and quality of premodern artistic production in 
the region.

With this volume, finally, we also enter a much more topical debate: 
as these lines are being writen, medieval Armenian and Georgian 
monuments are being systematically damaged and destroyed in east-
ern Turkey, and in the region of Artsakh, or Nagorno-Karabakh.40 At 
least since the 1950s when Jean-Michel (1916–2011) and Nicole Thi-
erry – two later protagonists of this book – thoroughly documented 
and photographed these regions, it is possible to trace, monument by 
monument, the vanishing of entire parts of our worldwide cultural 
heritage. Before our eyes, therefore, the reality of the region’s medi-
eval art history is being destroyed while it remains on the margins of 
the specialist’s outlook. The prevailing indifference of the European 
and wider world public is partly determined by the orientalist (and 
colonial) gaze towards the region and its arts that we have outlined 
above. Discussing the last two centuries of studies is therefore also a 
means of holding up a mirror to the present. 
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introduction / ivan foletti

In 1801, the Kingdom of Kartli-Khaketi was officially annexed to the 
empire of the Russian tsars; this represented a pivotal moment in the 
history of the entire region which would, throughout the nineteenth 
century, be progressively colonized by the Romanov Empire. Political 
annexation immediately caused an increase in texts produced on the 
region in Russian. Following a slew of initial works of an essentially 
propagandistic and historical nature, studies on visual and architec-
tural culture were progressively published on the Russian market. In 
the same period, mainly for political, scientific, and scholarly reasons, 
Western travelers crossed Georgia and Armenia, frequently reaching 
Persia through Trebizond and Ērzurum. Some did so as spies, part 
of political (and economic) projects pitting great Eurasian empires 
against each other. Such covert operations occurred over the course 
of the Napoleonic wars into the beginning of what was eventually 
called the “Great Game”, that is, the rivalry between the British and 
Russian empires for control of Central Asia. Others traveled at the 
behest of various scientific and scholarly associations, and others 
traveled in search of the mythical “Orient”. 

These travelers, adventurers, soldiers, and scholars, with their writ-
ings in Russian, French, English, and German, began to introduce the 
region to a circle of amateurs across the European continent, provok-
ing a variety of reactions to the newly gained knowledge of the region. 
Progressively and on this basis, the first critical studies began to ap-
pear, intrinsically linked both to the development of Oriental studies 
in Europe and to the emergence of Art History as a discipline, espe-
cially in the German-speaking world. The first professional scholars, 
in the image of Carl Schnaase (1798–1875), did not personally visit the 
region. Instead, data collected by amateur travelers served as a basis 
for attempting to tell a “universal” art history based on the accumulat-
ed sense of a history of styles, systematically linked with the history 
of different cultures and races’ individual traits, thus connecting the 
discipline intrinsically to the bird of scientific racial theories. Western 
travelers and scholars fabulated stylistic links between Armenian ar-
chitecture’s common roots with European production and especially 
with the “Romanesque” and “Gothic” styles, terms which emerged 
conjointly in Europe at this very moment.

Two essential elements clarify this picture of the first half of the 
century: Orientalism and colonialism. The scrim of the Orientalist 
perspective forms a clearly visible aspect of all “Western” studies. 
This perspective was reinforced by the racial theories increasingly in 
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vogue in the intellectual circles of those years. The second noteworthy 
characteristic of this time is the colonial attitude promoted by the Ro-
manov empire: local cultures were intentionally marginalized in the 
collective imagination, partially through the systematic Russification 
of the region. This context shaped a series of studies – presented in 
detail below – in which the art and cultures of medieval Armenia and 
Iberia are presented as products of an artistic periphery. This periph-
ery was perhaps fascinating and splendid to some but considered by 
most to be on the edges of the “civilized” world.

At this time, more than ever before, the circle of scholars between 
Russia and the West was very small and composed entirely of polyglot 
figures with multidisciplinary training. They were thus (almost exclu-
sively) men who read each other without language barriers. Moreover, 
their output was sometimes published in a foreign country: this is the 
case with Brosset, who wrote in French but published his research in 
Saint Petersburg, or the Georgian scholars and erudites who published 
in Russian in the capitals of the empire. Moreover, this is a period in 
which soldiers (and intellectuals) from various nations served the Ro-
manov empire, encapsulating their often-biased perspectives in later 
publications. Naturally, these academic networks’ diverse language 
zones formed a closely intertwined dialogue with one another, a fact 
that will be brought sharply into focus throughout the following pages.

russophone perspective / ivan foletti

It is difficult to comprehend the Russian-speaking view of Armenian 
and Georgian art in the first half of the nineteenth century, as no con-
comitant studies exist. However, these were the years when the two 
cultural zones were gradually being annexed to the Russian Empire. 
The Kingdom of Kartli-Kakheti, one of the ancestors of present-day 
Georgia, entered the Russian sphere of influence in 1783 with the 
Treaty of Georgievsk, to be officially annexed to the tsars’ empire in 
1801.1 Armenia, for its part, would be annexed in 1828. The two trans-
actions must be understood in the context of what was then called 
the “Great Game” – the colonial competition that occurred in Central 
Asia between the Russian and British empires.2 Such a complex issue 
cannot be clearly summarized, but to draw the broadest contours of 
the events one can say that the two empires exploited the situation to 
justify their own colonial and imperialist policies by pretending to 
fear each other’s aggression, by creating constant ordeals, and by try-
ing to thwart the other nations’ plans, all while engaging in these acts 
by territorial proxy. The annexation of the Caucasus states was one 

1	 Gvosdev 2000, pp. 77, 127.
2	 Hopkirk 2001 [1990].
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of the earliest acts in this tense and convoluted period – stymied by 
the Napoleonic wars – demonstrating that Russia’s “strategic inter-
ests” in the region had not only economic motives but international 
political desires.

If  we focus instead on the Russian-speaking perspective – pub-
lished uncensored in Russian – the early, almost entirely historical 
studies on the region have a very clear agenda: history was a tool to 
justify the present. This is visible, for example, in the studies of Ev-
genij Bolkhovitinov [1].3 Russian by birth and upbringing, he wrote, 
from (and with the perspective of) Saint Petersburg a volume with 
the evocative title, “A Historical Representation of Georgia in its Po-
litical, Ecclesiastical and Academic State” in the first months after 
annexation to the empire. Its very dedication was a manifesto: “This 
work is dedicated to His Highness and Most Sovereign Grand Duke 
Alexander i the Emperor of All Russia who laid the foundation and ar-
ranged for the well-being of Georgia”.4 The intent of the whole volume 
was to tell the story of Georgia as if a natural path had led it to become 
part of the empire of the tsars. This is an aspect emphasized right from 
the introduction where he specifies: 

“Since the Tatar yoke had been cast down, in slightly more 
than three hundred years, Russia has welcomed more 
peoples and tribes into its domain than did Rome in a 
thousand years of its power and glory. [...] Georgia, as it 
follows from the text, had been waiting for the opportuni-
ty to subject itself under Russian protection for 215 years 
and, therefore, now we need and are interested in having 
a detailed understanding of this compatriotic nation”.5

3	 Zelenina/Lopuxina 2002.
4	 Bolkhovitinov 1802, p. i.
5	 Ibidem, pp. ii−iii.

[1]	 Evgeniy Bolkhovitinov, 
Voronez, ca. 1850
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In his volume Bolkhovitinov justifies this position based on one essen-
tial element: he proposes that such “subjection” was a “natural com-
munion” between Russia and Georgia, due to their shared Orthodoxy. 
The narrative of Georgian history, from the time of Christianization 
at the hands of Saint Nino, was thus built on the idea that Georgia 
had from the beginning been part of a Christian world, where Em-
peror Constantine would be replaced by the Romanovs.6 In this sense, 
Bolkhovitinov applies a concept directly developed by Alexander i 
and articulated already in the manifesto, published in 1801 during 
the time of annexation, to Georgian history.7

In 1828 Armenia became part of the Russian Empire. As is well 
known, most Armenians fervently hoped to be annexed to the em-
pire of the tsars, as they were divided between the Persian and Ot-
toman Empires.8 In this context, a poorly written volume written 
by Sergej Glinka appeared in 1833, which nevertheless bore a sig-
nificant title: “Review of the History of the Armenian People from 
the Beginning of its Existence to the Revival of the Armenian Region 
in the Russian Empire”. There can be no doubt about the perspec-
tive adopted as the millennia-long history of the Armenian people 
is told as a predestined narrative which Glinka represents as being 
fulfilled by its annexation to the tsars’ empire. Glinka insists heavily 
both on the fact that Armenians supported Russian military opera-
tions and on the warm welcome given to the liberators.9 The author 
thus consistently repeated the concepts of brotherhood between the 
two peoples, but especially emphasizes a kind of divine protection, 
since both peoples are Christians, as opposed to “infidels.” Another 
key concept from Glinka’s text is the idea that, in order to become 
part of the Russian Empire (and leave the Persian one), the Arme-
nians were ready for anything.10 The author tells of the many waves 
of emigration by Armenians to the Russian empire and concludes 
his volume with the tragic history of the Armenian people, who have 
always fought for their “national” independence. He concludes this 
gloomy story presenting the framework of a bright future, which he 
believes awaits the subjected nation. After centuries of struggle, he 
writes that this future is guaranteed by the new fraternal alliance 
with the Russian people. 11

The reality was very different from what we read in these manifes-
tos and volumes: the whole region became a colony of the empire. In 
Georgia, the spiritual union mentioned in texts was used to justify 
religious colonization, which was followed by violent Russification: 
even the Georgian liturgical language was replaced with Slavonic, in 

6	 Ibidem, p. 49.
7	 Manifest 1830, pp. 786−787
8	 Mahé/Mahé 2012, 

pp. 416−426.
9	 Glinka 1833, pp. 254−256
10	 Ibidem, pp. 258−259.
11	 Ibidem, pp. 272−274.
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a country where only five percent of the population understood Rus-
sian.12 As for the Armenians, once they entered the empire, their ex-
pectations of freedom were frustrated: not only did the Russians also 
apply a strict policy of colony and Russification, but in an unprec-
edented act, the empire decided to control the religious sphere by 
intervening in the appointment of the katholikos. Completing these 
invasive operations was the creation, in 1840, of the South Caucasus 
Viceroyalty, an entity conglomerating the two countries, implicitly 
trying to deny their particularities.13

The first text to deal with artistic culture in any interesting way was 
the travelogue of Andrej Murav’ev (1806–1874) – a Russian writer, 
historian, and traveler [2].14 In 1847 he made an eight-month journey 
to Armenia and Georgia, later publishing a volume entitled Gruzija i 
Armenija. Recounting his trip Murav’ev also dwells on artistic mon-
uments, demonstrating his knowledge of inscriptions and history.15 
He is less attentive to architectural aspects. Of interest for this book 

12	 Rayfield 2012, pp. 260−261.
13	 Mahé/Mahé 2012, 

pp. 416− 426.
14	 Khokhlova 1999.
15	 Murav’ev 1848.

[2]	 Pyotr Zakharov-Chechenets, 
Portrait of Andrej Murav’ev, 
Saint Petersburg, 1838
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is his writing about the church of At e̓ni Sioni a building that stands a 
few kilometers from Gori in present-day Georgia:

“Two versts from At e̓ni, further into the depth of the 
gorge, on the precipice of a cliff, above the noisy stream, 
in all its poetic beauty, stands the ancient desolate mon-
astery of Sioni which reminds the best times of Georgia, 
when its tsars, due to their family relations with emper-
ors, could prescribe architects from Constantinople [...] 
Queen Rusudan, daughter of Tamara, famous for her 
troubles, renewed the church; her face is carved, as well 
as the faces of Bagrat and his wife, on the outer walls, 
dressed in oriental robes, with other unknown faces, 

[3]	 Decorations in Nekresi, 
Illustration from Le 
Caucase pittoresque 
dessiné d'après nature 
par le Prince Gregoire 
Gagarine, Paris 1847, 
pl. xlvii
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perhaps from the royal court, for they are represented 
standing reverently, with hands lowered. There are also 
some scenes from the Old Testament: Samson Tearing 
the Lion’s Mouth, and from the Lives of the Saints, Eus-
tace the Deer Catcher, and some Greek, Georgian, and Ar-
menian inscriptions. [...] The Armenian Church names 
a certain Paul as architect, perhaps he was in the royal 
court, because there is no doubt, that this church could 
never belong to the Armenians, both in its inner struc-
ture and because their domain did not reach there”.16

Murav’ev therefore is convinced that the church – which was regard-
ed as “typically Armenian” or “typically Georgian” in later decades 

– belongs to a tradition that is emphatically not Armenian.17 He also 
addresses the question of the building’s patrons, its restorations, and 
its decorations. Most importantly, he does not hesitate a moment in 
explaining the quality of this artistic monument, writing that the 
best Georgian architectural production is the result of a “cultural 
transfer,” from Constantinople. In other words, for Murav’ev, quality 
in a peripheral area like the South Caucasus can only be granted by 
cultural inputs from the center.

The second early art historical research is a document one might 
more properly call a visual culture text. This work was published in 
1856 by Grigorij Gagarin (1810–1893), partially touching on the Cauca-
sus but mostly devoted to Byzantine art.18 A cosmopolitan personality 
and talented artist, Gagarin lived his entire childhood in Rome and 
then in Paris before returning to Russia in 1932.19 At home, he fre-
quented artists and poets and was even invited by Pushkin to illustrate 
some of his poems.20 In 1932 he accepted an assignment for the “Asiatic 
Department” thus entering the service of the Tsar and was then sent, 
in 1834, on a mission to Constantinople where he became ambassador. 
In the years 1840–1841, he visited the Caucasus for the first time and 
was seduced by its culture, its inhabitants, and the monuments, which 
he delighted in drawing.21 During his second sojourn in the Caucasus, 
from 1848 to 1855 – this time vested by the government with official 
duties in the field of the fine arts of the Caucasus – Gagarin undertook 
the task of restoring frescoes of monumental buildings in Georgia. In 
this capacity, he also contributed to the construction of Neo-Russian 
and Neo-Byzantine churches for troops stationed in the region. 

His most interesting work corresponds to the volume devoted to the 
history of “Byzantine” architecture, which ranges, in his perspective, 
from the late antique world to imperial Russia [3]. A critic of Peter 

16	 Ibidem, pp. 101−102.
17	 Foletti/Khakhanova 2023.
18	 Gagarin 1856.
19	 Kornilova 2004, p. 4.
20	 Ibidem, pp. 8–13.
21	 Gagarin 1847.
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the Great’s Occidentalist reforms, Gagarin believed – as did some of 
his contemporaries who were led by Nicholas i (1825–1855) to pro-
mote Neo-Byzantine as the official style of the empire – that the true 
Russian national art was formed in a Byzantine matrix.22 A key role is 
played by his work on the Caucasus and in particular on Georgian art, 
which represents, for him, the place of transit between the ancient 
Christian tradition and the empire of the tsars. The volume reads: 

“In Christianity, Georgia was ahead of Greece, and hence 
Russia; the [Christian] faith was preserved in Georgia 
in its original strength and purity, despite persecutions, 
and therefore its land is literary thick-sown with numer-
ous magnificent churches of all epochs. Among them are 
purely Greek ones, Akhtʻala and Nekresi, which are ex-
ceptionally adorned with iconographical samples”.23

For Gagarin, then, the continuity between the Empire of Constanti-
nople and that of the Romanovs “passes” through Georgia, becom-
ing part of the Byzantine and then the Russian world. Implicitly, the 
cultural production of the Caucasus – as exceptional as it was for 
Gagarin – plays a secondary role in the grand history of empires.

In the first decades of the nineteenth century, Georgia and Armenia 
were annexed to the Romanov empire. In official rhetoric, this was 
framed as a liberation through the union of fraternal Christian cul-
tures. In reality, soon after annexation, the Russian Empire began to 
treat the two cultures colonially, attempting to limit their cultural 
identity. This was enshrined politically with the creation of the South 
Caucasus Viceroyalty. In the middle of the century, art and culture 
also began to present the region as a place where ancient cultures 
preserved the memory of the great Byzantine Orthodoxy, understood 
as an ancestor of the Romanov empire. Murav’ev presented a concept 
that was crucial in the following years: the idea that the art of the re-
gion was culturally inferior and dependent on Constantinople.

francophone perspective / adrien palladino

In the first half of the nineteenth century, the French view of the Cau-
cuses was wrought by the many scholarly travelers visiting what was 
once termed the “Orient” writ large.24 At the very beginning of the 
nineteenth century, Pierre-Amédée Jaubert (1779–1847) was sent by 
Napoleon on a diplomatic mission to visit the region, bringing back 

22	 Gagarin 1856, pp. i−ii.
23	 Ibidem, pp. ii−iii.
24	 Early travelers in the age 

of Louis xiv included also 
Chardin 1676; Idem 1686; 
Tournefort 1717.
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an exhaustive description.25 He is one of many figures who contrib-
uted, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, to the promotion 
of “oriental erudition” among French researchers against the back-
drop of major military campaigns and diplomatic missions conduct-
ed by European powers in the East. Indeed, the wake of Napoleon’s 
Egyptian campaign (1798–1801) stirred up an extended moment of 

“Orientomania” which saturated the texture of the entire nineteenth 
century. In his trips during the campaign and then to Syria, Jaubert 
became one of Bonaparte’s privileged dragomans, and his journey to 
Armenia and Persia between 1805 and 1806 was conducted as part 
of a secret mission. The purpose of the latter was to establish diplo-
matic relations favorable to France by wooing the Persian sovereign 
Fath-Ali Shah Qajar (1772–1834). This was an attempt to counter the 
English and the Russians and it occurred in the years just before the 
beginning of the “Great Game”.26 Twenty years after this trip Jaubert 
published Voyage as a professor at the École des Langues Orientales, a 
text which recounted his perilous route from Trebizond to Ērzurum, 
through Kurdistan and then to Tehran. The secret nature of this mis-
sion had forced Jaubert, who left from Constantinople, to carefully 
avoid English and Russian agents, but also to cross countries in a state 
of revolt, to escape from the captivity of the “cruel pasha” of Bayazid, 
and to cross, often by night, regions with nearly impassable geogra-
phy. Considerations of visual and material culture are thus, not sur-
prisingly, scarce. Yet, the work is still important for our consideration 
as it offers the reader insight into the background of a real political 
situation and a spectacular adventure narrative that shaped Orien-
talizing thought over subsequent decades. Jaubert’s travel was one of 
the characteristic adventures that extensively fed Orientalist litera-
ture of the entire nineteenth century. Some thirty years later, Voyage 
au Caucase was published by the already successful Alexandre Dumas 
following his 1858 trip; the narrative follows Jaubert’s established pat-
tern: it is a journey sprinkled with epic stories about the landscapes 
and inhabitants of the Caucasus, creating a literary space out of the 
real which flitted between a wild and poetic Russia (that of Pushkin 
and later of Tolstoy’s Hadji-Murat) and a dream-like Orient [4].27

Two notable aspects of more academic explorations of the Caucasus 
should be noted, which also affected studies in art history. First of all, 
the École des Langues Orientales in Paris was given a chair in Armenian 
in 1812, making it the oldest Armenian language school in Europe 
outside Russia.28 The first occupant was the Armenian Yakob Shahan 
Jrpetean, whose Gallicized name was Jacques Chahan de Cirbied 
(1772–1834) and as we shall see, many of the later incumbents were 

25	 Jaubert 1821. 
26	 Amini 1995.
27	 Dumas 1859.
28	 Macler 1912.
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key figures in the development of French-speaking Caucasian stud-
ies. All renowned French-speaking Armenists have been involved, in 
some way, with the activities of the members of the École des langues 
orientales.29 The other major occurrence was the foundation of the So-
ciété Asiatique in 1822, under the reign of Louis xviii.30 The founding 
of a society to provide a more formal setting for Orientalist scholars 
is situated in what might be called the “golden age” of learned societ-
ies. The Royal Asiatic Society was founded a year later in London, and 
the Deutsche Morgenländische Gesellschaft somewhat later, in 1845. The 
same year, the last volume of the Description de l’Égypte was published, 
crowned by the famous Lettre à M. Dacier in which Jean-François 
Champollion (1790–1832) decoded Egyptian hieroglyphs, while key 
discoveries in the decipherment of Old Persian cuneiform also hap-
pened. A revived curiosity in a conflated “Orient” writ large thus char-
acterized these years. 

Among the founding members of the Société Asiatique were fig-
ures such as Champollion himself, but also personalities such as 
Antoine-Isaac Silvestre de Sacy (1758–1838) and one of the founding 
figures of Armenian studies in Europe, Antoine-Jean Saint-Martin 
(1791–1832).31 He was the first editor of the Journal asiatique, the So-
ciété’s publication organ, and had published two volumes of Mémoires 
historiques et géographiques sur l’Arménie (1818–1819) a few years earli-
er.32 The first volume presented the inaugural accessible translations 
of the geographies attributed to Movses Khorenatsi and Vartan as 
well as a series of other crucial texts, at a time when the Mekhitarists 
in Venice and later Vienna had not yet produced modern dictionar-
ies or printed the Armenian authors of the Middle Ages. Although 
Saint-Martin died of cholera too young to have a greater impact on 
both this field of study and that of his other field of interest, Mes-
opotamian studies – which were also blooming in these years –, his 
translations were fundamental to all those who studied Armenia and 
its history throughout the nineteenth century.33 His work was foun-
dational to key figures such as Édouard Dulaurier (1807–1881), Victor 
Langlois (1829–1869), and Marie-Félicité Brosset (1802–1880). 

Outside of strictly “oriental studies”, the field of art history – or what 
was then called “medieval archaeology” – was still in its infancy in 
the 1830s. Following founding figures such as Arcisse de Caumont 
(1801–1873), it focused on developing a taxonomy that classified the 
knowledge of beings and historical objects according to identical mo-
dalities within a single system of representation and designation.34 
Discussions flourished on the origins and diffusions of architectural 

29	 Doloukhanian 2018, passim. 
One must also note that 
the Fonds des manuscrits 
arméniens of the Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France goes back 
to the sixteenth century, with 
some manuscripts acquired 
in the seventeenth and then 
increasingly in the eighteenth 
century. These formed a strong 
basis for teaching and transla-
tions at the École des langues 
orientales. 

30	 On the Société asiatique, see 
Finot 1922; Mouton/Grimal 
2022. Not only French scholars 
were involved: the German lin-
guist von Klaproth, mentioned 
elsewhere in this book, also 
participated in the founding of 
the Société.

31	 On Saint-Martin, see Brosset 
1833; De Sacy 1839.

32	 Saint-Martin 1818–1819.
33	 On the impact of the field of 

Mesopotamian studies, includ-
ing the Urartu civilization, on 
the study of Asia Minor and the 
Middle East more broadly, see 
Charpin 2022.

34	 See Nayrolles 2005, pp. 81–103.
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styles such as the “Romanesque”, the “Gothic”, or the later but crucial 
notion of “Byzantine”. For example, Ludovic Vitet (1802–1873), the 
first Inspecteur général des monuments historiques in France, was one 
of the earliest scholars in the 1830s to introduce the notion of “Byz-
antine” (or “néo-grec”) influence. He even went so far as to consider 
that influences coming from the Byzantine world were the driving 
force behind Western architectural development until the invention 
of a genuinely European style, the “Gothic”.35 Such discussions span 
the entire nineteenth century and are fundamental if we are to un-
derstand the thoughts that were projected on the monuments of the 
Caucasus. Different positioning towards the origins of the “Roman-
esque” or “Gothic” created diverging attitudes amongst scholars and 
scholarly communities rooted in this foundational moment for “me-
dieval archaeology” in the 1830s. 

35	 Vitet 1830. See also 
Brownlee 1991.

[4]	 “Le Caucase par Alexandre 
Dumas”, commercial print 
by Jean-Pierre Moynet, 
1845
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In these years, figures such as Caumont or Vitet had only a vague 
idea of what “Byzantine” architecture meant. French “Byzantinism” 
had existed since the times of Du Cange (1610–1688), but there were 
few materials presenting the “Byzantine” churches of Greece, Anato-
lia, and beyond. Furthermore, most travelers to Greece were interest-
ed in the antique and not in medieval heritage. It was only the Treaty 
of Adrianople signed in 1829 between the Ottoman Empire and Russia, 
that effectively marked the end of the conflict between these two pow-
ers, permitting a broader opening of the Bosporus Strait to Western 
fleets and travelers and thus easy access into Asia Minor.36 Admitted-
ly, some publications already made “Byzantine Greek” architecture 
available to scholars in the 1830s following the Morea expedition of 
1828–1833 during the Greek War of Independence, but this endeavor 
was still predominantly focused on antique heritage.37 The nature of 

“Byzantine” Christian architecture was only made more widely known 
with the studies of Albert Lenoir (1801–1891) after his trip to the East 
in 1836, with the publication in 1842 of André Couchaud’s (1813–1849) 
important volume Choix d’églises bysantines en Grèce, and with the fa-
mous studies of Adolphe-Napoléon Didron (1806–1867).38 These stud-
ies began, in the 1840s, a long-lasting tradition of “Byzantine studies” 
which would have a profound impact on the ways in which the Chris-
tian East would later be studied.

The formulation of “Byzantine” and “medieval” as stylistic categories 
frame the careers of two figures of scholar-travelers who bear special 
importance for the francophone history of the art history of the South-
ern Caucasus in the first half of the nineteenth century. These are, on 
the one hand, the Swiss Frédéric DuBois de Montperreux (1798–1850) 
and the Frenchman Charles Félix Marie Texier (1802–1871). Both 
traveled in 1833 in the wake of the Treaty of Adrianople and brought 
back fundamental materials for the future of studies on the Caucasus.

Frédéric DuBois de Montperreux, born in Môtiers in Switzerland, 
was among the first researchers to travel extensively in the Caucasus 
between 1831 and 1834.39 He brought back exceptional documenta-
tion from his trip. Due both to his exhaustiveness and to the quality 
of the reproductions of monuments, published a few years later in six 
volumes, these had a profound impact on later studies.40 In addition to 
excellent reproductions and suggestions for reconstruction, his hy-
pothetical reconstruction of Etchmiadzin is noteworthy and was still 
used years later by scholars such as Toros T‛oramanean (1864–1934) 
and Armen Khatchatrian (1909–1967). DuBois is amongst the first 
to demonstrate a proper art historical interest in the materials of 

36	 Ciachir 2017.
37	 Blouet et al. 1831–1838.
38	 See chiefly Lenoir 1836; 
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39	 On DuBois, see 
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2000, pp. 8 –18; Eadem 
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the Caucasus and to outline a comprehensive system of development 
centered on Armenian architecture. DuBois began his trip in Georgia, 
in Kutaisi, and subsequently considered Georgian architecture to be 
dependent on both Byzantine and Armenian architecture, which he 
judged superior. From the outset, he thus makes a clear distinction 
between “Georgian” and “Armenian” architecture, leading to a contro-
versy that would endure through generations of later art historians. 
In particular, Georgian scholars Rusudan Mepisashvili (1913–2002) 
and Vakhtang Tsintsadze (1915–1993) attribute to DuBois the error of 
judging Georgian art to be dependent on that of Armenia.41 DuBois 
tried to demonstrate the superiority of Armenian architecture with 
a comparative approach, for example, with the cathedral of Bagrati 
(then in a ruined state), or with the church of At’eni Sioni [5], which 
he judged to be dependent on the Armenian architects and on the 
prototypes of Saint Hṛipsimē and Gayanē in Vagharshapat, an idea 
that continued to be broadly discussed in later historiography.42 In 
doing so, DuBois identifies Armenian art as an individual “style” as 
early as the first half of the nineteenth century. For DuBois, the par-
ticularity of the Armenian style can only be explained in relation to 
the proximity of the ancient Near East but also with some imposi-
tions, without much success, of Greek architecture, as for example 
at Gaṛni:

“In Georgia, the oldest church, founded in about 300 
by Mirian, was made of wood. It was only in 370 that 
a stone one was substituted; for a long time, the Geor-
gians followed the Armenian style in their construc-
tions, for the Armenians were their masters. The first 
church of Armenia, also built under Trdat, when Saint 
Gregory the Illuminator converted him to Christian-
ity after the year 275, had its pediments and cornices 
decorated with coffering. […] The Armenians remained 
faithful to this ancient oriental style, to this luxury of 
ornaments and carvings, to these massive forms which 
one notices in the porticoes of Persepolis, in the tombs 
of the kings, and which were perhaps only the echo of 
the monuments of Egypt… Combining this style with 
the needs and with the shape of their churches, they 
created a sacred architecture of their own. The church-
es of Saint Hṛipsimē and Saint Gayanē in Vagharshapat, 
which are supposed to be from the sixth century, are 
the prototype”.43

41	 Mepisaschwili/Zinzadse 1977, 
pp. 8 – 9.

42	 On Atʻeni Sioni, see Foletti/
Khakhanova 2023 in vol. ii.

43	 DuBois de Montperreux 
1839 –1849, vol. i, 
pp. 406 – 407.
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In sum, DuBois can be seen as one of the founders of art historical 
studies on Armenia. He underlined some of the questions that were 
central to later research (francophone and beyond) including the 
question of the relationship between Armenian and Georgian ar-
chitecture and that of ornament as one of the key elements of this 
architecture, considered here as “oriental”. DuBois’ journey is also 
striking in its scope: in addition to the territories of Georgia, he trav-
eled through Armenia in the vicinity of Yerevan and even further, 
from Vagharshapat to Geghard – where he reproduced the splendid 

“chapel of the lions” – moving on to Dvin, Khor Virap, up to the foot 
of Mount Ararat, where he saw the church of Saint Hakob of Ak‘ori, 
destroyed only a few years later by an earthquake. He then pursued 
south to the cemetery of Julfa, and many other places. Notable absent 
are the ruins of Ani. Due to problems related to sanitary laws, DuBois 
does not manage to reach the old capital, on the Turkish territory, and 
does not hide his immense disappointment when he is denied seeing 
these “magnificent ruins”.44 

However, this is not the case for the next traveler, Charles Texier, 
who built a whole interpretative system for the art of the Caucasus 
based on his considerations of the ruins of the ancient capital. Texi-
er, trained as an architect at the École des Beaux-Arts before becom-
ing Inspector of Public Works, was sent on an official mission by the 
French Minister of Public Instruction in 1833 to explore monumental 
heritage in various regions of Asia Minor. In the first work brought 
back from his travels, Descriptions de l’Asie Mineure, Texier – not being 
specially trained in medieval archaeology – deals first with the ancient 
monuments which were then the object of rivalries between Germans, 
English, and French in the region. In 1834, he discovered the ruins of 
the ancient Hittite capital, Hattusa.45 A second expedition, this time 
privately financed, took him as far as Persia and is more interesting 
for our purpose: on his way to Persia from Constantinople, Texier 
stopped in Trebizond, providing one of the first representations of 
the Church of Saint Sophia, and then he made his way across Arme-
nia.46 He brought back exceptional drawings of the buildings and ru-
ins of Ani, the historical capital of the Bagratid Armenian kingdom 
in the tenth and eleventh centuries [6]. From his considerations on 
the monuments of Ani, a sketch of the scholar’s thought on the art of 
eleventh-century Armenia emerges. What struck Texier at Ani was 
immediately the impression of a style which “[…] has no comparison 
in the West, and seems to be particular to Armenia: to give an idea, one 
could say that it is a mixture of Byzantine and Arabic”.47 Trained in 
the methods and criteria of Western architecture as described above, 

44	 Ibidem, vol. iii , p. 437.
45	 Texier 1839–1849. See 
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Voyage autour du Caucase, 
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Texier could not hide his surprise when talking about the cathedral of 
Ani, which was built between 989 and 1001. In it, he discovers the dis-
ruption of the evolutionary order that led from Romanesque to Gothic 
architecture, from the semicircular arch to the pointed arch [7]:

“Any man who has studied the progress of medieval art 
in Europe will be inclined to regard this building as a 
work of the thirteenth century; indeed, it bears all the 
hallmarks of that period; but the date inscribed on the 
portal proves that it is much older, and that the pointed 
arch was in use in Armenia at a time when the Roman-
esque style was the only one in use in Europe”.48

We find here, for one of the first times, the genealogy of an idea that 
was formulated some years later in Austen Henry Layard’s (1817–
1894) studies: the Eastern – Persian and possibly Armenian – origin 
of one of the most characteristic shapes of “Gothic” architecture, the 
pointed arch. This question goes far beyond Francophone academia 48	 Texier 1842–1852, vol. i, p. 112.
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and will be widely discussed in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury by researchers such as Josef Strzygowski (1862–1941) or Jurgis 
Baltrušaitis (1903–1988), in particular in light of new discoveries 
made in the Middle East by Arthur Upham Pope (1881–1969) and 
Ernst Herzfeld (1879–1948).49 In the period immediately following, 
this question enters into an enduring dialogue with debates on na-
tional style and architecture, with the emerging field of non-Western 
art history (notably Islamic), and within the broad debate on the Eu-
rocentric versus non-Eurocentric origins of Western medieval archi-
tecture. In this question, the Caucasus as a mediator of forms played 
a central role.

anglophone perspective / adrien palladino

In Britain, the search for the ancient East became, over the nineteenth 
century, a matter of imperialist pride. The same figures responsible 
for the development of the field of Near Eastern archaeology are also 
those who crossed the regions of Greater Armenia and Georgia. In 

49	 On Layard’s perspective, see 
pp. 52–54 in this volume. 
For the twentieth-century 
fortune of this idea, see, e.g., 
Baltrušaitis 1936; a topic still 
discussed by Bettini 1961. 
For an opposed view seeing 
the pointed arch already as 
a key-component of Roman 
architecture, see the influential 
text of Rivoira 1914. See also 
Briggs 1933 and the response 
by Pope 1933. 

[6]	 View of the fortifications 
of Ani, from Charles Texier, 
Description de l’Arménie, la 
Perse et la Mésopotamie, 
1842–1852

[7]	 Side view of Ani Cathe-
dral, from Charles Texier, 
Description de l’Arménie, 
la Perse et la Mésopota-
mie, 1842–1852
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doing so, they often highlighted the links between materials from the 
Near East and the visual and material culture of the Southern Cauca-
sus. Yet, neither Georgia nor Armenia apparently had anything re-
motely ancient enough to fully fascinate British archaeologists and 
travelers of the first half of the nineteenth century. Most figures trav-
eling at this time took on the same orientalist attitude towards these 
regions as that adopted toward the third of the world broadly termed 
the “East” by other Europeans.

Two of the earliest scholar-travelers who reached the Caucasus on 
their way to Persia were James Morier (1780–1849) and Sir Robert Ker 
Porter (1777–1842). Morier, who carried the middle name “Justinian”, 
was to a certain extent predisposed to travels in the East: he was born 
in 1780 in Smyrna, then part of the Ottoman Empire, to a mercantile 
family, and as a young man entered British diplomatic services. He 
published travelogues as a British envoy to Persia where he resided 
for nearly six years (1808–1809, 1810–1814) and, a bit later, became a 
successful writer of Orientalist novels such as his bestselling Adven-
tures of Haji Baba of Ispahan.50 Unsurprisingly, the novel portrays Per-
sians (and “Orientals” more generally) as “rascals, cowards, puerile 
villains, and downright fools, depicting their culture as scandalously 
dishonest and decadent, and their society as violent” and served more 
as “a reassurance of Europe’s cultural and moral superiority and the 
civilizing mission of the imperial powers”.51 The books from Morier’s 
two journeys crossing the Caucasus, filled with condescendence and 
cynicism, contain little to no valuable information regarding material 
and visual culture: while he mentions the solidity and sturdiness of 
Armenian stone constructions, he judges them barely worthy of no-
tice – with exception of the classical architecture at Gaṛni. Morier’s 
view is more focused on Persia, the place where he conducted exca-
vations, but also where he finds – as many of his contemporaries – a 
living repertoire for much sought-after orientalist writings.52

The second, more noteworthy figure, Robert Ker Porter, a native of 
Scotland, spent three years traveling in Georgia, Armenia, and Persia 
between 1817 and 1820.53 A painter and traveler, Ker Porter cuts a 
fascinating figure: appointed “historical painter” of Tsar Alexander i 
in 1804, he fell in love with Princess Maria Scherbatova but had to 
leave before arrangements could be concluded due to Russia’s newly 
concluded alliance with Napoleon’s France in 1807. Finally managing 
to marry the Princess in 1811, he witnessed the 1812 campaign against 
Napoleon and was knighted in 1813. Through contact with scholars 
at the Imperial Academy of Arts in Saint Petersburg – in particular 
through the president, his friend and cousin Aleksej Nikolaevich 

50	 Morier 1824.
51	 Amanat 2003.
52	 Morier 1812; Idem 1818. 

See Niederl-Garber 2013, 
pp. 39–43.

53	 Ker Porter 1821–1822. On 
Ker Porter, see Barnett 1972; 
Kaniuth 2007.
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Olenin (1763–1843) – and because of the boom that the field of Near 
Eastern archaeology was experiencing in the first half of the nine-
teenth century, Ker Porter became interested in the study and repro-
duction of the antiquities of ancient Mesopotamia.54 The expeditions 
he led between 1817 and 1820, from the banks of the Dnepr to the heart 
of Mesopotamia, must be placed against this specific backdrop. Since 
Ker Porter was a highly gifted artist – having been urged by Olenin 
to employ the greatest scientific accuracy (and thus naturalism) in 
the reproduction of monuments on the way – his drawings and wa-
tercolors are invaluable.55 His choice to travel to Persia through the 
Caucasus happened, paradoxically, by a twist of fate: in Odessa, news 
reached him of an outbreak of plague and a corresponding quaran-
tine in Constantinople, forcing his route to go through the Caucasus. 
There he saw not only Geghard, Gaṛni, Haghpat and Sanahin but also 
the old capital, Ani. On the way to Yerevan, “aware that Anni [sic], 
one of the ancient capitals of Armenia, lay not far within the Turkish 
frontier”, Ker Porter insisted on visiting its ruins.56 He indulged in a 
lengthy description much indebted to the Romantic idea of the ruin 
stirring melancholic feelings of past splendor:

 
“Over the center gate was sculptured a leopard or lionpas
sant; and near it, on the flanking towers, several large 
crosses were carved in the stone, and richly decorated 
with exquisite fretwork. On entering the city, I found 
the whole surface of the ground covered with hewn 
stones, broken capitals, columns, shattered, but highly 
ornamented friezes; and other remains of ancient mag-
nificence. Several churches, still existing in different 
parts of the place, retain something more than ruins of 
their former dignity; but they are as solitary as all the 
other structures […]. In the western extremity of this 
great town, in which no living beings, except ourselves, 
seemed breathing, we saw the palace, once of the kings 
of Armenia […] the masterly workmanship of the cap-
itals of pillars, the nice carvings of the intricate orna-
ments, and arabesque friezes, surpassed anything of 
the kind I had ever seen, whether abroad, or in the most 
celebrated cathedrals of England. I particularly obser
ved a religious edifice, of less dimensions than some of 
the others, but of exquisite architecture. It stood very 
near the octagon towers; and its high arched roof was 
a beautiful specimen of mosaic work, enriched with 

54	 On the role of Olenin, see 
Vasil’eva 2005.

55	 Ker Porter was one of the 
first travelers to bring back 
drawings of the ancient Achae-
menid and Sasanian necropolis 
of Naqsh-e Rostam as well as 
of Persepolis.

56	 Ker Porter 1821–1822, vol. i, 
p. 169. 
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borders of the pure Etruscan, formed in red, black, and 
yellow stone. […] Fine, and even brilliant mosaic, exe-
cuted with more or less precision, spreads itself over 
the city; and, in general, the form of the cross appears 
to be the root whence all the various patterns spring”.57

While a general disinterest in medieval monuments pervades his 
account, Ker Porter’s comments also reveal a certain underlying un-
easiness toward their description: at this moment within the devel-
opment of the field of art history, he had access only to limited com-
parative material. Ker Porter described the church and decoration 
but made no attempt at dating them or comparing them with other 
monuments. Occasionally, he hinted at the richness of the ornaments, 
mentioning how they reminded him of the “Gothic” architecture of 
England – although here “Gothic” was used synonymously with “old”. 
Similarly vague considerations of Ani’s heritage are found later in the 
travel accounts of figures such as Richard Wilbraham (1811–1900) or 
K. E. Abbott.58 Furthermore, as far as we know, Ker Porter does not 
sketch even a building from Ani or Etchmiadzin. Yet, when he cross-
es the ruins of the “temple” at Gaṛni, which he recognizes as the site 
of the palace of King Trdat (Tiridates), his knowledge of classical ar-
chitecture prompts him to a series of detailed drawings, which are 
amongst the first which use a “scientific” cross-section to represent 
an archaeological monument [8].59 Ultimately, the medieval art of the 
Southern Caucasus was considered marginal in comparison to Persia 
by Ker Porter and his contemporaries, where discoveries of classical 
or pre-classical antiquities – judged much more important than me-
dieval architecture – were much sought after by British travelers. 

Further, it is worth mentioning the British geologist William J. 
Hamilton (1805–1867), who visited the ruins at Ani at a later date, in 
1836, and introduced considerations on style into the travelogue ar-
chive, hitherto mostly absent from such British traveling accounts. 
Notably, while speaking of the Ani Cathedral, Hamilton – in a manner 
resembling Charles Texier who traveled in the same years – hinted 
at the mixture of “Byzantine” and “Saracenic” (or “Moorish”) “styles” 
that, according to him, are characteristic of Armenian art: 

“The style might be called Byzantine, with a mixture of 
Saracenic; the round arches are raised upon lofty pi-
lasters, which give them a very different character 
from the real Byzantine or low Saxon arch. This style 
we found prevailing universally in Anni [sic], but in 

[8]	 Robert Ker Porter, Draw-
ing of fragments from 
Tackt-i-Tigridata, modern 
Garni / British Library, 
Add MS 14758

57	 Ibidem, pp. 172–174.
58	 See Wilbraham 1839; 

Abbott 1842.
59	 On these drawings, today at 

the British Library (ms 14758, 
opposite f. 31), see Barnett 
1972, p. 21; Kéfélian 2021.
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some instances with a greater variety of ornament and 
sculpture, and gradually approaching the rich Arabic or 
Moorish style”.60

Like other of his contemporaries, he is fascinated by the character of 
Armenian architecture at the crossroads of different styles: “Byzan-
tine”, and “Arabic”, but also “Gothic”. Given his formation as a geolo-
gist, Hamilton believed – as many did after him – in the possibility of 
organically tracing the origins of these stylistic forms through sys-
tematic study: 

“The arches supporting the roof are circular, but point-
ed arches are produced by their intersections, and vari-
ous other ornaments commonly called Gothic are occa-
sionally introduced; and I could not avoid indulging in 
the conjecture that the origin of those rich styles called 
Gothic and Saracenic might by satisfactorily traces by 
studying the ornaments of the capitals, and of the nu-
merous angles or recesses between the arches, in which 
a regular gradation may be observed from perfect sim-
plicity to florid exuberance”.61

60	 Hamilton 1842, vol.  i, p. 199.
61	 Ibidem, pp. 200 –201.
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Recall here that besides the “Romanesque” and the “Gothic”, racial-
ly defined ethnic characterizations for styles such as “Byzantine”, 

“Moorish”, “Mohammedan” or “Saracenic” were, in these years of fre-
netic orientalism, experiencing particular success amongst learned 
audiences and within artistic and architectural practice.62 Similarly, 
the idea of the predominance of ornament within “Eastern” styles is 
a trope that can be encountered time and again in nineteenth- and 
early twentieth-century literature.63

A similar framework accompanies the travels of Austen Henry 
Layard (1817–1894) some years later. Over the course of the nine-
teenth century, the Near East was thrown into a war between the co-
lonial powers (France, England, and Russia). One of the main disputes 
formed over access to archaeological discoveries from pre-classical 
antiquity and the search for the almost mythical remains of ancient 
Mesopotamia. This occurred within an imperialistic framework that 

62	 See, e.g., Mateo 2018; more 
broadly on the question of race 
and architecture in the nine-
teenth century, see, e.g., Davis 
2019, sp. pp. 3–28.

63	 On the framework, see, e.g., 
Varela Braga 2017.
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viewed the material heritage of this region, often considered the “cra-
dle of civilization”, as the rightful ownership of the “West”.64 Ker Por-
ter made drawings of monuments as they were visible aboveground, 
and some years later Layard, possibly the most famous British Near 
Eastern archaeologist – often characterized as an inspiration for 
Indiana Jones – made excavations at Nimrud and Nineveh which led 
to the discovery of some of the greatest archaeological sensations of 
the entire nineteenth century. Layard was also one of the first scholars 
interested in formalist methods from an early age, keenly focused on 
the method developed by Giovanni Morelli (1816–1891). During his 
second expedition to excavate the ruins of Nineveh in 1849–1851, La-
yard crossed the Southern Caucasus, providing some fascinating per-
spectives that were profoundly shaped by his interest in both stylistic 
approach and in Near Eastern archaeology.65 While traveling through 
Armenia, Layard became particularly interested in the remains of 
three early Christian edifices. A drawing of one of the churches at 
Varzahan – in Upper historical Armenia, although today destroyed – is 
preserved in the collection of the V&A Museum [9].66 His description 
reveals a profound knowledge of coeval publications in French and 
German on the Christian East, and he made similar considerations as 
Texier, whose studies he cited, on the relationship between “Gothic” 
architecture and that peculiar to the eastern districts of Asia Minor, 
anticipating Strzygowski’s art history by some decades. Layard writes:

“The one [building], of which I have given a sketch, is 
an octagon, and may have been a baptistery. The inte-
rior walls are still covered with the remains of elabo-
rate frescoes representing scripture events and nation-
al saints. The colors are vivid, and the form, though rude, 
not inelegant or incorrect, resembling those of the fres-
coes of the Lower Empire still seen in the celebrated 
Byzantine church at Trebizond, and in the chapels of 
the convents of Mount Athos. […] the decorations in 
general, call to mind the European Gothic of the mid-
dle ages. […] there are many interesting questions con-
nected with this Armenian architecture which deserve 
elucidation. From it was probably derived much that 
passed into the Gothic”.67

Further on in the text, recalling Hamilton’s racialized stylistic as-
sessments, Layard clarified his thought about the specific branch of 

“Oriental” architecture that he claimed is characteristic of Armenian 

[9]	 Frederick Charles Cooper, 
Ancient Armenian church 
at Varzahan, ca. 1849 / 
Victoria & Albert Museum, 
Acc. No. SD.253

64	 See Malley 2008.
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architecture, concluding, unsurprisingly, in favor of the ancient 
Near East as the mediator of forms and styles in the Middle Ages: 

“The architect, or the traveller, interested in the histo-
ry of that graceful and highly original branch of art, 
which attained its full perfection under the Arab rulers 
of Egypt and Spain, should extend his journey to the re-
mains of ancient Armenian cities, far from high roads 
and mostly unexplored. He would then trace how that 
architecture, deriving its name from Byzantium, had 
taken the same development in the East as it did in the 
West, and how its subsequent combination with the 
elaborate decoration, the varied outline, and tasteful 
coloring of Persia had produced the style termed Sara-
cenic, Arabic, and Moresque. He would discover almost 
daily, details, ornaments, and forms, recalling to his 
mind the various orders of architecture, which, at an 
early period, succeeded to each other in Western Europe 
and in England; modifications of style for which we are 
mainly indebted to the East during its close union with 
the West by the bond of Christianity. The Crusaders, too, 
brought back into Christendom, on their return from 
Asia, a taste for that rich and harmonious union of color 
and architecture […]
The union of early Christianity and Persian art and ar-
chitecture produced a style too little known and stud-
ied, yet affording combinations of beauty and grandeur, 
of extreme delicacy of detail and of boldness of outline, 
worthy of the highest order of intellect”.68

As we will see, despite Layard’s invitation, this “mine of […] materials 
unexplored and almost unknown” would for some time remain with-
out eager prospectors mining their contents within the Anglophone 
milieu. Throughout the second half of the nineteenth century, the fo-
cus of traveler-scholars remained on Persia and Central Asia.

germanophone perspective / adrien palladino

During the first half of the nineteenth century, like in the rest of Eu-
rope, German-speaking scholars began to be interested in demon-
strating the creativity and importance of the “Orient” in contrast to 
the dominant exaltation of classical civilizations – chiefly Greece and 68	 Ibidem, p. 27.
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Rome. This positive attitude towards the Orient had clear enemies 
among scholars who retained classicizing attitudes and convention-
al philhellenism. In the country of Johann Joachim Winckelmann 
(1717–1768), this movement partly decentered classical aesthetics but 
sometimes, as seen over the course of the subsequent chapters, also 
led to real cleavages between scholars.69 Friedrich Schlegel, with his 
interest in the religious and mystic traditions of India, was amongst 
the first to initiate wide interest in the anticlassical “East”, while at 
the same time being a Graecophile. Likewise influential were such 
texts as Goethe’s (1749–1832) West-östlicher Divan (1819) or the writ-
ings of the Austrian Baron Joseph von Hammer-Purgstall (1774–1856). 
In a century of emerging debates on the origins of Germanic identity, 
Oriental studies came progressively to be used both as a tool to search 
for origins – a topic to which I shall shortly return – but also to high-
light the emergence of identities as the result of exchange and mixing. 
In this frame, the Caucasus was frequently seen either as linked with 
Persia, and thus the cradle of Indo-European and “Aryan” culture, or 
as the southernmost province of the Russian empire. 

Yet, there is a darker side to the story of the de-marginalization of the 
Orient. The profound impact of the racialization of science in these 
decades is crucial to this shift in scholarly exploration.70 For exam-
ple, following the much controversial framework introduced, as by 
scholars like Jakob Philipp Fallmerayer (1790–1861), the question of 
modern vs. ancient populations became fundamental for scholars.71 
Fallmerayer postulated that Greece in the nineteenth century was 
not primarily populated by heirs of the ancient Hellenes, but had 
been gradually replaced by the heirs of nomadic populations stem-
ming from Slavic Tribes. It is no surprise that Fallmerayer’s ideas, like 
those of the French Arthur de Gobineau (1816–1882) who wrote some 
years later on the “Inequality of Human Races”, were later diffused 
and used to form the antisemite, supremacist, and genocidal racial 
policies of the Nazi regime.72 This framework allying racialization 
and genetic-biological thought had a deep impact on the reception 
of the peoples of the Caucasus and their cultural production. While 
this is not limited to the German-speaking world, we will see how 
such thought led Armenians to be considered similar to Jews in the 
broader cultural imaginary. It is impossible not to consider nine-
teenth-century science as the root of the somber history of the twen-
tieth century. 

In this frame, it is a sad irony that at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury, the adjective Caucasian was introduced as a racial category to 

69	 E.g., Marchand 2009. 
70	 On the question of the racial-

ization of art history, see, e.g., 
Jarrassé 2004; Michaud 2019.
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sp. vol. i.
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Chapoutot 2014, with further 
bibliography.
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designate people with light skin color in the wake of the studies of 
the German-speaking anthropologist Johann Friedrich Blumenbach 
(1752–1840).73 In his De Generis Humani Varietate, the archetype of 
Caucasian racial characteristics is exemplified by a drawing of the 
skull of a Georgian woman [10]. He chose this name, linked with the 
Caucasian mountains,

“both because its neighborhood, and especially its south-
ern slope, produces the most beautiful race of men, I 
mean the Georgian; and because all physiological rea-
sons converge to this, that in that region, if anywhere, 
it seems we ought with the greatest probability to place 
the autochthones of mankind”.74

Indeed, since the Middle Ages the Caucasus was considered a key 
place of vision and prophecy, both as the landing point of Noah’s Ark 
and the backdrop of Prometheus’ myth. The region was thus direct-
ly linked with the origins of humankind.75 Blumenbach, who never 
set foot in the Caucasus, relied on Jean Chardin’s seventeenth-cen-
tury travelogue, in which the Frenchman described the legends sur-
rounding the Caucasus as well as the characteristics of the local pop-
ulation.76 In this framework, a similar discussion to the one promoted 
by Fallmerayer on the modern and ancient Greeks was applied to the 
discussion on the populations of the Caucasus in the nineteenth cen-
tury and those who populated this land in ancient times. Such inter-
pretative biological and racial categories which proceeded by deter-
mining deviance gaps based on the European canon were applied to 
monumental and artistic heritage. This is crucial to understanding 
the framework presented in the following pages.

Besides these more general developments, there were few German-
-speaking travelers who reached the Caucasus with a profound in-
terest in monuments in the first half of the nineteenth century. Most 
early travelers stopped at Constantinople or did not cross the South-
ern Caucasus at all, preferring other routes to Persia and the East. 
Three noteworthy exceptions are Heinrich Julius von Klaproth (1783–
1835), Friedrich Parrot (1792–1841), and Heinrich Theodor Wehle 
(1778–1805). None of them were, however, strictly focused on monu-
ments and art. Despite this, all three testify to different attitudes and 
interests towards Caucasian heritage. 

Klaproth, born in Berlin, was one of the first scholars who spread 
the use of the term “Indo-Germanic” for languages across European 
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archaeology and linguists 
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scholarly circles in his Asia polyglotta (1823).77 He postulated proxim-
ity in the roots of the European languages which he believed derived 
from ancient Sanskrit. In light of what we have just discussed, it is 
interesting to note that Klaproth, contrary to the prevailing opinion 
of the times, insisted that linguistic kinship and biological descent of 
speakers should be treated as two separate subjects. Such an idea was 
discussed at length within the emerging field of art history, where 
the life of forms likewise was a place to debate questions of biological 
descent. Even further, the notion of “Indo-Germanic” and the search 
for Aryan roots in the Caucasus informed the studies of art historians 
like Strzygowski.78 Another noteworthy traveler is the Baltic German 
Johann Jakob Friedrich Wilhelm Parrot. In 1829, Parrot completed the 
first-ever documented ascension to the summit of Mount Ararat – the 

“Holy Mountain of Noah” (Heiliger Noahberg) – considered until then 
to be unreachable.79 In his travel accounts, besides considerations of 
the habits and customs of Armenians, Parrot frequently compared his 
knowledge of biblical or ancient historical accounts (chiefly Strabo’s 
Geography) to the reality he encountered. Parrot was, however, not 
particularly interested in the “beautiful fragments of old buildings” 
(schöne Überreste alter Bauten) he mentions here and there. Neverthe-
less, his travel account deserves mention as Parrot saw some of the 
edifices at the foot of Ararat still standing. These would crumble just a 
few years later. His account is also a good reminder that the Caucasian 

77	 Klaproth 1823. The term 
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mountains, over the course of the nineteenth and especially in the 
twentieth century, were the territory of a game between nations, 
a genuine race to the top for political supremacy in the region and 
against other European powers.80 The last figure, who was marginally 
interested in visual and material culture, is Theodor Wehle. A gifted 
landscape painter, the young Wehle – not unlike Sir Ker Porter – had 
been called by Russian Tsar Alexander i to Saint Petersburg’s at the 
Imperial Academy of Arts in 1801. Shortly after, he was hired as part of 
an expedition to Georgia and Armenia.81 Employed as a cartographer, 
Wehle produced a series of outstanding sketches of monuments. His 
romantic interest in ruined or partially ruined edifices led him to rep-
resent several ancient medieval churches such as the ruins of the mon-
astery at Akhtʻala [11] or the Svet’itskhoveli Cathedral in Mtskheta [12]. 

Art historical reflections on the arts of the Southern Caucasus, how-
ever, did not occur until the 1840s. The arts of the Caucasus did not 
enter the canon of a field whose construction still mostly rested on 
the canon of classical Greek antiquity and the idea of art as a reflec-
tion of a nation. Few scholars, even amongst those who knew the 
works of DuBois, Texier, and other early scholars, were interested in 
the arts of regions beyond Constantinople. 

A major exception is the monumental history of visual arts first pub-
lished between 1843 and 1879 by Carl Schnaase. Schnaase was, along 

[11]	Theodor Wehle, Akht‛ala, 
Hamburger Kunsthalle, 
Kupferstichkabinett, Inv. 
Nr.: 23876z-II 
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with Franz Kugler, one of the first to attempt a “global art history” sur-
vey based on Europe as the center and canon.82 Schnaase’s Geschichte 
was focused on a Hegelian understanding of the development of styles 
and forms from a racialized perspective, adopting a philosophical atti-
tude that was influential across the nascent field of art history. In the 
third volume of his series – with the first dedicated to the arts of the 
Middle Ages and dealing with “Early Christian and Mohammadan art” 

– a sizeable chapter is dedicated to the arts of Georgia and Armenia.83 
The chapter on the Caucasus is symptomatically situated between the 
chapters on the arts in the Sasanian Empire and that on the arts of 
Russia, all of which were located under the general category “Byzan-
tine art”. Schnaase, who also had not traveled to the Caucasus, used 
materials from Carl Ritter for the geography, and for the monuments 
relied mostly on the accounts and drawings of Texier and DuBois. His 
choices were thus also limited by the available reproductions and ex-
isting bibliography. His perspective, strongly based on the belief that 
certain peoples had the capacity to create proper artistic innovation 
and others only to passively receive the influence of dominant cul-
tures, caused lasting prejudices toward the arts of the Caucasus. 

Within the system he created, Schnaase considered Armenians the 
leading force in the region, believing that their architecture impact-
ed even Georgian art. If Ani, thus, was seen as an ideal of Armenian 
architecture, then the cathedral in Kutaisi was seen as the ideal mix 

[12]	Theodor Wehle, View of 
the east side of the church 
Svetitskhoveli in Mtskheta, 
Hamburger Kunsthalle, 
Kupferstichkabinett, Inv. 
Nr.: 23876i 
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of Armenian peppered with some Byzantine elements.84 But for both 
Georgian and Armenian art, he contended that one should still not 
expect too much, as history had shown, according to Schnaase, that 

“in a nation […] raw and weak, divided in itself, morally weakened by 
dependence from various foreign rulers, an independent art cannot 
be assumed. [...].85 Even conceding that the Armenian nation clearly 
had a sense of the regularity and delicacy of form (Formensinn), and 
had been inventive enough to create a proper system of arts, it did not, 
according to the German writer, go beyond its own nature: 

“This corner of the earth at the foot of the Caucasus was 
made to absorb all the rays of foreign influences. They 
[Armenian peoples] had the perseverance, both reli-
gious and artistic, not to abandon the traditional system, 
but not the manly energy to carry it out with resistance, 
to bring it to light from within”.86

It is important here to note Schnaase’s hint at the lack of “manly 
energy” on the part of the Armenians. Here, he draws on an Orien-
talist topos of the “feminine” and submissive Orient, whilst the West 
was presented as “masculine” and active. Thus, according to Schnaase 
both the Armenians and the Germanic peoples received artistic stim-
uli from late antique Rome and Byzantium, but only the Germanic na-
tion, through its spirit, managed to attain freedom and develop from 
this original input.87 In the conclusion of the section on Byzantine art, 
Schnaase groups Armenian and Russian visual arts together as two 
different receptions manifesting negatively connotated Byzantine 
elements, displaying his slight preference for Armenian monuments:

“Plasticity is almost completely absent in both [Rus-
sian and Armenian art], the painting of the Armenians, 
though not so dull and mummy-like, is nevertheless no 
more lively and vigorous than that of the Russians. But 
in architecture there is the greatest difference between 
the pure, clear, intelligible forms of the smaller nation 
and the desolate, confusing, multicolored buildings of 
the larger one”.88

Finally, Schnaase offers his ideal conclusion to this part, touching on 
the mechanisms at work in the development of art history through 
racial and philosophical bases. He intends to put a holistic system 
in place, in which art occupies only one – albeit central – role in 

84	 Schnaase 1844, p. 269.
85	 Ibidem, p. 255.
86	 Ibidem, p. 275.
87	 Ibidem, pp. 312–313. 
88	 Ibidem, p. 313.
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understanding the strengths or weaknesses of a given nation. For 
Schnaase, the Germanic peoples were the capstone of the system’s 
pyramid, and it was the military, political, and cultural weakness of 
an entire people that thus explained the weakness of its art:

“The tragic fate of the eventual defeat and scattering of 
the people may inspire us with pity, but it was not an 
innocent one. If they had been as enthusiastic and unit-
ed as the Greeks were towards the Persian kings, they 
would have preserved themselves like them”.89

Such an approach dominated the nascent field of art history, which 
was constructed on a series of notions including style, moments of 
decadence placed in contrast to artistic renaissances, and essentially 
racialized conceptions deriving from the natural sciences.	

89	 Ibidem, p. 316.
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introduction / ivan foletti

The period corresponding to the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury and the initial years of the twentieth century was marked by an 
increased interest in Armenian and Georgian art and by the devel-
opment of fundamental theoretical systems regarding the region’s 
artistic production. In the decades leading up to First World War, in 
parallel with the development of art history as an academic disci
pline, formative presuppositions were constructed and validated. 
These presumptuous hypotheticals have resonance even into the 
present day.

The macroscopic look proposed in this chapter is intended to demon-
strate how clearly these reverberations are indebted to the context in 
which they were born. A majority of the chapter explores issues of 
national and international politics, but the development of other sci-
ences – especially linguistics and biology – are discussed as well for 
their great impact on cultural and artistic studies. 

The three major themes of international and cultural politics – im-
perialism, colonialism, and Orientalism – have an obvious and deci-
sive impact on the situation of medieval art studies in the region, as 
discussed in Chapter One. Indeed, the studies promoted within the 
Russian empire increasingly proposed a strong view of the South-
ern Caucasus during the Middle Ages as a marginal province of the 
empire of Constantinople. Crucially, from critical studies to texts for 
the general public, attempted to deny local particularisms: Arme-
nian and Georgian art was framed as almost indistinct due to their 

“provincial reality”. All the evidence shows how such a view corre-
sponds to the empire’s interests in the region – whose past, through 
the image of the present, required “provincialization”. Thus, scholars 
were consciously politically motivated and involved. These scholars, 
generally, worked to fulfill the agenda of the imperial state. We thus 
witness a striking symbiosis between the autocratic state and science. 

International colonial politics were projected onto the region – and 
scholarly history – in a variety of ways. A penultimate and dramatic 
process of “provincialization” characterized the situation of the Ar-
menians, divided between the Russian and Ottoman empires. In the 
logic of the “Great Game”, wherein the British and Russian Empires 
were pitted against each other in the Conquest of Central Asia, the 
British supported Ottoman power in the region. It was thus under the 
eyes (and with the implicit complicity) of the colonial powers that the 
last decades of the nineteenth century witnessed the first terrifying 
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massacres of the Armenian population in the region. These were, un-
fortunately, a prelude to the genocidal delirium that took place in 1915, 
yet these massacres are easily retrospectively classified as genocide 
from 1894 onwards. 

The gaze of European scholars is also marked by an Orientalist fas-
cination with the Southern Caucasus. Over the years this turned into a 
more scholarly and scientific interest yet retained the hegemonic and 
hierarchical perspective afforded to the region by an early Orientalist 
gaze. Linguistic research at this time molded the international belief 
that Armenian people, unlike their neighbors, spoke an Indo-European 
language. Such a hypothesis had a decisive impact in European scien-
tific environments where evolutionary and racial theories assumed in-
creasing importance for the systematic analysis of the past and present. 

While politics and racial theories only polarized Eurasia in those 
years – while the First World War was brewing – the world of research 
and intellectual exchange was more united than ever. Scholars were 
familiar with each other’s research across the continent and it be-
came increasingly common to publish outside of a national context. 
The paradox is thus clear: while nationalist fever rose, research was 
solidly anchored in an international context with universalist ambi-
tions, yet it still upheld nationalist beliefs or was manipulated to do so. 

A noteworthy aspect of these decades is the emergence of the first 
women recognized as scholars. In a field dominated by unbridled chau-
vinism, it was from Great Britain and Imperial Russia that the first 
women’s voices materialized. In this sense, it seems important to re-
call that – among the many paradoxes characterizing the Empire of the 
Tsars – gender equity surfaced as one of the central ideals of the culture. 
Women in the autocratic Russian state had decidedly more possibilities 
and freedoms than, for example, they did in the French Republic. 

In summary, the mantra of the scholars presented below was pos-
itivism and “objective science”. Over a century later one can clearly 
observe that, in the decades studied here, the dialogue of science with 
society is as intense as ever.

russophone perspective / ivan foletti

After the Crimean War, lost in 1855, and the advent of the new Tsar 
Alexander ii (1855–1881), the Russian Empire underwent a moment 
of profound transformation. The social reforms promoted by the 
Tsar – including the liberation of the serfs in 1861 – are generally 
presented as positive.1 But at the level of international politics, an 1	 Carrère d’Encausse 2008.
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unprecedented imperialist wave began with Alexander ii. In the 
context of the “Great Game” mentioned already in the first chapter, 
competition with Great Britain for control of Central Asia continued, 
while within the empire a strong wave of Russification occurred. One 
of the greatest reactions to such imposition was certainly the Polish 
uprising of 1863, which was violently suppressed. In the South Cau-
casus similar uprisings occurred in response to deep Russification.2

The first professional art historical studies were born in this context, 
but the art of the region also found a place in monumental synthetic 
projects, such as great world encyclopedias. A text that is extremely 
revealing of the situation and the perspective that the official, Rus-
sian-speaking gaze adopts is a long article published in 1873 by the 
Georgian historian and archaeologist Dimitrij Bakradze (1826–1890), 
as an appendix to the Proceedings collected by the Archaeological 
Commission of the Caucasus, entitled Kavkaz v drevnich pamjatnikach 
christianstva [The Caucasus in Ancient Christian Monuments].3 The 
list of monuments presented teleologically in this text was produced 
by the medieval (and modern) cultures of Armenia and Iberia [1]. 
They were presented in alphabetical order. The text specified to which 
culture each monument belonged, but presenting the art of the region 
in such an integrated way manifested a political position: following 
the creation of the Viceroyalty of the South Caucasus, the cultural 
production is also, at least from the perspective of the journal’s edi-
tors, presented as a monolithic block. This is, in fact, what was to be 
the perspective put forth from Saint Petersburg: once the Viceroyalty 
was created, there was no longer any reason to distinguish its partic-
ularities. I am convinced, however, that the issue here is more com-
plex. After the Polish insurrection, the empire perceived the danger 
of “national sentiment” and thus advanced a policy of cultural homog-
enization, a policy promoted even more virulently by Alexander ii’s 
successor, Alexander iii (1881–1894).4

The author was trained partly in Moscow and thus was aware of 
the situation in the center of the empire. However, Bakradze’s text 
still emphasized some local peculiarities.5 Nikodim Kondakov’s 
(1844–1925) approach was very different from Bakradze’s. Konda-
kov could be called, without hesitation, the official art historian of 
the Saint Petersburg court [2].6 He devoted several years to the study 
of monuments in the region – with particular interest in Georgian 
enamels.7 Since the late 1890s, however, he worked on an extremely 
ambitious project: proposing a synthesis of the ancient monuments of 
the Russian Empire. Symptomatically, the title of the six-volume work 
is “Russian Antiquities in Art Monuments”. The fourth volume of the 

2	 Kieniewicz/Zahorski/
Zajewski 1994; Rayfield 2012, 
pp. 306–310.

3	 Bakradze 1873.
4	 Rayfield 2012, pp. 284–305.
5	 Surguladze 2017 [2004].
6	 Foletti 2017; Kyzlasova 2018.
7	 Kondakov 1890.
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series, which interests us most here, bore another eloquent subtitle: 
“Christian Antiquities of the Crimea, the Caucasus, and Kiev” [3].8 Al-
ready the title clarified the position that the Caucasus were simply 
considered part of Russian culture. Even more interesting are the 
contents of the volume by this Petersburg professor, who introduced 
the part devoted to the Caucasus with the statement 

“The art of Georgia and Armenia was born only in the Chris-
tian era and not before the seventh century. Until that time 
all monumental constructions in the Transcaucasian re-
gion are entirely dependent on Rome and Byzantium”.9

[1]	 Frontispiece of Dimitrij 
Bakradze, “Kavkaz v drevnix 
pam-jatnikax xristianstva” 
[The Caucasus in ancient 
monuments of Christianity]

8	 Kondakov/Tolstoy 1891.
9	 Ibidem, p. 36.
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From his perspective from what will later be defined as the golden age 
of Armenian architecture – the Late Antique period – onward there 
was no real artistic autonomy in the region. He goes even further a 
few lines later, stating: 

“The churches of Etchmiadzin, even those preserved 
only in ruins, came into existence only in the years of 
Nerses iii, a Catholicos († 661), […] who brought from 
Byzantium a love of its architecture and art. The oldest 
temple of Abkhazia at Picunda, built by Justinian, has 

[2]	 Nikodim Kondakov, 
Saint Petersburg, ca. 1880
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been preserved only in fragments, while the church 
preserved at Picunda to this day […] dates from the pe-
riod of stabilization of the Byzantine canon, i.e., to a pe-
riod not earlier than the tenth century. […] Prior to the 
seventh century, one cannot even speak of an Arme-
nian-Georgian architectural style, likewise, all assump-
tions about the seniority of the Armenian churches of 
St. Hṛipsimē (618?), Gayanē (630?) in Vagharshapat 
and the church in Uzunlar [Ōdzun] (718–729) must be 
rejected”.10

Kondakov thus introduced an essential concept: the art of the entire 
region, undistinguished, must be considered integrally dependent in 
the medieval period on that of the Empire of Constantinople. It had 
no identity of its own and followed the production of the Eastern Ro-
man Empire. The conclusions of this Petersburg professor are thus 
unequivocal: 

“The Armenian style that develops through these build-
ings [of the seventh and eighths centuries] can be dated 
only to a later period, to the 15th–16th centuries […] More 
or less in the same way the Georgian issue must be un-
derstood, where the architecture has, still in the 10th–11th 
centuries, purely Byzantine features. The period of ar-
tistic independence comes only in the 12th–13th centuries. 

[3]	 Illustration from Nikodim 
P. Kondakov, Ivan Tolstoj, 
Russkie Drevnosti v pam-
jatnikax iskusstva. Vypusk 
četvertyj. Xristianskie 
drevnosti Kryma, Kavkaza 
i Kieva [Russian Antiquities 
in monuments of art. Issue 
four. Christian Antiquities of 
the Crimea, Caucasus and 
Kiev], Saint Petersburg 1891

10	 Ibidem.
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It is also known that Georgian culture and art experi-
enced a deep decline from the 15th century onward”.11 

From the “Byzantine” perspective adopted by Kondakov, there is no 
doubt: the art of the region was provincial and there were in fact no 
real regional particularities. Kondakov must have been aware of how 
problematic his theories were: even an untrained glance at Armenian 
architecture and that of medieval Iberia allows one to see substan-
tial differences between the two and, above all, a great diversity from 
Constantinopolitan production. Executed in stone, and with excep-
tional skill, the buildings of the region can hardly be considered in-
ferior to the coeval production of the Byzantine capital. Even less can 
they be considered as integrally dependent on such production. Kon-
dakov was certainly not inexperienced, and thus his conclusions are 
clearly the result of a colonial perspective that presented the past of 
newly conquered regions of the empire as merely (and always) pro-
vincial and inferior even on an artistic level.12

What remains to be established is whether the perspective proposed 
by Kondakov was an individual or isolated phenomenon to academics 
in the capital or whether it corresponded to a broader design, desired 
by the empire’s elites of those years. A partial answer to this question 
can be formulated by reading the Brokgauz and Efron dictionary, pub-
lished in 1893 [4]. In this very widely circulated text, which standard-
ized known knowledge, we read:

“The art that developed during the Christian era in Trans–
caucasia constitutes a branch of Byzantine art, which, 
due to local conditions and external influences, took on 
a peculiar shape. These conditions and influences were 
almost the same for both Armenia and Georgia. The his-
torical destiny of both countries was almost identical: 
both were ruled by their own sovereigns when Christi-
anity penetrated them in the fourth century; both soon 
afterward became the theater of the struggle between 
Greeks and Persians, and then Saracens; both experi-
enced a long period of terrible turmoil, rested for some 
time under the rule of national kings of the Bagratid 
family, and again saw troubled times. Therefore, the art 
of the first of these countries resembles or, more accu-
rately, merges with the art of the second to such an extent 
that they can be considered inseparable, under one com-
mon name ‘Armenian-Georgian’ or ‘Georgian-Armenian’ 

11	 Ibidem, pp, 36−37.
12	 Foletti 2016.
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art. The separateness of this art manifested itself mainly 
in the architecture and especially in the temple build-
ing. The Caucasus inherited Christianity from Byzan-
tium and borrowed its ecclesiastical architecture from 
the latter. The first temples in Armenia were completely 
Byzantine in character, which began to change and take 
national features not earlier than the seventh century; 
in Georgia, this transformation of the style imported 
from outside into a local one should be attributed to a 
later time, namely to the eleventh century”.13

The identity of the author of these lines is not known, but certainly, 
this was a person privy to ideas very close to Kondakov’s, which were 
presented in an even more radical way in this text. The Brokgauz and 
Efron dictionary provides explicit evidence that Kondakov’s ideas 
were not limited to academic circles. Therefore, it can be inferred that 
in the Romanov empire, medieval art history became a tool to justify 
the present: if science had proven that Armenia and Iberia were in 
the past provinces, colonies, of Byzantium, this text implicitly justi-
fied their situation in the present Romanov empire. In this context, it 13	 Brokgauz/Èfron 1893, p. 788.
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is not surprising that to celebrate the final subjugation of the whole 
region, in Tbilisi, the capital of the Viceroyalty, the tsarist power 
erected an emblematic monument. It is the cathedral of Alexander 
Nevsky, Russia’s national saint, which was, interestingly, executed in 
a neo-Byzantine style. The message in this monument is clear: the 
medieval past of Armenia and Iberia was manipulated to promote the 
colonial policy of the tsarist state. 

In conclusion, it is important to remember one last aspect: the colo-
nial idea that the Caucasus was a province of the Byzantine world. This 
was certainly present as a throughline throughout Russian-speaking 
research in the period under examination. Other biases were also pro-
jected into the research, along with, sometimes, a true passion for the 
region. This is clear from the introduction to the volume “Archaeolog-
ical Materials of the Caucasus” edited by Countess Praskov’ja Uvarova. 
In this text, she wrote:

“But I have been to the Caucasus too many times, traveled 
too many gorges, and too often lived and stayed in its 
most remote corners to have the strength and desire to 
treat the described monuments as separate units, made 
of stone and marble. And, so to speak, to detach them 
with my description from the region in which they were 
built, alienate them from the inhabitants who love and 
respect them, and finally from all that they have seen 
and experienced, from the legends that have developed 
about them and to which many of them owe their exis-
tence and preservation to our time.”14

francophone perspective / adrien palladino

In the turbulent years ranging from the Second to the Third French 
Republic, Francophone scholarship on the Caucasus continued to 
bloom based on the works of figures such as DuBois or Texier. As we 
have seen, their input was also felt in wider scholarly circles across 
France and Europe, and the discussion on the art of the “Christian 
East” would steadily continue over the course of the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. This concerned, in particular, a series 
of long-lasting discussions engaging the question of the impact of 

“Byzantine” art and the forms said to be “imported” from the East 
as well as their influence on the development of primarily “French” 
Romanesque but also Gothic architecture. This caused a divide to 
emerge on French soil that was reflected by other countries, between 

14	 Uvarova 1894, p. 3; 
Khruškova 2014.

[4]	 Frontispiece of 
Ènciklopedičeskij slovar’ 
Brokgauza i Èfrona [Brock-
haus and Efron encyclope-
dic dictionary], Konstantin 
Arsen’ev ed., vol. x, 
Saint Petersburg 1893
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supporters of a “European” origin for the arts of the Middle Ages 
and those who saw the “East” as the cradle of civilization. New dis-
coveries emerging in the second half of the century refocused the 
discussion on Syria, which was in close contact with the Caucasus. 
With Byzantinology emerging as a separate discipline, Constantino-
ple and its empire took center stage, with the Caucasus frequently 
relegated to the periphery.

Several notable scholars bridge the first and second half of the nine-
teenth century, with probably Marie-Félicité Brosset (1802–1880) 
in first place.15 A remarkable polymath, Brosset was frequently de-
scribed as the most gifted of the pioneer Antoine-Jean Saint-Martin’s 
students. He continued the work of his master after Saint-Martin’s 
early demise. Brosset learned Armenian and then Georgian, cre-
ating the first Georgian dictionary and the first French translation 
of the epic Georgian poem The Man with the Panther Skin by the late 
twelfth-early thirteenth-century poet Shota Rustaveli as well as other 
crucial sources both in Armenian and Georgian. The books from his 
travels were published in 1851, as well as his study of Ani (1860–1861) 
which united representations and descriptions of all of Ani’s import-
ant buildings – even though he had never set foot there! – were both 
printed in French in Saint Petersburg [5].16 Brosset had been invited in 
1837 by Count Sergej Uvarov (1786–1855) to the Imperial Academy of 
Sciences and traveled through Georgia and Armenia with official Rus-
sian credentials in the 1840s. All of Brosset’s work, whose scientific 
thoroughness is undeniable, was dedicated to the Imperial Academi-
cians and the viceroy of the Caucasus, Mikhail Vorontsov (1783–1856) 
and thus must be viewed against the backdrop of the violent repres-
sions happening at the same time in the Southern Caucasus.17 Brosset’s 
approach differs from that of Texier or DuBois in that he was slightly 
more focused on the monuments of Georgia, but also, as a philologist, 
towards recording epigraphic inscriptions. Brosset was also one of 
the first to rediscover and seriously study the manuscript library of 
the Armenian Catholicossate in Etchmiadzin. He published a catalog 
based on this rediscovery already in 1840.18 In Brosset’s meticulous 
perspective, he wished to “gather […] supporting evidence […] that 
can serve as a verification or demonstration of the assertions of his-
torians that the contemptuous Europe hardly knows and appreciates 
as legendary”.19

In the very same years, other European scholars were contribut-
ing to translating to European languages many of the texts stemming 
from the region, prompting more and more comparative research. 
As in the German context, ideas about the legends surrounding the 

[5]	 Walls of Ani, from 
Marie-Félicité Brosset, 
Les ruines d’Ani, capitale de 
l’Arménie, 1860–1861

15	 On Brosset, see Niederl-Garber 
2013, pp. 88–95.

16	 Brosset 1851 [1849]; Idem 
1860 –1861. Brosset admits 
that he never has visited Ani 
and relies on earlier descrip-
tions and maps by Abich, Texier, 
and Boré, as well as drawings 
made in 1844 by the Russian 
officer Julius Kästner, see Idem 
1860, vol. i, p. 5. The drawings 
in Brosset’s albums are thus re-
vised versions of the drawings 
of Kästner.

17	 See in this book, pp. 64 – 71.
18	 Brosset 1840.
19	 Idem 1851 [1849], pp. viii–ix.
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Armenian highlands and the Caucasian mountains developed in a 
joint ethnographic, mythographic, and anthropological perspec-
tive whose goal was to uncover, rediscover, or unearth the cradle of 
mankind and civilization. This is a recurrent topic that can be traced 
from the earliest work of linguists to anthropologists such as Ernest 
Chantre (1843–1924) who in the 1870s and 1880s produced a monu-
mental anthropological history of the Caucasus from Prehistory to 
the present day, and whose continuity must be seen in the work of 
Georges Dumézil (1898–1986).20

In the incipient circles of professional art history, by the middle of 
the century, the diffusion of studies by DuBois, Texier, and Brosset 
generated important discussions about the origins of European Ro-
manesque and Gothic architecture. This question was complicated 
by new insights into Syrian architecture, through the monumen-
tal studies of Charles-Jean-Melchior de Vogüé (1829–1916).21 Both 
Syria and Armenia/Georgia, the Eastern Christian nations, were 
seen by French researchers as prime areas for understanding how 
Roman architecture transformed under “Eastern” impulses. Being 

20	 On the origins of these myths, 
see Matossian 2009. See Chantre 
1885 –1887; see also Idem 1896. 

21	 De Vogüé 1865 –1877.
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“Christian” nations, these works must also be seen as part of broader 
Christian missions which were promoted since the 1840s to all parts 
of the “Christian East”.22 Despite major advances in knowledge of the 
buildings when compared to that just decades before, the question 
of “origins” – both the origins of forms but also that of Christianity 

– resurfaced recurrently, tinged with ideology. In the second half of 
the nineteenth century, the influential art historian Jules Quicher-
at (1814–1882), well acquainted with the work of Texier and Brosset, 
raised the question in his course at the École des Chartes:

“Does the idea of the new [Romanesque] architecture 
belong to Western Europe, or does it not come rather 
from the East, a region where the practice of vaulting 
was well known and where all the properties of this 
type of construction were known? […] For the churches 
of Kumurdo, Mokvi, and Ani, we have dates that cor-
respond to our years 964, 965, 1010; but what is espe-
cially surprising is that by their architectural charac-
ters, these same churches would belong, in France, to 
the eleventh century the first two, and to the advanced 
twelfth century for that of Ani. It would seem, therefore, 
that our Romanesque architecture not only originated 
in Armenia, but that it went through the same phases 
as in France, and this with a good century’s advance in 
Europe. Before coming to this conclusion, it would be 
good to wait until the investigation has been carried out 
more thoroughly”.23

Such a question, formulated somewhat neutrally by Quicherat, 
would become a battlefield of art history in the second half of the 
nineteenth and during the twentieth century. What formed in the 
first half of the nineteenth century as studies that prompted compar-
isons between “local” and “foreign” architectural styles of the Middle 
Ages crystallized when the field of art history gained a national com-
ponent throughout Europe. Was the Eastern – possibly Caucasian – 
component of French medieval architecture a mere drop of water in 
the lake or was it something more consequential? Was it “un-nation-
alist” to study the “oriental” or “Byzantine” character of some French 
Romanesque buildings? These were the questions that scholars of the 
region had to answer, both for themselves and for broader scholarly 
circles across Europe. At the same time, under the impulse of figures 
born in the 1840s to 1860s, the field of Byzantine studies would be 

22	 See, e.g., Verdeil 2001.
23	 Quicherat 1886, vol. ii, 

pp. 432–433. On Quicherat’s 
lectures and their impact, see 
Leniaud 2008.
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completely reshaped from the beginning of the twentieth century 
onwards, a matter that deeply impacted studies on the Caucasus. 

In general, this moment questioning the very roots of the discipline 
and the art of the nation in the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury was not particularly fruitful for studies focused on art history 
and the visual culture of the Southern Caucasus. Even when schol-
ars came to be interested, they generally had a rather negative idea 
of the arts of the Caucasus. This is the case, for example, with Jules 
Mourier (born 1846), a publicist who resided many years in Tbilisi 
first as French tutor of the children of the Grand Duke and Viceroy 
of the Caucasus Mikhail Nikolaevich Romanov (1861–1929). Mourier 
is an interesting figure since he started the publication of a French 
journal of popularization, Le Caucase illustré in 1889, dedicated to 
Caucasian culture, arts, ethnography, public affairs, political and eco-
nomic interests in the region [6].24 This was in addition to dozens of 
his own publications, as, for example, one on the Etchmiadzin library. 
Besides an obvious interest in the local culture, the publication in-
cluded photographic reproductions, which were mostly absent from 
former publications and thus touched a broader audience who were 
fascinated with these reproductions of the “Orient” – yet Mourier’s 
judgment on the arts remained negative. His opinion recalled much 
more Schnaase’s designation of the Caucasus as a place of foreign ab-
sorption without the capacity of original creation. He wrote: “Their 
architecture, like the country itself, has been perpetually influenced 
by foreign influences”.25

It is necessary to mention a remarkable study titled La Souanétie li-
bre signed by Raphaël Edgar Bernoville, which, aside from the invalu-
able information it presented on the remote Svaneti region, helped to 
frame the perspective on Georgia and the Caucasus by learned French 
audiences in the second half of the nineteenth century.26 Bernoville 
was a well-to-do Catholic bourgeois and amateur scholar, passionately 
devoted to archaeology. He traveled to Syria and to the Caucasus and 
was closely involved with the Catholic circles that contributed to the 
scholarly rediscovery of Eastern Christian art in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. Traveling in the 1870s, a few years after Bakradze, 
Bernoville was able to reproduce some floor plans and witness dozens 
of remarkable silver objects preserved in the churches and treasuries 
of the Svaneti mountains [7]. However, he had only an amateur and 
little-informed interest in them and thus described them vaguely as 

“byzantine”.27 Bernoville’s text was imbued with a strong Catholic con-
servatism, extolling the virtues of Russia as a nation still untouched by 
the decadence and corruption of the nations of Europe. He was very 

24	 The journal was published 
from 1889 to 1902, available 
for subscription in the Russian 
Empire and in France. See 
Cheishvili 2013; Grigoryan 
Savary 2018, pp. 89–90. Other 
figures of photographers and 
travelers contributed, in 
these years, to make the 
Caucasus more widely known 
to foreign audiences in these 
years especially through the 
new medium. We can cite the 
Belgian photographer Carla 
Serena (Caroline Hartog Mer-
gentheim, 1820–1884), the 
travels of the Florentines (but 
Francophones) Emile Levier 
(1838–1912) and Stephen 
Sommier (1848–1922) or 
those of the photographer 
Hugues Krafft (1853–1935). 
Another fascinating case, on 
which I do not have the space 
to enter here, is the figure of 
Joseph Berthelot, baron de 
Baye (1853–1931). In the late 
nineteenth century, having be-
friended the Russian historian 
and collector Sergej Chereme-
tiev, De Baye undertook several 
journeys to the Caucasus. He 
saw the pilgrimage to the 
Alaverdi monastery, visited 
Yerevan and Etchmiadzin, as 
well as Gori. In Alaverdi in par-
ticular, he brought fascinating 
pictures of the monastery, 
observing the Muslim and 
Christian pilgrimage to the site, 
still today of profound interest. 
On these figures, see notably 
the studies of Ana Cheishvili: 
Cheishvili 2017; Eadem 2021; 
Eadem 2023.

25	 Mourier 1887, p. 23. See a lon-
ger quote, from the 1896 edi-
tion, in Grigoryan Savary 2018, 
pp. 89–90.

26	 Bernoville 1875.
27	 Ibidem, sp. pp. 133–141.
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clear about his perception of the Caucasus, echoing the colonial sen-
timent, he stated “[…] from a military point of view, the Caucasus is 
to Russia what India is to England, and what Algeria is to France.”28 
However, he considers the colonization in the Caucasus by the Rus-
sians as an example of a “successful” colonization, unlike the policies 
implemented in Egypt or North Africa by France. In the landscapes 
and the vestiges of ancient Christianity in Svaneti, Bernoville seems 
to have found the myth of the “good savage” who was still uncorrupted 
by the decadence of the West.
With few exceptions, Caucasian studies were more productively de-
veloped under the quill of philologists, who were brought to the region 
to write about material culture in addition to their main focus on the 
study of manuscripts. Two central figures in this regard are the philol-
ogists Antoine Meillet (1866–1936) and Frédéric Macler (1868–1938). 
Meillet and Macler were from the younger generation of linguists 
who bridged the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They 
were working within the already fertile ground which had been de-
veloped in France around the École des Langues Orientales but were also 

[6]	 Le Caucase Illustré, n°6, 
1899 –1900

28	 Ibidem, p. 12.
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expanding the scope of the field through international connections 
with figures such as Heinrich Hübschmann (1848–1908) or Yakovbos 
Tašean (1866–1933) and the Mekhitarists both in Venice and in Vien-
na. Meillet and Macler had a key role in the internationalization and 
professionalization of the field in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries. Meillet became one of the crucial figures in the devel-
opment of comparative grammar and Indo-European studies, while 
Macler was remarkably well-informed on all aspects of Armenian lit-
erature, culture, and, through manuscripts, visual studies.29 Macler 
was familiar with publications on Caucasian studies in all languages, 
even disagreeing with art historians on certain questions: this is fa-
mously the case for the Etchmiadzin Gospels. Macler disagreed with 
Josef Strzygowski on the dating of the illuminations – and his opinion 
is still valid today.30 Caucasian studies thus experienced a boom in the 
early 1900s which coincided with some of the region’s darkest pages. 

Unlike the previous generation of scholars born in the early 1800s, 
those interested in the Caucasus born post-1840 were destined to di-
rectly or indirectly witness the horrors that were about to unfold in 

[7]	 From Raphaël Edgar 
Bernoville, La Souanétie 
libre, 1875 

29	 On Meillet, see Palladino 2023, 
pp. 101–104, with bibliogra-
phy. On Macler, see Grigoryan 
Savary 2018, pp. 90 – 91, with 
the most important contribu-
tions by Macler.

30	 Macler 1920a. On the topic, 
see Palladino 2021.
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the region. Since the mid-nineteenth century, indeed, the theme of 
the Ottoman oppression of the Armenians at the hands of state au-
thorities and Kurds grew in prominence in travelogues by European 
travelers. A few years later, under the reign of Sultan Abdülhamid ii 
(1876–1909), one of the most dramatic waves of massacres against the 
Christian populations of Asia Minor took place. Considered by some 
scholars as the first phase of the Armenian genocide, the so-called 
Hamidian massacres claimed between 100,000 and 300,000 victims 
between 1894 and 1897.31 Many French scholars, through their work, 
tried to raise public awareness of the situation of the Armenian na-
tion. Often, they plead desperately for the cause, but the interwoven 
interests of international colonial politics caused any potentially will-
ing politicians to turn only deaf ears to these cries. As we will see, by a 
dark twist of fate, it is nevertheless at this darkest hour that Armenian 
studies will receive a spotlight across French-learned audiences.

germanophone perspective / adrien palladino

Following Schnaase’s studies and given the passive role attributed 
to the Southern Caucasus and Armenia, the field of art history took 
some time to address the region in its own right. There were many 
formative German travelers, notably the Berlin-formed geologist 
Otto Wilhelm Hermann Abich (1806–1886) who was sent on a mis-
sion by the Russian Count Sergej Uvarov (1786–1855). Besides such 
travelers, the Caucasus thus remained marginal in Germanophone 
historiography up until the later nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies.32 Volumes of universal scope, such as Karl Woermann’s Ges-
chichte der Kunst aller Zeiten und Völker (1905), still qualified the arts of 
the Caucasus and of Armenia as a “Mischkunst”, an art of diversity (lit. 
art of “mixity”) at the beginning of the twentieth century. From the 
early German perspective, then, Caucasian arts did not present orig-
inal characteristics but would be composed only of a hybridization of 
different artistic trends – in other terms a “sub-culture”.33 Despite the 
presence and activities, since 1837, of a branch of the Mekhitarists 
in Vienna which had a considerable impact on scholarly interests in 
later years,34 the first Germanophone book dedicated to Armenia by 
the Austrian Amand von Schweiger-Lerchenfeld (1846–1910) in 1878 
also sums up a relative lack of serious interest: 

“Good [wine], ancient gray church buildings of Etchmi-
adzin, and several hundred old manuscripts in Mesrop’s 
hieroglyph-like script, kept in the monastery library, 
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between the Hamidian mas-
sacres and the genocide, see 
Morris/Ze’evi 2019. For the 
French and the Genocide, 
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century, see Duclert 2015. 
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hamidienne. I: récits globaux, 
approches locales, x (2018) 
and II: représentations et per-
spectives, 11 (2018). Further 
bibliographical hints also in 
Palladino 2023, pp. 98 –104.
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Uvarov was instrumental in 
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several of the scholars who 
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Empire. Most notably, Abich’s 
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lands in depth, climbing the 
Ararat volcano several times, 
see Abich 1878 –1887; Idem 
1896; Niederl-Garber 2013, 
pp. 107–117. The posthu-
mously published letters from 
Abich’s travels however also 
include descriptions and some 
sketches several monuments 
and places – including Ani, 
Hoṛomos, Etchmiadzin, or 
Geghard: most interesting 
perhaps is Abich’s constant 
fascination with Ani’s monu-
ments, see Abich 1896.

33	 Woermann 1905; 
Azatyan 2012.

34	 On the Mekhitarsists in Vienna, 
see, e.g., Denscher 2012.
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seem to be the only heritage that ancient Armenia has 
left to the living race”.35

However, as in the French context, a notable exception to this dismis-
sive attitude derives from fields exploring the languages of the region, 
which experienced a golden age in the second half of the nineteenth 
century. This interest in the origins of European languages through 
the Indo-European and Indo-Germanic “myth”, already discussed 
with von Klaproth, found new ground around one of the founding 
figures of comparative linguistics, Johann Heinrich Hübschmann 
(1848–1908). In 1875, a few years after the formation of the German 
Empire (1871), Hübschmann turned the communis opinio of the time 
around by demonstrating that Armenian was not a branch of the Ira-
nian languages, but an individual Indo-European branch.36 Such dis-
coveries must be placed in the international context of the develop-
ment of Indo-European and Indo-Germanic studies in Europe, with 
all the ideological problems this entails – especially for later periods 
and, but not only, in the German empire. It is indisputable that the 
question of languages transforming or affecting one another, partic-
ularly between Persia and Armenia, had repercussions for the disci-
pline of art history: it was progressively accepted that populations 
traveled with languages and with population ideologies and, there-
fore, “styles”.37 Precisely in the years of the publication of Darwin’s 
Origin of Species (1859), branching methods inspired by the phyloge-
netic tree diagram, inherited from the natural sciences, were used 
equally by scientists, philologists, and art historians.38 The arts of the 
Caucasus were thus seen either as a new branch in their own right – 
Armenian became at least linguistically an individual branch – or, on 
the contrary, as an extension or as the bud of an existing branch. Such 
visual mapping shaped the future of art history.

One of the key figures in art historical studies who bridged the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries is certainly Josef Strzygowski (1862–
1941) [8], whose name is now strongly associated with Armenian 
studies and with the more problematic history of twentieth-century 
Germany. Stryzgowski’s interest in the materials from the Southern 
Caucasus and Armenia seemed to originate with his early travels in 
the 1880s to Greece, Russia, Asia Minor, and Armenia (to which he 
traveled in 1889). At this time he became fascinated with the ques-
tion of the origins of early Christian art, and during his trips to Egypt 
(1894/1895 and 1900/1901) he became more acquainted with artifacts 
from the “Christian East”, Islamic objects, and those beyond in Persia.39 
Through these trips, and his teaching in Graz and later Vienna, as well 

35	 Schweiger-Lerchenfeld 1878, 
p. 42.

36	 Hübschmann 1875. See 
Schmitt 1975.

37	 On the question of the 
Indo-European myth over the 
late nineteenth century and 
during the twentieth century, 
with all its problematic impli-
cations, see chiefly Arvidsson 
2006; Demoule 2017 [2014].

38	 On the topic, see 
Bredekamp 2005.

39	 On Strzygowski, amongst a 
vast bibliography, see e.g., Zäh 
2012 and the various essays 
in Scholz/Długosz 2015 and 
Foletti/Lovino 2018. Most 
recently, important elements 
have emerged thanks to 
the archival studies of 
Polleroß 2021; Idem 2023.
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as his involvement in the Berlin museums and with the Mekhitarists 
in Vienna, Strzygowski’s knowledge of artifacts and monuments be-
came extremely broad even by contemporary standards.40 Already at 
the end of the nineteenth century and increasingly in the early twen-
tieth century, Strzygowski engaged in the heated European-wide 
debate within art history concerning the question of the primacy of 
classical antiquity and humanism versus the visual and material cul-
tures of the “East” – from the Eastern Roman Empire to Armenia and 
to Persia. This debate, which challenged traditional art history, would 
have a decisive and durable impact on the study of Early Christian, 
Byzantine, Islamic, and Persian art history in the following decades.41 

It is within this broader frame that the first study properly on Ar-
menian materials by Strzygowski must be placed: his book dedicat-
ed to the famous tenth-century Etchmiadzin Gospel (Matenadaran, 
no. 2374) published in 1891 [9].42 This book was published in the new 
series Byzantinische Denkmäler with the support of the Russian diplo-
mat Alexandr Nelidov (1838–1910) and at the printing house of the 
Viennese Mekhitarists. The latter had facilitated the travels of Strzy-
gowski to the Caucasus in the 1880s–1890s and his involvement can be 

40	 Mietke et al. 2012.
41	 There is no space here to 

enter into the intricacies of the 
question, but useful texts to 
orientate oneself in the ques-
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42	 Strzygowski 1891.
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explained by Russian interests in extending the borders of Byzantine 
art by including the Southern Caucasus and Armenia – an effort in 
line with the imperial/colonial policy.43 As Strzygowski himself later 
admitted, in this study, he considered Armenian art not as an original 
art, but as a broader branch of Byzantine art – to the delight of his 
Russian patron.

He highlighted the manifold ties between Armenian book illumi-
nation and earlier sixth-century Syriac illumination, which he saw 
as the origin of Armenian manuscript art. He argued that there was 
no proper Armenian tradition of book illumination prior to the tenth 
century. In such a way, like in his later Orient oder Rom, Strzygowski 
made a broad claim about the primacy of the “Orient” over Rome in ar-
tistic innovation and creativity during the early Christian period.44 It 
is also in the 1891 book that Strzygowski identified the early medieval 
church of Zvartʻnots in the ruins close to Etchmiadzin, which would 
increasingly become – especially after its excavation in the early nine-
teenth century that was prompted by Strzygowski’s identification – 
one of the most symbolic edifices of modern Armenia. It was also the 
subject of wide debates about the origin of centrally shaped edifices 
in Late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages.45 Strzygowski’s own po-
sition on Armenian manuscript illumination and art more generally 
gradually shifted, as is evident first in Strzygowski’s affirmation that 
the common root for Syrian and Armenian book decorations could 
be found in ancient Mesopotamia and Persia, which in turn fostered 
new ideas and aesthetic creativity in Byzantine art.46 Later, following 
his 1913 expedition, Strzygowski’s research turned to an unceasing 
search for architectures representing the missing link between the 

“Aryan” architecture of the ancient Indo-European peoples and that 
of Europe in Armenia.47

Besides Strzygowski, Caucasian and Armenian heritage was studied 
more sporadically by figures of art historians who became interested 
in the arts of the eastern Roman empire, either following the trends of 
Russophone historiography or marginally by those who were engaged 
in the study of Eastern archaeology; an area where Germans had 
many interests. Amongst these figures is the architectural historian 
Walter Bachmann (1883–1958), who in 1911 traveled through Eastern 
Anatolia, producing for his dissertation accurately planned drawings 
and photographs of Armenian churches and of mosques in eastern 
Turkey – notably of the Cathedral of the Holy Cross at Aghtʻamar.48

On a broader scale, within the increasingly tense political and strategic 
situation, the people of the German Empire reacted to the massacres 

[8]	 Josef Strzygowski 
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of the 1890s and the early twentieth century – as the following chapter 
shall discuss. Within Germany’s imperial ambitions, a strategic alli-
ance with the Ottoman Empire and its progressive conquest – made 
possible through soft-power and land grabbing – had been envisaged 
as early as the late nineteenth century.49 Such a situation made – as 
was the case for the British and to some extent the French – a direct 
political intervention to stop the massacres more difficult. As Ste-
fan Ihrig aptly synthetizes the issue, in Wilhelmine and early twen-
tieth-century Germany, “the Armenians continued to be the sacrifi-
cial lamb on the altar of intensifying German-Ottoman relations and 
German imperial policies”.50 Such a situation was not favorable to the 
Armenian populations and to Armenian studies, despite the fact that 
these were fellow Christians. 

One of the key figures defending the cause of the Armenians 
precisely from the vantage point of the unity of Christians is the 
Protestant pastor Johannes Lepsius (1858–1926), whose fight later 
developed into a virtual humanitarian battle.51 Son of a famous Prus-
sian Egyptologist, Lepsius became a leading figure in the German 
Oriental Mission (Deutsche Orientmission), which later became his 
Dr-Lepsius-Deutsche-Orient-Mission because of his need to reject his 

49	 See Ihrig 2016, sp. pp. 31– 89.
50	 Ihrig 2016, p. 32.
51	 On Lepsius, see e.g., 

Hosfeld 2013.
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government’s decisions. The goal of the mission was to help and save 
the Eastern Christians persecuted in the regions of Turkey, with the 
establishment of humanitarian camps, orphanages and escape efforts. 
His appeal to European aid, such as his pamphlet published in 1897, 
must be placed in the international appeals of intellectuals (not only 
Christians) from France, Britain, and the US to their kinsmen and 
governments to stop the massacres and to condemn the Ottomans 
for their crimes [10].52 While his efforts saved thousands of lives, the 
lasting engagement of Lepsius, also after 1915, had no profound effect 
on Germany’s Realpolitik nor the position of the Caucasus in the field 
of art history.

anglophone perspective / adrien palladino

While studies on Mesopotamia and Persia flourished in the wake of 
the discoveries made in the first half of the nineteenth century, the 
same cannot be said about interest in the Caucasus. While several 
travelers continued to explore the region’s geography and culture – 
amongst which we can include the notable travel accounts of John 
Ussher, John Buchan Telfer (1831–1907), and Henry Fanshawe Tozer 
(1829–1916) – the region remained not at the center of attention, but 
at best was perceived as a gateway to Persia and beyond.53 

Perhaps the most important publication on Armenia for a learned 
audience in English in these years was the study of Henry Finnis 
Blosse Lynch (1862–1913). Son of a mother with Armenian ancestry 
and a British explorer of Mesopotamia, Lynch published, at the turn 
of the century, a two-volume study entitled Armenia. Travels and Stud-
ies which represents the most monumental travel report published 
before the First World War [11].54 In line with earlier travel accounts, 
Lynch’s study is a precise account of all aspects of Russian and Turkish 
Armenia in the 1890s. Lynch’s first contact had been with Baghdad 
and Persia, as a member of the Royal Geographical Society: he focused 
during these travels on social, military, commercial, geographic, and 
other specially British-aligned concerns. Whilst by no means a pro-
fessional art historian, Lynch’s study did consider local artistic man-
ifestations. These, to some extent in line with earlier scholars such as 
Layard, focused on the character of Armenian sculpture and its con-
nections with Assyria and ancient Mesopotamia. For Lynch, the sculp-
tures at the church of the Holy Cross of Aghtʻamar “may constitute an 
important link between the art of the ancient Assyrians and the art 
of the Arabs and the Byzantines […] the bulls’ heads which adorned 
the ends of the arms of the king’s throne at Nimrud are almost exactly 

52	 Lepsius 1897. 
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reproduced in some of the stone ornaments which project from the 
face of this church”.55 Once again and following the trend of most 
scholars writing on the issue, the art of Armenia was considered here 
not as a self-sufficient and creative entity, but as the missing piece in 
the evolution of architecture from the Ancient Near East to Arab and 
Byzantine arts, considered separate branches of the tree of architec-
tural development.

Other important studies happened on the margins, as part of travels 
through Asia Minor resulting in studies by the archaeologist William 
Mitchell Ramsay (1851–1939) and the diplomat and adventurer Ger-
trude L. Bell (1868–1926) – one of the most remarkable British diplo-
mats, explorers, and archaeologists of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century [12]. Against the backdrop of the complex history 
of Britain’s involvement with the movements of Arab nationalisms 
spanning the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, a 
topic extending beyond the limits of the present book, Ramsay and 
Bell wrote a classic account of early Christian and Byzantine church-
es in Asia Minor, carrying out some of the first archaeological exca-
vations. This book, eloquently titled The Thousand and One Churches, 
refers to the ruins of the Binbirkilise region (whose name translates 
eponymously) in antique Lycaonia, modern-day Turkey. In this book 
bearing a dedication to Strzygowski, Bell and Ramsay discuss the or-
igins of church architecture in the region, namely Armenian archi-
tecture’s relationship to other cultural areas.56 The broader conclusion 
regarded the “Oriental” character shared by the architecture of Syria, 
Armenia, and Asia Minor, all – once again – as due to their common 
roots in ancient Mesopotamia. However, most interestingly, Ramsay 
and Bell did not reject the possibility that Armenian architecture, and 
possibly Armenian architects, had been active in these regions of Asia 
Minor. They remained careful in their assessment, however: 

“Whether Armenia borrowed from Constantinople or 
Constantinople from Armenia I do not venture to decide 
[…] Until the very late period represented by Tchang-
li Klisse and Irkhala Dere, Central Asia Minor appears 
to be more closely linked to Inner Asia, to Armenia and 
Mesopotamia, than to Constantinople and the coast 
lands, and though I regard the cross-in-square as a 
scheme not indigenous to the plateau, I am tempted to 
see in such churches as Tchet Dagh and No. 35 the archi-
tectural genius of Inner Asia working on a plan known 
to the Hellenistic world and probably itself Asiatic”.57 
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No matter the final conclusions, and despite the role of Armenia only 
as comparative material, Bell’s knowledge of the Armenian monu-
ments shows that amongst learned circles, real knowledge, informed 
by architectural drawings, plans, and more precise descriptions and 
even photographic materials was starting to make its way to Brit-
ain in the early twentieth century. The insistence on the primacy of 
buildings such as Etchmiadzin also showed the impact of Strzygows-
ki’s early studies on an international level, and which, according to 
Bell, “might in its present form rival any of the Carolingian plans”.58 
While such background seems ideal for the development of studies 
on Caucasian heritage, the arts of Armenia and Georgia continued to 
be marginalized within the Anglophone world. The political situation 
was not helpful, as the next chapter will show.

Indeed, the British Government was deeply involved in Armenian 
life by the 1890s, and in the Hamidian massacres, with a consistent 
policy: on paper, Britain was opposed to the annexation of Armenia 
by Russia and in favor of the Turkish reforms in the province. Such a 
position must be seen as an attempt to balance Britain’s relationship 
with Russia and with Germany, but also the Crown’s interest in India 
and the Persian Gulf especially in the years of the slow disintegration 
of the Ottoman Empire. To maintain this delicate power balance lit-
tle was done to help the Armenian population. The only significant 
push by the British authorities was a call from the 1890s onward for 

“reforms” of the Turkish territories in favor of the Christian popula-
tions, especially in the years leading to the First World War.59 By 1913, 
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the Ottomans and the Committee of Union and Progress of the Young 
Turks turned towards Germany, joining the war on the side of the 
Central Empires. Despite the outrage of public opinion and the calls 
for help by alarmed travelers and local officials who witnessed the 
massacres, little was done to prevent the situation from unfolding 
since Britain was now at war with the Ottoman Empire. In this con-
text, the proposed formation of an Armenian armed legion trained by 
the British as support troops intended to fight in Cilicia was rejected 
in 1915 due to the fear that it would lead to massacres – though this 
was without knowledge of the massacres which were happening at 
that very moment. The French later copied this idea by creating the 
Légion d’Orient. The plan was to create a French protectorate over the 
Armenian-populated areas of Western Armenia in exchange for form-
ing this legion and contributing to the Allied victory.60 As such, due 
to the broader political questions and the involvement of the British 
empire in other areas of the globe, the Caucasus remained, in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century, a place of great political and 
strategic importance, but not one intensively fostering studies on 
material and visual culture. In the early twentieth century, however, 
the United States developed art historical institutes, and Anglophone 
studies suddenly extended beyond the Atlantic, sometimes with very 
different parameters – especially due to the complex history of emi-
gration in the United States. 

italophone perspective / ruben campini, annalisa moraschi

While the study of medieval Armenian art and architecture became 
a formal part of the field of art history in Italy only from the 1960s 
onwards, there were sporadic mentions of Armenian monuments in 
contributions written in Italian even before the political unification 
of the country. Indeed, the first text to briefly examine an Armenian 
artifact from the Middle Ages dates, surprisingly, to 1828. This was the 
handwritten booklet entitled Illustrazione d’alcune antichità armene 
esistenti in Piemonte by Deodato Papasian (1808–1868), an Armenian 
diplomat at the service of the King of Sardinia.61 Indeed, the booklet, 
which was dedicated to King Carlo Felice of Savoy (1765–1831), in-
cluded in the list of Armenian antiquities preserved in Piedmont, the 
late thirteenth-century reliquary of Skevṛa [13]. This fascinating ob-
ject is now exhibited at the Hermitage Museum but at that time was 
preserved in the monastery of Bosco Marengo, near Alessandria.62 
Notably, Papasian translated all the Armenian inscriptions into Ital-
ian and added five illustrations that were later published by Vincenzo 
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Promis (1839–1889) in 1883, forming the earliest documentation of 
the Skevṛa reliquary.63 

Papasian’s contribution, however, is not strictly art-historical, since 
the author wished to familiarize King Carlo Felice – gifted with a copy 
of the manuscript – with the history of the Armenian Kingdom of 
Cilicia through his selection of objects. These objects included three 
privileges granted by the Armenian kings of Cilicia to the Genoese and 
some coins. Indeed, although the Mamluks had conquered the realm 
already in 1375, Papasian reminded the King that the Savoy royal fam-
ily had inherited its formal sovereignty through Carlotta of Lusignan 
(1444–1487). In this sense, his contribution can be considered a pru-
dent attempt to sensitize the king on the difficult condition of the Ar-
menian people by exploiting this connection with the Sardinian crown. 

The same intention is more explicit in the three volumes of L’Armenia 
[14], an encyclopedic description of the historical country, its subse-
quent history, and culture published in 1841 by the Venetian priest and 
historian Giuseppe Cappelletti (1802–1876).64 The book – dedicated 
to King Carlo Felice’s successor, Carlo Alberto (1798–1849) – was the 
result of a synergic dialogue between the author and the Mekhitarist 
Congregation of San Lazzaro in Venice, with the aim of bestowing 
upon the King the formal and moral responsibility for safeguarding 
Armenian culture and, indirectly, Armenians, by virtue of his status 
as “King of Armenia”.65 To support this objective, Cappelletti decided 
to devote the last paragraph of his book to the description of the pre-
vailing situation of the Armenian people.66

Interestingly, some Armenian monuments were, once again, in-
cluded in the narrative to show the relevance and longevity of Ar-
menian culture, and this time even in a dedicated section. However, 
the paragraph devoted to the Belle Arti in the second volume is brief 
and generic as the author limits himself to praising Armenian archi-
tecture by reporting the existence of “magnificent temples built to 
fake gods in the time of idolatry as well as to the real God in the time 
of Christianity” and mentioning in a couple of lines the ruins of Ani 
and the church of Aght’amar as the only Medieval examples, without 
any illustration.67 Nonetheless, L’Armenia constitutes the only publi-
cation written in Italian before the twentieth century to dedicate even 
a paragraph to the Armenian visual heritage.

While modest in their art historical output, Papasian and Cappellet-
ti’s contributions reveal, more broadly, the Armenian communities’ 
need for recognition and protection, as they were actively engaged in 
promoting knowledge of their history and culture to the intellectual 
and political Italophone elites.68 Notably, the Mekhitarist fathers of 
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San Lazzaro had been publishing contributions related to Armenia 
since the previous century, including translations of historical sourc-
es. Moreover, in 1843, they founded the scientific journal Bazmavēp 
[Polyhistory], which became fundamental to Armenian studies in 
Western Europe, and, in 1881, they also seized the opportunity of the 
Third International Geographical Congress, hosted in Venice, to organize 
a Mostra Veneto-Armena, where different materials related to Armenia 

– drawings, travel diaries, and maps – were exhibited to present the 
country to a broader public.69

However, as is also evident in Papasian and Cappelletti’s texts, art 
and architecture were still not exploited as powerful tools to stress 
the uniqueness of Armenian culture and the need to protect it. That 
was also because art history – particularly medieval art history – was 
established as an autonomous discipline only later in the century.70 On 
the other hand, Armenia was also difficult to access, especially follow-
ing the Crimean War (1853–1856).71 

Consequently, descriptions of Armenian monuments occupy a lim-
ited space in the few travel reports of the time written in Italian. In 
these texts, the country – far from being the ultimate destination of 
travelers – emerged simply as a space of passage between other ter-
ritories, and medieval monuments, if mentioned, were only hastily 
described in favor of other aspects, such as the costumes and tradi-
tions of the people.72 In Felice de Vecchi’s (1816–1862) Giornale di Caro-
vana (1847), for example, the author dedicated some pages only to the 

69	 For a detailed study of this 
event, see Moraschi 2023.

70	 Campini/Moraschi 
(unpublished).

71	 For more information about 
the conflict, see Arnold 2010 
and Blake 2006.

72	 See, e.g., De Vecchi 1847 and 
Idem 1854, De Bianchi 1863, 
De Filippi 1865. These are the 
only travel accounts written 
in Italian that we were able 
to find (excluding transla-
tions of foreign accounts). 
For more information and 
bibliography on the topic see 
Laycock 2009; Said 1978, and 
Braudel 1985.
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cathedral of Etchmiadzin, which he generically connected to Byzan-
tium while signaling, in another passage of the text, further “traces 
of the ancient Genoese and Byzantine style”.73 Interestingly, however, 
the church was later photographed – possibly for the first time – by an 
Italian, Luigi Montabone (†1877), in the frame of a broader diplomatic 
mission to Persia by a delegation of the unified Kingdom of Italy in 
1862.74 The three photographs of Etchmiadzin by Montabone have a 
fundamental historical value as they attest to the state of preservation 
of the church before its alterations at the end of the 1860s [15].75

The decisive turning point for the development of proper art histor-
ical studies on Armenian medieval heritage in Italy – in parallel with 
the establishment of the discipline and the emergence of “Byzantine 
studies” – can be dated only to the turn of the century, following the 
research of the Austrian scholar Josef Strzygowski , and, particularly, 
the publication of Amida in 1910.76 Indeed, in his book, Strzygowski 
carried forward his theory of the primacy of the East in the develop-
ment of Western art, attributing to Armenia a role as a mediator of 
artistic forms between Persia and Byzantium. 

In 1914, in opposition to Strzygowski’s ideas, and according instead 
to the pan-Roman nationalistic narrative promoted by the Kingdom 
of Italy since the political unification of the country, the engineer and 
architect Giovanni Teresio Rivoira (1849–1919), decided to devote an 
entire chapter to Armenian medieval architecture in his Architettura 
Musulmana, sue origini e suo sviluppo [16], a contribution that aimed to 
confirm Roman authorship more broadly in the development of both 
Western and Eastern architecture, including in Islamic forms.77 More 
concretely, Rivoira proposed a review of some of the most important 
medieval churches of historical Armenia, retracing hypothetical Ro-
man sources to demonstrate their dependence on Western models. In 
doing so, he postdated most churches’ foundations and concluded that 
Armenian medieval architecture was a branch of Roman architecture 
and a root for the Islamic style.78 Nonetheless, the scholar showed ap-
preciation for Armenian medieval heritage and admitted, in the case 
of Ani cathedral – whose dating in 1001 is attested by an inscription –, 
an influence on eleventh-century Tuscan architecture, especially in 
the application of decorative blind arches on the church of San Mini-
ato in Florence and the Cathedral of Pisa.79

Interestingly, Rivoira was supported by two Mekhitarist fathers, 
namely Minas Nurikhan and Gabriel Nahapetian, who helped him 
with the transliterations of Armenian names and, most of all, gave 
him the photographs of the monuments under investigation, as 
the text attests.80 Most of these photographs were taken by Father 

[13]  Skevra reliquary, end of 
the 13th century. Wood-
en core and gilded silver, 
35,5 cm × 63,5 cm (closed), 
Saint Petersburg, State 
Hermitage Museum

[14]	Giuseppe Cappelletti, 
L’Armenia, Frontispiece, 
vol. i, Florence 1841

73	 De Vecchi 1854, pp. 161, 
185 –188.

74	 Montabone 1862–1865. Luigi 
Montabone was a renowned 
photographer active from the 
second half of the 1850s in 
Turin. He became a Royal pho-
tographer and later opened 
some branches of his activity 
in Milan, Florence, and Rome. 
For contextualization, see 
Moraschi 2023.

75	 Namely, the addition of a sac-
risty to its east side commis-
sioned by the Catholicos of All 
Armenians Gevorg iv in 1868. 
See Abeghyan 2014, p. 67.

76	 Strzygowski 1910. See in this 
volume, pp. 104 –107 and 
Marchand 1994.

77	 Rivoira 1914. The scholar’s 
“Romanist” position was already 
clear in a previous publication 
dated 1901 (Rivoira 1901). 
On the author and his work, 
see Wharton 1995, pp. 1–14, 
Grigor 2007, Bevilacqua/
Gasbarri 2020, p. 27, and, 
more recently, Spampinato 
2023, pp. 137–143.

78	 Spampinato 2023, p. 141.
79	 Ibidem.
80	 Rivoira 1914, pp. 5 (2), 

238, 391.



[15]	View of the South and 
East sides of the Ējmiatsin 
Cathedral, photograph 
by Luigi Montabone, 
1862–1865

[16]	Giovanni T. Rivoira, 
Architettura Musulmana, 
sue origini e suo sviluppo, 
Frontispiece, Milan 1914
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81	 Galstyan 2018. We learned, 
after communicating with the 
author, that a book with an 
expanded chapter on this figure 
is currently in preparation.

82	 We came to know about 
exchanges of opinions con-
cerning medieval architecture 
between Rivoira and Gurekian 
from Léon’s nephew, Armen 
Gurekian. We are grateful to 
Giacomo Confortin for helping 
us in the mediation.

Nahapetian himself, a figure recently studied by Vigen Galstyan. Ac-
cording to Galstyan, Nahapetian’s activity, as well as that of the other 
Armenian photographers who began to document Armenian archi-
tectural heritage in the nineteenth century, must be considered in 
the framework of the Armenian cultural revival of the 1860s–1900s, 
when photography became a device for an empowering restaging of 
Armenian identity.81 It also appears that Rivoira discussed some of 
his ideas with the Fathers and even with the famous Armenian archi-
tect Léon Gurekian (1871–1950), showing that, from the outset, the 
study of Armenian art in Italy developed in dialogue with members 
of Armenian communities.82 In addition, the consistent Armenian 
presence in Italy after the political unification of the country and its 
activism could partially explain – at least in the first half of the twen-
tieth century – the absence of interest by some Italian scholars in the 
art of neighboring countries, such as Georgia.

In conclusion, during the nineteenth century, mentions of Arme-
nian monuments in contributions written in Italian are almost null 
and relate to broader historical overviews sponsored by members of 
the Armenian communities to show the relevance of their culture to 
the proto-Italian and Italian political and intellectual elites. Indeed, it 
was only following the spread of the theories of Josef Strzygowski that 
Armenian art found new relevance in art-historical – and nationalistic 

– debates, enabling its study by Italian scholars to satisfy contempo-
rary needs. This occurred during a dramatic moment: indeed, while 
Rivoira was publishing the first Italian art historical study of Armenia, 
one of the darkest pages of the history of humankind was being writ-
ten: the Armenian Genocide.



chapter ii i 
the armenian genocide, 
between indifference and 
humanitarianism, and the 
birth of the soviet union
(1915–1921)
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introduction / ivan foletti

The period from 1915 to 1921 corresponds to the most dramatic mo-
ment in the history of the South Caucasian region and of the entirety 
of Asia Minor. Indeed, the few years covered in this chapter encap-
sulate both the events of First World War and what is now referred to 
by most of the scholarly community – and indeed most states – as the 

“Armenian Genocide”. It is also the time of the Russian revolutions of 
1917 that culminated in the Bolshevik coup which precipitated the 
bloody and brutal civil war. 

In just a few decades, history transformed Asia Minor forever. By 
1924, four million Christians from various minorities were killed, dis-
placed, or forced to convert. By the end of the Armenian genocide, in 
less than a decade, Anatolia was emptied of its original inhabitants 

– some 1.5 million victims have been recorded to date – and the artis-
tic monuments found there were also dramatically compromised as 
they were subjected to systematic destruction in all media including 
architecture, manuscripts, and other art objects. 

Armenia and Georgia – because of the Russian revolutions – expe-
rienced a brief moment wherein they formed a united federal state, 
then became independent, before being again annexed to an empire, 
this time to the utopian empire of the proletarians, the Soviet Union. 
Violence, suffering, and cultural genocide accompanied these years 
that were, especially for Armenians, a manifestation of a real “valley 
of tears”. The annexation to the ussr sanctioned the beginning of an-
other very painful path of purges and deaths for both Georgians and 
Armenians.

Against this backdrop, the question the authors of this chapter pur-
sue is to understand how this tragedy changed the gaze of “others” on 
the art and culture of the region. Given the delayed schedule of schol-
arly publication – due in large part to the many mechanisms imposed 
to assure factual accuracy – there were few immediate results or re-
sponses from the academic community, relative to the scale of the 
genocide. Yet the trickle of scholarly testaments is still discernible, 
and ample space was given to the situation in the region, especially in 
Anatolia, in the newspapers. Recounting the genocide, its historical 
background, the various actors involved, and brief reflections on the 
art and culture of what was eventually called a “martyr nation” were 
focuses promoted by various newspapers.

The media determined critical reactions, yet never reported from a 
neutral political position. In the war years, the French, Italians, and 
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British were part of a wartime conflict that pitted them against the 
central empires. Consequently, anti-Ottoman rhetoric was an end in 
itself. Talking about the genocide and its atrocities therefore also be-
came a weapon of wartime propaganda. This, of course, does not in any 
way diminish the atrocities committed at the behest of Mehmed Talaat 
Pasha (1874–1921), the architect of the genocide, and the Young Turks 
government. It does explain the sudden shift of some European media 
after years of indifference to the cause of the Armenians of Ottoman 
Turkey, who sided ardently with the Armenians. This sharp shift in re-
porting tactics stands out even more as the first genocide (1894–1896) 
had been passed over in relative silence by European media broadly. 

The period studied here corresponds to two essential turning points 
in studies of the region. What was already present, at least on a theo-
retical level, in the preceding decades became a reality – the discourse, 
at the time considered scientific, concerning human races. After the 
first linguistic studies, new racial theories permeated a very dense 
network of human and natural sciences. Thus, Armenians would be 
referred to by some as the “Jews” of the East. The parallel was based, 
of course, on the notorious commercial activities of the two “peoples”. 
Given, however, the weight of anti-Semitism, exalted by racial the-
ories, such a parallel was not only dangerous but also explained the 
grounds for the genocide implemented by the Ottoman Empire. Of 
course, when compared to its apex during the time of the Nazi crimes 
little more than two decades later, biological determinism had not yet 
reached such a highly articulated theoretical level. However, the Ar-
menian genocide appears as the first tangible result at a mass scale of 
the biogenetic nationalism that would shortly thereafter invade the 
Eurasian continent – touching all sciences, including art history. 

The second essential element considered in this chapter belongs di-
rectly to art historiography. Indeed, it is during this most incriminat-
ed period that the most influential volume in the history of medieval 
Armenian art studies was published – Josef Strzygowski’s celebrated 
volume Die Baukunst der Armenier und Europa. Strzygowski’s work on 
Armenian materials and his methodological impact have already been 
mentioned in the previous chapter, but it was in 1918 that his mon-
umental research transformed the field. As we shall see below, it is 
not only the first monographic study of Armenian architecture in a 
Western language, but it was also revolutionary in its scope and ideas. 
The perspective proposed by Strzygowski upends traditional interpre-
tations of Caucasian art, for not only did he see Armenian art as the 

“handmaiden” of Western art, but he also argued that it should be con-
sidered one of the hubs of creativity that spilled over from the East to 
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the Greek and Latin West. Despite this admirable work to connect with 
the art of the Caucasus, it is imperative for this study that Strzygowski 
also built his argument based on racial theories that presented Arme-
nians as belonging to an Aryan stock. Racial theories thus become, at 
least in part, the common thread and the battleground that motivated 
some of the most important studies considered in this chapter.

russophone perspective / ivan foletti, margarita khakhanova

As already mentioned, this chapter opens with one of the most trau-
matizing moments of the twentieth century, the “Armenian Geno-
cide”. In addition to the murder of over a million and a half children, 
women, and men, this period coincided with the beginning of more 
or less systematic destruction of the heritage considered “Armenian” 
on the territory of present-day Anatolia. This genocidal drama must 
be understood in the context of First World War, which was certain-
ly a catalyst of Ottoman Armenophobia.1 In the six years following 
these events, the Russophone world would be shaken by a series of 
successive crises that would change, in no uncertain terms, the histo-
ry of the twentieth century. But what was the impact of this dramatic 
period on the history of Russophone scholarship?

In 1915, the year that coincided with the beginning of the Armenian 
genocide, an essential volume by Nikolaj Jakovlevič Marr (1864/65–
1935) [1] came out in this regard.2 From a Georgian-Scottish family, 
Marr was one of the foremost specialists in Armenian and Georgian 
linguistics. Despite his philological training he was appointed in the 
late nineteenth century as director of excavations at Ani, the ancient 
capital of medieval Armenia, and thus he became interested in Arme-
nian artistic and cultural history.3 The small volume published in 1915, 
however, is not a proper scholarly study but rather a kind of pam-
phlet, of only fifty-three pages, dedicated to a wider audience. Enti-
tled “The Cultural World of the Caucasus and Armenia”, the volume 
aspired to significantly affect the political situation.4 In fact, with his 
work Marr wanted to remind the Russian empire of the existence of 
the Caucasus and its culture, which he sees as one of the empire’s 
most load-bearing – and which in his view the empire had forgotten. 
Indeed, he spoke of the great sacrifices of the Armenian people and 
the irreparable damage being done.5 But he also recalled that being 
integrated into Russia was, for Georgia, a guarantee to develop peace-
fully despite the many problems engendered by colonial incorpora-
tion.6 By recounting the history of the region and its dialogue with 

1	 See, e.g., the synthesis by 
Bobelian 2009.

2	 Choisnel 2005.
3	 The report on the excavation 

will be published only in 1934. 
See Marr 1934.

4	 Marr 1915.
5	 Ibidem, pp. 50, 52.
6	 Ibidem, pp. 49 –50.
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other local cultures, Marr wanted to remind his readers of Russia’s 
duty to Armenians in Turkey: 

“Russia has an exceptional opportunity to demonstrate 
in action the beauty of its soul, sensitive to the spiritu-
al beauties. The soul of a great people, a people who are 
liberators, who pave the way to the world and their own 
freedom by steadfastly liberating the suffering and op-
pressed peoples”.7 

We are unable to know the exact month in which Marr’s little volume 
was published, but one gets the impression that the author was aware 
of the genocide in progress (or in preparation) and wanted to use the 
nearly century-old argument, by then almost a national tradition, to 
mobilize the empire: the belief that Russia had a duty to protect its 
threatened Christian brethren.8

7	 Marr 1915, p. 51.
8	 The Russian press was largely 

informing about the genocide. 
See, e.g., Ošerovskij 1915.
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This highly politically engaged text is an outlier, however, as other 
research did not react to the events of the war or the tragic events of 
the genocide. Countess Praskov’ja Uvarova, for example, who headed 
the Imperial Archaeological Commission, published a monumental 
volume presenting prewar research [2].9 In the introduction to the 
eighth volume she explained the delay in initial publication as due to 
a large number of exterior responsibilities, but nowhere mentioned 
the current situation.10 The extremely positivist studies that were pre-
sented in the volume correspond to the myth of a science completely 
detached from real-world events. This is even more paradoxical when 
one considers that in those same months the Russian press was pre-
senting the events taking place in Ottoman Armenia with increasing 
virulence: 

“The Armenian nation, as a whole, is now experienc-
ing perhaps the most tragic moment in the long and 

[2]	 Praskov’ja Uvarova, 
Karatcharovo, 1899

9	 Zhervje 2007.
10	 Uvarova/Kučuk-Ioanesov 1916.

[1]	 Nikolaj Marr with his 
students, Ani, 1912
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sorrowful history of its national existence. The sword 
of the god of war has struck it more painfully than any 
other nation”.11

The dramatic history of those years was not limited to the events un-
folding in Anatolia: as is well known, in February 1917, the Russian 
empire was shaken by the first revolution that led to the collapse 
of the tsarist regime.12 In the following months the country, still in-
volved in the war effort despite the regime change, was in turmoil: 
Lenin, the leader of the Bolshevik party, proposed abandoning Ar-
menia to its fate, while the leader of Mensheviks Georgij Plekhanov 
(1856–1918) and Alexandr Kerenskij (1881–1970), the prime minister 
of the provisional government, opposed this proposal arguing that 
without Russia’s protection the Armenians would otherwise be killed 
in a second wave of genocide [3].13 However, it is obvious that, tasked 
with solving such internal problems as the revolution, the civil war, 
and the external threat of World War i, Russia did not have the re-
sources to deal with the Armenian question as well. Thus, during the 
first congress of the Soviets, the fate of Armenia was mentioned only 
once, in the framework of criticizing Lenin’s policy:

“Comrade Lenin was so busy with his fight against the 
defenders and against all the bourgeois thinkers, as 
many of us are called, that he even forgot that Armenia 
was carved out, that there were no Armenians there for 
you to declare [an] Armenian republic […]”.14

In these chaotic times, however, periodic publications dedicated to 
the region continued to be produced, building on the momentum of 
previous years and publishing timely studies of Armenian and Geor-
gian monuments.15 Once again, the pace of scholarly publications – 
then as today – was seemingly completely detached from correspon-
dence with the rhythms of the real world. 

After the Bolshevik Revolution of October 1917 and the subsequent 
Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, which effectively closed the Eastern Front, 
the Transcaucasian Democratic Federative Republic was born in the 
territory of the Viceroyalty of the Caucasus.16 The country would en-
dure, under constant attacks from Turkey, only until May 1918, when 
the first Armenian and Georgian republics were born. This political 
experience, which would last in both cases until sometime between 
December 1920 and January 1921, was the first realization in mod-
ern times of the project of an Armenian and Georgian nation after 

11	 Armjanskij Vestnik 1916, p. 1. 
12	 It is impossible even to try to 
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13	 Rakhmetov 1930; Tunjan 2002.
14	 Rakhmetov 1930, p. 359.
15	 Khristjanskij Vostok 1917.
16	 Reynolds 2011.
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centuries of existence within other political entities.17 After Soviet-
ization, the Soviet elites would not forgive the two countries for this 
wave of “bourgeois nationalism”.18 Furthermore, according to Lenin-
ist propaganda, the two states had become detached from Russia as a 
result of enemy actions:

“There is no doubt that the external imperialist forces 
have concentrated their forces to detach Transcaucasia 
from Russia, to divide the country into small fragments, 
into tiny nation-states, in order to weaken their inter-
nal and external fronts and thus make their own impe-
rialist plans easier”.19

The country was shaken by civil war and millions of citizens fled 
as emigrees, while others were arrested and executed by Bolshevik 

[3]	 Georgij Plekhanov, 1917

17	 Mahé/Mahé 2012; Rayfield 
2012; Suny/Terry 2001.

18	 Arkomed 1931 [1922].
19	 Ibidem, p. 9.
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authorities.20 During this same period, a text by Nikolaj Marr, titled 
“Archaeological Expedition in 1916 to Van”, was published.21 Written 
in 1916, as evident from the title, it was published years later in the 
summer of 1922. In the preface, written by Joseph Orbeli (1887–1961), 
this delay was explained by Marr’s many publishing activities, while 
the volume was dedicated to the 100th anniversary of the founding of 
the Asiatic Society, founded in Paris in 1822. In the face of the horri-
fying and momentous changes in the region, archaeological sciences 
and art history impassively continued their usual work. 

Except for Marr’s 1915 pamphlet, the war, genocide, and revolution 
do not seem to have any impact on the history of Russophone stud-
ies of the Caucasus. This is surprising given the events immediately 
before and those that follow. This indifference, in our view, can be ex-
plained in three different ways. First, there are no normative volumes 
published during this period intended for a wider audience. The posi-
tivistic approach, largely obscuring the opinions of the authors, dom-
inates the field. A second explanatory element is possible in our view: 
in such an alienating situation, people often detach themselves from 
the reality of events and hide in an ideal world, one that the promise 
of “objectivity” in science appears to provide.22 This is what is docu-
mented, for example, by the study of Nikodim Kondakov during the 
revolution and his escape from Russia: although he lacked access to 
bread, he made time to write books on a daily basis, despite know-
ing that they may never have a reader.23 Finally we hypothesize that 
the lack of scholarly attention may be due to an issue of focus: im-
mersed in their world of research some scholars do not seem to see 
the world around them. Perhaps the truth lies at the intersection of 
these three assumptions. The fact remains, however, that at one of 
the most dramatic moments of the twentieth century, studies on me-
dieval Armenia and Georgia seem almost completely disconnected 
from the larger history. 

germanophone perspective / klára doležalová, adrien palladino

Although there was significant German scholarly presence in the 
Caucasus – we can mention, for example, the first director of the Cau-
casian Museum in Tbilisi Gustav Radde (1831–1903) – for art histori-
ans based in imperial Germany and Austria, the language barrier and 
lack of first-hand experience with Caucasian monuments was a sig-
nificant obstacle.24 The art of the Southern Caucasus, therefore, con-
tinued to receive only marginal interest and was mediated in German 

20	 For the emigration from Russia, 
see the recent synthesis by 
Foletti/Foletti/Palladino 2022.

21	 Marr 1922. 
22	 On the notion of “repres-

sion” in psychology, see 
Cathelineau 1999.

23	 Foletti 2017, pp. 64 –72.
24	 Difficult situation regarding 

access to monuments as 
well as secondary literature 
is mentioned, for example, 
by Kluge 1918, pp. 4 –5; 
or later by Chubinashvili 
[Tschubinaschwili] 1922, 
p. 217. On the figure of Radde, 
see, e.g., Plontke-Lüning 2005.
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scholarship either through the older studies of Carl Schnaase or the 
newer research of Josef Strzygowski. Against the backdrop of the un-
folding genocide of the Armenian people, Strzygowski provided the 
most important study of the first part of the twentieth century.

Before that, in the second decade of the twentieth century, Armenian 
and Georgian monuments, as in other countries, slowly penetrated 
German art historical scholarship through a growing interest in Byz-
antine art. Despite the well-established discipline of Byzantine studies 
already formed around figures such as Karl Krumbacher (1856–1909), 
scholarship on Byzantine art eventually made its way to Germany 
through scholars affiliated with the Russian academic environment, 
where the field held a special place.25 This concerns notably Oskar 
Wulff (1864–1946) often considered one of the founders of Byzantine 
art history in Germany and a facilitator of Russian scholarship in the 
West [4].26 Born to a Baltic German family, Wulff pursued studies at 
the universities of Dorpat and Saint Petersburg, before continuing his 
studies with August Schmarsow (1853–1936) in Leipzig. Between 1895 
and 1898, he completed a three-year study stay in Constantinople at 
the Russian Archaeological Institute, where he also met other influ-
ential figures in the field. Amongst them was also Strzygowski, who 
was instrumental in the development of the Byzantine collection at the 
Berlin State Museums where Wulff was later appointed as assistant.27 
In 1918, Wulff published a pioneering German overview of Byzantine 
art for Fritz Burger’s Handbuch der Kunstwissenschaft series where he 
discussed both Armenian and Georgian monuments and artifacts in 
passing.28 However, as other scholars before him, his interest lay main-
ly in determining the extent of Byzantine influence over Georgian and 
Armenian monuments. Even though Wulff was quite well acquaint-
ed with Strzygowski’s oeuvre, he took a more reserved position in the 
assessment of the Caucasian heritage, arguing for a clear primacy of 
Byzantine art over the Caucasus. In doing so, the Russophile followed 
a position widespread amongst Russian scholars of the time.29 Unsur-
prisingly, it was the sections devoted precisely to architectural history 
that were later criticized by Strzygowski.30 Nevertheless, Wulff ’s work 
apparently enjoyed wide circulation in Germany in its time and con-
tributed in part to shifting interests in Byzantium.

By the year 1915, the German Empire was shaken to its foundation by 
the events of the First World War. As one of the central powers, it was 
preoccupied with developments on multiple fronts. Despite, or per-
haps due to close ties with the Ottoman Empire, which culminated in 
a war alliance, the unfortunate fate of Ottoman Armenians became a 

25	 See, e.g., Agapitos 2015.
26	 Von Zaloziecky 1947. Of 
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matter of discussion, and the atrocities once again mobilized a group 
of pro-Armenian activists around Johannes Lepsius, who was men-
tioned in previous chapters.31 During and especially after the war, the 
view of the Armenian question oscillated between strict denuncia-
tion of Armenian oppression while addressing Germany’s share of 
guilt and the side advocating the German-Turkish alliance by what 
Stefan Ihrig calls the “denialism” and “justificationalism” of Turkish 
policy.32 These debates were further inflamed with the end of wartime 
censorship and the assassination of Talaat Pasha, one of the official 
instigators of the Armenian repressions, in 1921 in Berlin. Lepsius and 
other Church missions which had witnessed the massacres firsthand 
urged the German government by calling upon Christian solidarity 

[4]	 Cover of Oskar 
Wulff’s Altchristliche 
und byzantinische Kunst, 
vol. ii, Berlin 1918

31	 For a comprehensive study on 
the figure of Lepsius and his 
solidarity activities, see Hos-
feld 2013 or the more recent 
Hayruni 2020.

32	 The bibliography on the com-
plex question of German per-
ception of Armenian genocide 
is nowadays quite vast. See, 
e.g., Ihrig 2016 with further 
bibliography; or Gruner 2012.
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and the humanitarian duty of the German nation. A congregation of 
the Catholic and Protestant churches of Germany even sent a joint 
appeal to Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg:

“Neither we nor our Christian nation can remain silent. 
The Turkish government, which itself initiated and 
used the Islamic solidarity of all countries to achieve 
its own objectives, cannot expect its Christian allies 
to keep quiet about their Christian solidarity. […] Ev-
erything must be done to prevent German honor be-
ing tarnished by any suspicion of responsibility, even 
joint responsibility, for the scandalous acts mentioned 
above. It is unbearable to think that while we Germans 
are building mosques for Muslim captives, hundreds 
of Christian churches are being destroyed or converted 
into mosques. Our conscience is heavy with the knowl-
edge that while the German press extols the magnanim-
ity and tolerance of our Muslim ally, Muslim hands are 
pouring out torrents of blood on innocent Christians, 
and tens of thousands of Christians are being forced to 
convert to Islam”.33

Bethmann Hollweg’s answer was clear, given the military alliance 
between Germany and Turkey: “Our only aim is to keep Turkey on 
our side until the end of the war, and it doesn’t matter whether this 
has an effect on the lives or deaths of Armenians. If the war is to 
continue, we will need the Turks even more”.34 Such a stance pre-
vented any attempts at direct intervention in the resolution of the 
Armenian question. Following this party line, the German press ad-
opted an anti-Armenian stance and fostered a negative image of Ar-
menians as puppets of the Entente powers. Playing on the strings of 
growing anti-Semitism, Armenians were presented as hapless Ori-
entals, as quasi-Jews.35 The lack of official justice and reaction by the 
European governments, and the complacency of Germany, prompt-
ed the underground Armenian network Vrez (“Vengeance”) to enact 
extrajudicial justice – murdering six Ottomans and one Azerbaijani 
who were executors of mass crimes against the Armenians. Three of 
the victims – Talaat Pasha, Cemal Azmi, and Bahaddin Şakir – were 
shot in Berlin in 1921 and 1922. The 1921 Berlin trial of Talaat Pa-
sha’s murderer, student Soghomon Tehlirian (1897–1960), was the 
only occasion when German and international media attention fo-
cused on the destruction of the Armenians, despite the efforts of the 

33	 See Abschrift An den Kanzler 
des Deutschen Reiches Herrn 
Dr. von Bethmann Hollweg, 
Exzellenz, Berlin W, accessible 
online: http://www.armenocide.
net/armenocide/armgende.
nsf/$$AllDocs/1915-11-10-
DE-011, consulted 12.07.2023.

34	 See Notiz Bethmann Hollweg 
17, accessible online:http://
www.armenocide.net/armeno-
cide/armgende.nsf/$$All-
Docs/1915-12-07-DE-001, 
consulted 12.07.2023.

35	 See Ihrig 2016, sp. 
pp. 157–189, 270 – 298.
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authorities to keep the trial as discreet as possible.36 It is important 
to remember that the Berlin trial had a significant impact on a cer-
tain Raphael Lemkin (1900–1959), then a young law student in Lwów 
(now Lviv) and the future “father” of the 1948 Genocide Convention. 
The Armenian tragedy was seminal at all steps in Lemkin’s definition 
of genocide.37

The war made itself felt in German academic circles as well, since 
the German-Turkish alliance represented a challenge, as well as a set 
of opportunities, for a myriad of German orientalists.38 Perhaps para-
doxically, at the same time, Germanophone scholarship witnessed the 
publication of two crucial publications devoted to the art of Caucasus 
at the close of the great war. In 1918, German linguist and archaeolo-
gist Theodor Kluge published his doctoral thesis Versuch einer system-
atischen Darstellung der altgeorgischen (grusinischen) Kirchenbauten.39 
Professionally linked to Georgia by compiling comparative studies 
on Caucasian languages, Kluge encountered numerous monuments 
that had largely escaped German scholarly attention during his trav-
els.40 Initially only a passing amateur interest, Kluge soon attempted 
a systematic scientific classification of medieval Georgian churches 
based on their ground-plan arrangements.41 In doing so, he either 
resorted to his own measurements or relied on the work of his Rus-
sian colleagues. As Annegret Plontke-Lüning has noted, from today’s 
perspective Kluge’s work did not bring many fundamental insights 

– for, despite breaking the idea of Transcaucasian art in favor of the 
(old) Georgian monuments, he did not attempt to exempt Georgian 
art from subordination to Armenian or Byzantine influences.42 How-
ever, within the Germanophone scholarly milieu, Kluge advocated 
for Georgian material and his work formed a counterbalance to the 
prevalent scholarly interest in Armenian examples. After all, Kluge’s 
study was one of the works to which Strzygowski turned in his op-
ulent monograph on the medieval architecture of Armenia which 
appeared later that year.

As has been justly pointed out many times, Strzygowski’s Die Baukunst 
der Armenier und Europa represents a true milestone in the study of 
Caucasian artistic heritage, in terms of its scope and content [5].43 By 
the time of its appearance, Strzygowski was a renowned specialist 
in Oriental and Byzantine art and held a position of ordinarius at the 
University of Vienna which he had obtained to the displeasure of his 
Viennese colleagues in 1909. The two volumes of Die Baukunst were, 
and in many aspects remain today, the most comprehensive synthe-
sis of Armenian architectural history of the Middle Ages, published 

36	 Hofmann 1989.
37	 See, e.g., Balakian 2013; 

Mamigonian 2020.
38	 Marchand 2009, sp. 

pp. 436 – 437. Margaret L. 
Anderson even mentions a Full 
Employment Act for German 
orientalists researching on the 
Ottoman Empire: Anderson 
2011, sp. pp. 203–204.

39	 Kluge 1918.
40	 Idem 1907–1910.
41	 Kluge based his preference 

for Georgian monuments 
on linguistic and religious 
criteria: “Wenn ich […] nur 
von georgischer Kunst rede, so 
tue ich das aus berechtigen 
historischen Gründen, den der 
religiose und kirchliche Einfluß 
Georgiens ist zu allen Zeiten im 
ganzen Kaukasus ein bedeuten-
der gewesen. Seit den ältesten 
Zeiten gibt es nur eine Kirchen-
sprache – das Georgische 

– auch dort, wo man es nicht 
versteht”, Kluge 1918, p. 5.

42	 Plontke-Lüning 2007, p. 64. 
The limitations of Kluge’s work 
were later commented critical-
ly by the eminent Georgian art 
historian Giorgi Chubinashvili: 
see Chubinashvili 1922, p. 217.

43	 Strzygowski 1918. For its scien-
tific contribution, methodology 
and the distinctive character of 
Strzygowski’s argumentation, 
the book itself has become a 
subject of scholarly scrutiny. 
See, in particular, Maranci 
1998a; Eadem 2001.
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in a Western language and incorporating a plethora of previously 
unpublished material. In this regard, Strzygowski benefited from a 
study trip to Armenia that he personally undertook in the autumn of 
1913 and from his close relations with the Armenian architect Toros 
T‛oramanean who supplied him with a vast array of drawings and 
photographic reproductions [6].44 Strzygowski was not only the first 
to treat Armenian architecture in a separate large-scale study, he also 
sharply defined his position as against its supposed creative subor-
dination to the West. For the first time, Armenia was not framed as 
a place that simply received artistic inputs from Byzantium or fur-
ther West, but, to the contrary, Strzygowski saw the region as the 

“influencer” of these cultures. Strzygowski developed a grand idea 
of a westward migration of Armenian architectural forms rooted in 
the ancient architecture of Iran, drawing on earlier studies on the 

“origins” of mankind in the Indo-European ancient East. This view 
was considerably different not only from the predominant scholarly 

[5]	 Cover of Josef Strzygowski’s 
Die Baukunst der Armenier 
und Europa, Vienna 1918

44	 For additional archival mate-
rials regarding Strzygowski’s 
Armenological studies, see 
Plontke-Lüning 2015; or 
recently Polleroß 2023.
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Mesrop, 1914
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mainstream of the time but also from his early work on the Etch-
miadzin Gospels.45 Central to his reflection were centrally planned 
buildings topped with a dome. Strzygowski considered the domed 
construction a sign of the Armenian national awakening and its ul-
timate triumph over the longitudinal forms forcefully imposed by 
the styles of the Mediterranean. Even though the appearance of Die 
Baukunst represented an important international interest in Cauca-
sian art in the first half of the twentieth century, Strzygowski’s pecu-
liar argumentation, questionable dating methods, and employment 
of racial theory also found many opponents over time.

As Christina Maranci has shown, the reasons for Strzygowski’s 
engagement with Armenian architecture were manifold: from a 
long-term interest and attractive career opportunity to his pan-Ger-
man sympathies and even the contemporary political situation in 
Austria-Hungary.46 It must be emphasized, however, that as ear-
ly as 1914 Strzygowski’s name appeared on the list of supporters of 
the newly established Deutsche-Armenische Gesellschaft (dag) [7]. 
Strzygowski’s association with dag is of particular interest, for it links 
him to a circle of influential and politically active pro-Armenian ac-
tivists operating in Germany.47 The dag was initially established in 
response to the Armenian reforms of 1914 and as a mechanism to 
gather those who “out of economic or political, scientific or human 
interest, wish to cultivate German-Armenian relations”. With the en-
try of the Ottoman Empire into the war, however, the society’s agenda 
expanded to include humanitarian activities and support for an inde-
pendent Armenia.48

Although Strzygowski’s relations with the dag representatives re-
quire far more detailed investigation than is possible here, it is prob-
able that through the association, Strzygowski had a certain insight 
into the contemporary events in Armenia. It is also worth mention-
ing that his previously published contribution on Armenian domed 
churches later re-appeared in a small booklet issued by Rohrbach in 
1919, not long after the declaration of the independent Republic of Ar-
menia.49 The article concluded with several selected excerpts from the 
recently published Die Baukunst, all of which pointed to the distinctive 
character of Armenian architecture. It thus seems that Strzygows-
ki, whether consciously standing up for the Armenian cause or not, 
helped to foster the notion of Armenian national heritage precisely 
at a time when modern Armenia was paving its way to political inde-
pendence. Further chapters will show that this was not the last time 
he participated in the publishing activity of the dag.

45	 See, e.g., Marchand 1994; 
Maranci 1998b. The question 
of Strzygowski’s pan-German 
inclination is further discussed 
in the next chapter. For his 
work on the Etchmiadzin 
Gospels, see the previous 
chapter of Adrien Palladino in 
this volume, pp. 79–81.

46	 Maranci 2002.
47	 In fact, the signature states: 

“Hofrat Wolf Strzygowski [sic!], 
Professor an der Universität 
Wien”. Strzygowski was not 
the only Viennese amongst 
the signed: one of the 
committee members of the 
dag was also Nerses Akinian 
(1883–1963) of the Viennese 
Mekhitarist Monastery, with 
whom Strzygowski collaborat-
ed on Die Baukunst. One of 
the founding members of the 
dag was also James Greenfield 
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orator of Lepsius and later 
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49	 Strzygowski 1919a. For the 
original version see Idem 1916.
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francophone perspective / adrien palladino

Following the initial shock of the Hamidian massacres, the atti-
tude of the French academy and intellectuals in the years between 
the genocide and the Interwar period oscillated between attempts 
at humanitarian aid and humanistic support for Armenia, and a 
broader disinterest due to issues that were viewed as more press-
ing for French society. The need to make Armenia better known to a 
French public was eloquently summed up by the numismatist and 
Byzantinist Gustave Schlumberger (1844–1929) in March 1916 who 
argued that:

“There is no race less known in the West. For almost all 
French people, even educated, the question is simple; 
the Armenians are hapless Orientals who, like the Jews, 
trade in the Levant and whom the Turks periodically 
slaughter”.50

As in the late nineteenth century, numerous researchers and intel
lectuals were heavily involved in the fight for democracy and the de-
nunciation of Ottoman and then Turkish horrors, amongst which we 
can include Victor Bérard (1864–1931), Pierre Quillard (1864–1912), 
Jacques de Morgan (1857–1924), Antoine Meillet and Frédéric Macler, 
all key figures in the growing awareness of the importance of the 
Caucasus’ cultural heritage in these years.51 Major political figures 
such as Jean Jaurès (1859–1914) and Georges Clemenceau (1841–1929), 
even if politically opposed, wrote in favor of the Armenian cause in 
France.52 The denunciation of the atrocities appeared in newspapers, 
sometimes only through broader engagement with current issues in 
French society. These issues included, amongst others, the political 
divide and questions of anti-Semitism in France around the Dreyfus 
affair (ca. 1894–1906), as well as latent anti-Germanism especially 
during the war – the Germans had not firmly condemned the massa-
cres and thus were sometimes even implicated in them.53 The French 
press was particularly active in the denunciation of the atrocities of 
the Young Turks government. L’Humanité, the socialist journal found-
ed by Jaurès, titled “Massacres in Armenia” (“On massacre en Arménie”) 
in May 1915, denouncing how “the young Turkish government sur-
passed its predecessor in cruelty. In the panic of imminent defeat, it 
took revenge on the Christians of Armenia for its moral and political 
bankruptcy”.54 On May 25, French, British, and Russian newspapers 
sent a famous “warning” to the Turkish government: 

50	 Gustave Schlumberger, 
10 March 1916, Journal des 
Débats.

51	 For reasons of space, it is 
impossible here to exten-
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52	 See mostly Duclert 2015.
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54	 L’Humanité, 22 May 1915.
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“For about a month now, the Kurdish and Turkish popula-
tion of Armenia has been carrying out massacres of Ar-
menians, often with the help of the Ottoman authorities.
Such massacres took place around mid-April in Er
zurum, Dertchun, Eguine, Akn, Bitlis, Mush, Sasun, 
Zeitʻun, and throughout Cilicia; the inhabitants of a 
hundred villages around Van were all murdered in the 
town itself, and the Armenian quarter was besieged by 
the Kurds. At the same time, in Constantinople, the Ot-
toman government is cracking down on the harmless 
Armenian population.
In the face of these new crimes by Turkey against hu-
manity and civilization, the Allied governments public-
ly inform the Sublime Porte that they will hold personal-
ly responsible all members of the Ottoman government 
and its agents implicated in such massacres”.55

By October, L’Humanité published an article entitled “The extermina-
tion of the Armenians. Germany accomplice of the Young Turks” [8], 
betraying the latent anti-German feeling in these years.56 As in Germa-
ny however, the French governments’ more pressing concern was the 
war, and besides a few significant military and humanitarian opera-
tions – the famous episode of the Summer of 1915 retold so poignantly 
in Werfel’s Forty Days of Musa Dagh (1933) – sometimes conjointly led 
with the Légion d’Orient, French authorities did not intervene to pre-
vent the massacres and change the course of this tragic history.57 

Beyond the press and beyond the personal commitment of scholars 
in this frame, these events also had an impact on the scientific study 
of the Caucasus. Most notable in this impact is the foundation by 
the abovementioned scholars Frédéric Macler and Antoine Meillet, 
along with a group of leading politicians and academics, of the So-
ciété des études arméniennes in 1919.58 The society was soon endowed 
with a journal, the Revue des études arméniennes, in 1920 [9]. Founded 
in the same years as other pioneering journals of interdisciplinary 
research still active today exploring the ancient cultures of the Near 
East or the Eastern Roman Empire, such as Syria (1920) and Byzan-
tion (1924), the Revue aimed from the outset to become an interna-
tional platform for the study of Armenian culture in the broadest 
sense of the term. In fact, it was the first such platform dedicated to 
Armenia in Europe. The introduction to the first volume, by Meillet 
and Macler, recalls the previous marginalization of Armenia and 

55	 Le Petit Parisien, 25 May 1915.
56	 L’Humanité, 15 October 1915.
57	 For the broader context, see 

Papazian 2017.
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sets the tone for most of the French-language studies that would fol-
low in those years:

“Without doubt, Armenia has never been, at any mo-
ment of history, the center of a great and original civ-
ilization. Its geographical situation and the historical 
events that resulted from it have never allowed it to 
largely radiate.
But, besides the fact that her external action was non 
negligeable – Georgia was largely subject to the influ
ence of Armenia, and we know which importance 
M. Strzygowski attributes to Armenian architecture – 
the Armenian evidence is of great value to help under-
standing neighboring civilizations. Placed at the meet-
ing point of different nations, the Armenian people 
were subject to the action of distinct civilizations, alter-
nately and often at the same time. The data provided by 
Armenian evidence can thus enlighten facts pertinent 
to Iranian, Greek, Syriac, Ancient French, Arab, Turk, 
etc. phenomena.
The new journal […] would like to serve as a center for 
Armenian studies for Western scholars.
It comes at its hour, at a time when, after unheard-of 
sufferings, the Armenian people take back their place 
in the council of Nations”.59

The introduction refers to contemporary events: in 1920, a battered 
Armenia regained its place on the chessboard of nations following 
the attempted independence of the first Republic of Armenia and the 
Treaty of Sèvres (August 1920), which recognized Armenia as a free 
and independent state. That same year, as already mentioned, the 
Bolsheviks seized power in Yerevan, leading to the creation of the So-
viet Republic of Armenia. In contrast, the magazine’s introduction 
presents historical Armenia as a crossroads. In this perspective, Ar-
menia became important for its ability to absorb linguistic realities 
and visual cultures: it was viewed as a conduit, not an autonomous 
creative force. It becomes evident that in these years of intense cri-
sis, these figures’ individual commitment to the threatened Armenia 
needs to be dissociated from their condemnation of Ottoman and 
Turkish atrocities, and their position as European scholars who con-
tinue to see Armenia as a fascinating cultural reality, but unincorpo-
rated in their value system. 59	 Macler/Meillet 1920.



[8]	 Headline from the front page 
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[10]	Page with reproduction 
of a watercolor by Arshak 
Fetvadjian, from Frédéric 
Macler, “L’architecture 
arménienne dans ses 
rapports avec l’art syrien”, 
Syria, i / 4 (1920), pl. xxxii

Two important art historians were active on the Armenian society’s 
committee and promoted, themselves or later through their students, 
a perspective much like the one outlined in the introduction: Charles 
Diehl (1859–1944) and Gabriel Millet (1867–1953). Both were Byzan-
tinists, and it is from this perspective that they approached the arts of 
Armenia. In 1921, in one of the earliest issues of the Revue, Diehl pub-
lished an art historical text on late antique and medieval Armenia.60 
This essay is in fact a response to Strzygowski’s contemporary studies. 
Although Diehl leaned towards the Hellenistic East as the source of 
creativity in the Late Antique and Early Christian world, he had al-
ready periodically argued that Strzygowski’s statements needed to be 
strongly nuanced: for Diehl, despite the importance of other creative 
centers from which various impulses could come, such as Asia Minor, 
Syria, Egypt and even Armenia, the real crucible for the formation 
of artistic forms combining the East with a Hellenistic background 
was Constantinople.61 In his 1921 article, published following the pub-
lication of Strzygowski’s 1918 study on Armenian architecture, Diehl 
repeats his criticism of the Austrian author. For Diehl, the creative part 
attributed to Armenia by Strzygowski is too great, and Armenia should 
therefore not be considered as the cradle of Christian or Byzantine art, 
but as one of the stages in the mixture between the Ancient East and 
Hellenistic elements. Thus, for the Late Antique period:

“[…] one must thus conclude that, in its origins, [Arme-
nian art] does not present any significant enough traits 
so that we may flatter ourselves, following Strzygowski, 
to have found in Armenia the ‘solid ground’ on which to 
build the history of the formation of Eastern Christian 
art […] And however interesting Armenian art of the 
seventh century appears, it is only, through the Byzan-
tine influence it endures, a province of Byzantine art”.62

While Diehl acknowledged greater creativity in the Armenian world 
in the tenth and eleventh centuries, this time in relation to Islamic art, 
his perspective was closer to that of Russian researchers, mentioned 
in the precedent chapter, who saw Armenia as a province of the great 
Byzantine Empire, albeit an interesting one.

Although not an art historian but having published extensively on 
the visual arts of medieval Armenia – sometimes with a perspective 
aimed at a broader audience – Frédéric Macler’s more nuanced per-
spective is worth mentioning.63 In the first issue of Syria, Macler pub-
lished a brief article specifically examining the relationship between 

60	 Diehl 1921.
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62	 Diehl 1921, p. 231.
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Syrian architecture and art and Armenia [10].64 Macler’s article es-
sentially presented previous studies on Armenia, recalling the tradi-
tion of French studies from Chardin to Texier and how the discipline 
was divided between scholars of Islamic and Byzantine arts. Macler is 
more an observer than a critic of Strzygowski’s or Diehl’s position in 
this text and provides a more nuanced judgment, following the same 
movement described above. He considered Armenia as the fertile 
crossroads of varied impressions:

“[…] the most various influences have been exerted on 
Armenian art. The dome, which was known to the Assyr-
ians in its double heightened or spherical form, passed 
into Armenia either directly or via Persia. The polygonal 
form, apparently of Cappadocian origin, is well repre-
sented in Armenia, and Byzantine influence can be seen 
in a number of monuments. But the oldest architectural 
monuments betray a Syrian inspiration. On this Syrian 
base, an original, national Armenian architecture has 
developed, denoting a sure and delicate artistic taste”.65

In many ways, this more nuanced perspective was supported by 
scholars for many years, often bringing Armenia into the fold of re-
searchers studying the Persian and Sassanid Orient or Byzantine art.

Alongside this perspective, the question of the relationship between 
Armenian architecture and the birth of “Romanesque” art in Europe 
continued to be mentioned marginally throughout this period, only 
finding a new lease on life in the inter-war period, as we shall see 
below. As for the other art historian involved in the creation of the 
Société des études arméniennes and its journal, Gabriel Millet, he wrote 
little on the art of Armenia. His involvement in the subject – from the 
perspective of a Byzantinist interested in the influence of Constanti-
nople throughout the Middle Ages in the Balkans and in other Chris-
tian countries – can be seen most notably through his students, chiefly 
Sirarpie Der Nersessian (1896–1898) and André Grabar (1896–1990), 
to whom we will return shortly.66

In conclusion, it is worth recalling that it was precisely during the 
darkest years between the Hamidian massacres and the genocide that 
Armenian studies were given official Francophone international bod-
ies, under the impetus of Armenophile researchers, with the Société 
des études arméniennes and the Revue. Founded in 1920, the Revue lasted 
only thirteen years until 1933, when it was discontinued, three years 
before Meillet’s death. The other contributor, Frédéric Macler, died 

64	 Idem 1920b.
65	 Macler 1920b, p. 263.
66	 On Millet, see Rapti 2018.
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in 1938, continuing to publish extensively on the arts and philology 
of the Caucasus. It took 30 years for the journal to be revived, in the 
1960s. Its formation must be seen as closely linked with the dramatic 
political situation and the emergence of a real professional interest in 
Caucasian studies in these years.

anglophone perspective / adrien palladino

As discussed earlier, the British interest in the region mainly con-
cerned the control of Central Asia. This was dependent on maintain-
ing a certain status quo with the Ottoman Empire, at least until 1914. 
The strategic importance of the Caucasus did not correspond to a par-
ticular moment of increased studies on its visual and material cul-
ture. With the emergence of a broader interest in Islamic studies in 
Anglophone scholarship, the Caucasus remained a crossroads and a 
marginalized reality. Following the massacres of the late nineteenth 
century and the events of 1915, Britain was engaged side by side with 
the international community in indicting the Ottoman Empire for 
what was labeled a “crime against humanity”, while remaining care-
ful not to compromise important economic interests in Ottoman Tur-
key and Egypt.67 British newspapers – through strong anti-German 
sentiments fostered by the First World War – seized the opportunity 
to condemn Germany’s entanglement and complacency in Armenia, 
directly linking it with Germany’s other misconducts. In influential 
newspapers such as The Times, articles on the “Destruction of a Race” 
(September 25, 1915), “The Armenian Massacres” (October 8, 1915), 
and “German Aid to Murder” (February 8, 1915), culminated with the 
use of the notion of “extermination” in 1917: “Extermination of Arme-
nians” (October 15, 1917).68

The Armenian’s plight became one of the more prominent humani-
tarian causes of the period, but it did not seem to provoke any partic-
ular response in art historical studies.69 Nevertheless, Strzygowski’s 
work did provoke reactions and responses from British and American 
scholars, even if these were chiefly related either to his theories on 
the origins of early Christian art or to the Orient oder Rom controver-
sy.70 Progressively this debate included Persian and Islamic art and 
architecture, which in these years were the domain of scholars such 
as Arthur Upham Pope (1881–1969). While only tangential to the topic, 
the arrival of Armenian émigrés and the formation of the early dias-
poras in Europe and in the us prompted renewed interest in “oriental” 
importations such as carpets from the Middle East and Western Asia 
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Laycock 2009; Tusan 2014; 
Eadem 2017.

68	 Besides the source journals, 
see Steel 2016.

69	 On the humanitarian 
question, see, in particular, 
Watenpaugh 2015.

70	 Strzygowski’s reception in the 
us had been chiefly the fruit of 
Allan Marquand’s (1853 –1924) 
mediation, see Marquand 1910. 
For the reception history in the 
Anglophone world, see Kadoi 
2018, pp. 41– 44.
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– amongst which Armenians were prominent vendors.  These also be-
came a topic of predilection for art historians such as Pope and had 
already been the locus of art historical fascination (and speculation) 
since the late nineteenth century.71 Pope wrote a much-discussed 
study about so-called Armenian “dragon carpets” as transmitters of 
images and iconographies throughout the Caucasus, the Silk Roads, 
and the Middle East [11]. According to Pope, however, no evidence ex-
isted that such objects are indeed woven in Armenia. He argued that 
their dating and localization in the Armenian highlands was a mis-
take and that they were of Persian origin, provoking heated debates 
with Armenian scholars.72 Pope’s work would have a profound impact 
on later scholarship, thus partially eliminating Armenia from the 
weaving history of the Caucasus despite direct evidence of Armenian 
intercession in trade and manufacture.73 Nevertheless, in this per-
spective focused on ornament and “minor” arts, the arts of the Cauca-
sus were seen – even for learned audiences discussing issues of dating 
and localization – as a place that merged the dream of the distant but 
lavish Ottoman Empire, Persia, and other cultural productions con-
sidered chiefly “decorative” in these geographical areas of the world.

Turning now to more focused studies on the Southern Caucasus, a 
pioneer in the English-speaking academia was Robert Pierpont Blake 
(1886–1950).74 Today remembered mostly as a key figure in the broad-
er field of Byzantine studies in the United States [12], Blake was en-
couraged during his dissertation in the 1910s by his German teach-
er Eduard Meyer (1855–1930) to study in Saint Petersburg with the 
Russian scholar Mikhail Rostovtsev (1870–1952). Rostovtsev was a 
leading scholar on the late Roman Empire and “Byzantium”. Russian 
scholarship more broadly had been at the forefront not only in stud-
ies on “Byzantium” in these years, but also on geographical areas such 
as the northern parts of the Black Sea – Scythia – the Caucasus, chief-
ly Georgia, and these regions’ relations to Persia. Impressed by the 
possibilities offered by the Imperial University in Saint Petersburg, 
Blake started to publish in Russian in the 1910s, learning Arabic, Syr-
iac, Georgian, and Armenian. In Saint Petersburg, he was taught not 
only by Rostovtsev, but also Nikolaj J. Marr. He returned to Russia in 
1914, intending to lecture there but, during a stay to work in archives 
in Tbilisi, the Russian Revolution interrupted his plans. Due to this 
impactful moment, Blake remained in Georgia and taught five years 
in Tbilisi State University after its creation before returning to the us. 
There he was – alongside the Russian-French Japanologist Serge 
Elisséeff (1889–1975) – instrumental in establishing a significant 

71	 For the question and problems 
around “Oriental” carpets in the 
us in the early twentieth century, 
see Kadoi 2012. For the ques-
tion of Armenian rug vendors 
in the us, sp. n. 12. On carpets 
and art historical methods in 
the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, see Flood 2016. 

72	 Pope 1925. For Armenian 
responses, see, e.g., Sakisian 
1928; Kurdian 1940. On the 
context, see Kadoi 2012, 
pp. 5– 6.

73	 Pollio 2019.
74	 For Blake’s biography, see 

Elisséeff 1951; Blake 1996.
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department of Byzantine and East-Asian studies at Harvard.75 With 
Blake, Armenian and Georgian studies had, for the first time since the 
nineteenth century, set foot within the American academy – mirror-
ing the importance of the discipline in Russia.

Blake was not an art historian and never focused strictly on mate-
rial and visual culture. He taught and published widely on the Byz-
antine and Ottoman empires, on Georgian and Armenian languages, 
and edited a vast number of literary texts from manuscripts. How-
ever, his connections to Russian academia are fundamental when 
considered within the broader framework. With the end of the First 
World War and the Revolution of 1917, the structure and nature of 
Anglophone studies on the Caucasus slowly began to change due to 

[12]	 Robert Pierpont Blake 
(1886 –1950)

75	 See Marung/Naumann 2014, 
sp. pp. 422– 425.
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the sheer number of émigré scholars arriving in Europe and pro-
gressively in the us from countries where “Byzantine” studies and 
realities beyond traditional art history had occupied a more import-
ant place. Other figures involved in the relief actions to Russian ref-
ugees include figures such as Thomas Whittemore (1871–1950) who 
likewise contributed to the profound transformation of Byzantine 
studies in the us.76 Since many of these scholars adopted a perspec-
tive inherited from Russian studies on the Caucasus (and also the 
Russian ideas of Byzantium), the Russian perception of the region 
perfused American academia throughout the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. Other significant outputs in Anglophone 
scholarship were those produced by émigrés from Armenia, as a 
significant diaspora emerged in the early twentieth century. In the 
Interwar and the following period, while tensions rose throughout 
Europe, it is, significantly, émigré scholars who provided new schol-
arly directions beyond traditional national divides. Many of them, 
such as Sirarpie Der Nersessian, whom we shall return to later, did 
not emigrate directly to the us but served as bridges between diver-
gent conceptions of art histories. 

italophone perspective / ruben campini, annalisa moraschi

The dreadful news of the Armenian Genocide did not take long to 
reach Italy. Despite an initial marginality within the headlines, after 
Italy declared war on the Ottoman Empire on August 21, 1915, news-
papers such as, among others, the Corriere della Sera, La Stampa, and 
L’Ora not only reported information but also proposed reflections on 
the tragedy with articles from international relations experts [13].77 
Thus, what was at the beginning of the year a marginal blurb in the 
newspapers amidst the European war tensions resulted in a series 
of engaged articles, also accompanied by striking headlines such 
as “The martyr of a people. An Asiatic Poland” by the journalist Vico 
Mantegazza (1856–1934), published on September 29, 1915, in the Cor-
riere della Sera. There, the author introduced the ongoing massacres.78

In fact, at the time, the members of the Armenian communities 
throughout Europe took action to promote awareness of the atroc-
ities committed in the Ottoman Empire by Mehmed Talaat Pasha 
(1874–1921) and the Young Turks. For this reason, in 1915, the Arme-
nian Committee of Italy was created, with the aim of representing and 
protecting Armenians, especially Ottoman-born Armenians, residing 
in Italy by promoting the cause and presenting the history and cul-
ture of the country, which up to that time was still little-known to the 

76	 Irish 2021.
77	 Manoukian 2014, pp. 41– 42. 
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Mantegazza 1915, p. 3.
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general public.79 Vico Mantegazza was the first to acknowledge the 
role of the Armenian Committee in the arrival of the news in Europe 
in his article of September 29, 1915.

Once the news of the genocide reached the public, important names 
active in politics and journalism publicly supported the community. 
For example, Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937), an Italian politician and 
philosopher, published in March 1916 an article in the newspaper 
Il Grido del Popolo, where he wrote that “Armenians should make Ar-
menia known, make it alive in the consciousness of those who ignore, 
do not know, do not feel” continuing:

“Something has been done in Turin. A review named ‘Ar-
menia’ has been out for a few months which with seri
ousness of purpose, with a variety of collaboration says 
what the Armenian people are, what they want, and 
what they should become. The initiative for a series 
of books should start from the magazine which, with 
more effective persuasion and demonstration, would 
give Italy a picture of what the language, history, cultu
re, and poetry of the Armenian people are”.80

Indeed, the Armenian communities were more active than ever, and 
Turin was taking shape as a center of Armenophile publications in 
Italy. As early as October 15, 1915, a magazine titled Armenia. Eco del-
le rivendicazioni armene, mentioned by Gramsci, was initiated as an 
outlet to support the Armenian cause.81 The magazine was probably 
founded by Dr. Nishan Der Stepanian (1889–1955), an Armenian born 
in Erzincan and a resident of Italy, whose yoghurt business operating 
in Turin at Corso Regina Margherita 73 also became the magazine’s 
headquarters.82 The newspaper printed twenty-seven issues be-
tween October 1915 and October 1918 with articles that ranged from 
informative to political, social, cultural, and historical. It featured 
contributions from both Armenians and Italians, mostly published 
anonymously. The first issue of the magazine opened with a plea to 
the king of Italy, Vittorio Emanuele iii of Savoy (1869–1947). As pre-
viously mentioned, the title of “king of Armenia”, held by the Savoy 
crown but never formally used, was often recalled by the Armenian 
community in Italy in search of recognition.83 

The initiative of the newspaper was supported by various other pub-
lications and, interestingly, throughout the newspaper’s lifetime, a 
few articles on Armenian monuments found space within its pages. 
In fact, a column on Armenian architecture was present in some of the 

[13]	“The central empires 
fight for the primacy of 
deliquency”, Rugantino 
(1917). On the left Sultan 
Mehmed v, carrying a sack 
with the text “massacres 
in Armenia, etc.”

79	 Manoukian 2014, pp. 42–  44.
80	 Gramsci 1916, p. 3.
81	 The magazine has been well 
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issues, mostly in 1916, with topics regarding cities and buildings, such 
as Saint Gregory’s chapel in Ani, correlated by texts and photographs 
extrapolated from the works of Nikolaj Marr  and Henry Lynch [14].84 
In the ninth number, published in 1916, an article inaugurating the 
column, titled “Armenian Architecture”, tried to give a general intro-
duction to Armenian architecture:

“One of the forms of art, in which the Armenian genius 
has gloriously established itself, is architecture. Here, 
too, the Armenian artist had to execute his work under 
the worst political and environmental conditions. That 
is why the productions of all kinds that are part of the 
intellectual and artistic heritage of the Armenian peo-
ple acquire even greater value […]”.85

This quote shows that partly, and differently from the previous cen-
tury, art and architecture started to be used to convey a message of 
identity, and the work of the artist was employed as a metaphor for 

84	 Armenia, xi (1916), p. 9.
85	 Ibidem, p. 6.
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[14]	“Architettura Armena. Ani: 
Cappella di San Gregorio, 
opera del celebre architetto 
Dertad, compiuta nel 1040”, 
Armenia, xi (1916), p. 9

the hardships endured by the Armenian people.  
Further initiatives proposed by the Armenian Committee included 

a well-attended conference in Rome, where the archaeologist Pietro 
Romanelli (1889–1981) spoke and projected images of Armenia [15].86 
It was followed by a thirty-two-page publication where he discussed 
the history of Armenia, the massacres, and the Italo-Armenian rela-
tions, all accompanied by four images of Armenian monuments (three 
photos and one model from T‛oramanean).87 At this moment in time, 
the images of the monuments were considered representative and 
useful to illustrate Armenia and, thus, slowly started to enter the vi-
sual vocabulary of the larger audience in Italy. The text, published by 
the Unione Studenti Armeni also reported on its back the information 
about a series of books dedicated to Armenian culture with a collec-
tion dedicated to Armenian architecture and other volumes, including 
one on landscapes, monuments, and inscriptions.88 

A year later, in 1919, the magazine L’ Artista Moderno. Giornale di 
Arte Applicata – which was mainly dedicated to contemporary Art 
Nouveau architecture – published a small and concise article titled 

“The Churches of Armenia” on March 25, with no illustrations.89 The 
author, who did not sign the text, seems to have had at least a certain 
level of familiarity with the available bibliography, as he mentions 
the work of T‛oramanean as well as excavations and discoveries. In 
particular, the reference to some “recent” excavation at Kizil Kule 
in Alanya, Anatolia, makes it possible to speculate that the author 
might have been the aforementioned Romanelli, as he had partici-
pated in an archaeological mission there in 1914.90 Nevertheless, the 
author stresses the existence of an important number of churches 
and new forms of art in Armenia that “consecrate with a new title, the 
nationality of Armenia”.91 Furthermore, the article briefly discusses 
the topic of the “external influences” on – and of – Armenian archi-
tecture, a topic dear to the art historical discussion on Armenian art 
since Strzygowski.92

A few years later, in 1924, a similar brief article on Armenian art 
was published by Hrand Nazariantz (1886–1962) with the title “The 
Art of Armenia” [16].93 Nazariantz, an Armenian-Constantinopolitan 
poet and intellectual, was active in the promotion of Armenian cul-
ture with the publication of numerous poems as well as books and 
articles. Despite being an escapee of the genocide, under political 
asylum at the Italian consulate of Constantinople from 1913, in his 
publications he never explicitly promoted anti-Turkish propaganda, 
an act that gained him enemies among his countrymen.94 In “The Art 
of Armenia” Nazariantz, after writing about poetry as one of the main 
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forms of expression of the Armenian genius, he introduced architec-
ture as a projection of poetry. Nazariantz also presented the topic 
of “influence”, with a similar opinion and rhetoric to that present in 
Strzygowski’s work. The author stated that some Western architec-
tures such as San Satiro in Milan, also mentioned by the Austrian 
scholar, were either built by Armenians or had decorative elements 
derived from Armenian art. He concluded this brief section by recall-
ing that these monuments “collapse under the insult of time, which is 
accompanied, terrible and overbearing accomplice, by the destructive 
purpose of the Muslim [...]”.95 

This important article denounced the precarious situation of 

[16]	Hrand Nazariantz 
(1886 –1962)

95	 “Oggi crollano sotto l’insulto 
del tempo, cui si accompagna, 
terribile e prepotente com-
plice, il proposito distruggitore 
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Nazariantz 1924, pp. 210 –215, 
sp. pp. 213. 



Armenian monuments, which were systematically destroyed by the 
Turks during the six years between 1915 and 1921, and, along with 
them, the traces of Armenian culture in Ottoman territory. 

In conclusion, between 1915 and the mid-twenties, and chiefly be-
cause of the tragic events that unfolded in Armenia, the country be-
came better known in Europe and Italy; however, their cries for help 
fell mostly on deaf ears in a war-torn continent. Thus, the Armenian 
communities took action to have their country noticed by promoting 
those cultural features that made it recognizable and relatable to a 
European audience. While none of the publications listed here are 
strictly related to visual and material culture, they are nevertheless 
significant since they showed how Armenian art – considered one of 
the key vectors of culture – was deployed to defend an identity at risk 
of vanishing. 
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introduction / ivan foletti

The Interwar period represented a major moment of professionaliza-
tion and creativity in the discipline of art history. The field became 
more precise as scholars honed its methods and developed new ap-
proaches. Despite rising nationalist tendencies from the First World 
War onwards which expanded with the rise of surrounding totalitari-
an regimes in the 1930s, art history was an increasingly international 
field, with shared methods developing between Germany, France, It-
aly, Russia, Britain, and, especially in the 1920s, also the United States. 
The rise of the totalitarian regimes, however, transformed the meth-
ods of art history into an ideological tool, especially in Nazi Germany, 
where science and scholarship were instrumentalized as never before 
to justify the unjustifiable. The new geopolitical structure of the world 

– with a division of European space into three increasingly polarized 
zones that ranged from the communist utopia in the ussr to Nazi and 
Fascist regimes and democratic states – had a direct impact on how the 
past was recounted, especially in studies on the Southern Caucasus. 
We are thus faced with a paradox: research was increasingly inter-
national, yet at the political level the Eurasian-Atlantic continued to 
polarize throughout the period studied in this chapter. 

This situation was reflected in the emergence of increasingly con-
flicting narratives. Thus, in the Soviet world, Leninist and Marxist 
narratives presented the artistic cultures of the medieval Caucasus, 
at first, as extremely cosmopolitan. Then, in the war years, the distinc-
tiveness of the region’s different national cultures was emphasized. 
In democratic countries – such as France and the United States – the 
region continued to be connected to Byzantium or Persia, while at 
the same time, it was considered the crucible of the East, the place 
of transformation and a crossroads of visual inputs. In the emerg-
ing axis powers, the heritage of the Southern Caucasus continued to 
be regarded almost exclusively through a racial framework, either 
in contrast with the greatness of Rome or in a complicated dialogue 
between ancient Indo-European realities and modern Aryanism. 

However, it would be reductive to read this very complex historical 
moment in such a linear and univocal manner. The ideologies behind 
the various regimes certainly had a great impact on research, but their 
reality is always more complex. Thus, for example, in Italy, the battle 
between a marginal and inferior perception of the Caucasus (con-
ceived in the context of celebrating the absolute centrality of Rome) 
and that of Caucasian art as one of the miracles of the pre-modern 
world played out. The first line was advocated by the partisans of 
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nationalist fascism, while the other testifies to a liberal, perhaps Fran-
cophile orientation that was often hostile to the regime. This narrative 
conflict shows that, at least until the late 1930s, there was a partial plu-
rality of opinion in the country. Adherence to a branch of art history, 
then and now, is a means of positioning oneself on the intellectual and 
ideological chessboard, as the case of Italy exemplifies. The situation 
in the ussr until the mid-1920s was equally fraught. Dissident ideas 
were present, yet in this case, the brutality of the regime and very 
effective censorship caused important dissenting voices to disappear 
from public discourse. 

Further complicating the situation was the mobility of intellectu-
als and scholars in this period. Until the Second World War, in fact, 
persons (and thus ideas) circulated with relative freedom. The first 
country to significantly reduce the mobility of its citizens was the 
ussr, but the Cold War and its almost airtight barriers were still far 
away. Mobility also has an interesting temporal dimension. Such is, 
for example, the case with Giorgi Chubinashvili (1885–1973), one of 
the most important figures in Georgian art history. Chubinashvili, still 
a subject of the Tsar, was trained in the German world prior to the 
Second World War and thus would maintain privileged relations with 
this nation throughout his long life. Over the years, however, he close-
ly followed the development of scientific trends in the Soviet Union, 
which led him from a more internationalist positions to a nationalistic 
outlook. His training, as well as his method, remained anchored in 
German art history. Equally cosmopolitan and complex is the parable 
of Jurgis Baltrušaitis (1903–1988), who, in the image of many others, 
followed the movement from the Russian Empire to the West. An art 
history shaped by the migration of scholars is apparent in the cases 
of André Grabar and Sirarpie Der Nersessian – the latter a scholar 
who had a profound impact on French and American scholarship. In 
this sense, one of the crucial aspects of the period considered here is 
emigration – a constitutive element of Interwar art histories.

This chapter tells the tale of the birth of parallel narratives, narra-
tives related to the institutional development of the bloodiest regimes 
in history. The story of the people who found themselves living in this 
context, however, shows how research – often built on positivist foun-
dations – follows more complex itineraries than one might imagine. 
Moreover, the various regimes confronted are different in nature and 
change radically over time: pre-war Italy is of a drastically different 
shape than the Italy of the mid-1920s; Lenin’s ussr is also different from 
that of the great purges of 1937. The Second World War stirred the hor-
net’s nest, making the most plausible allies – who had uncoincidentally 
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entered the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact – unreconcilable enemies, and 
which ultimately seated Joseph Stalin, Winston Churchill, and Franklin 
D. Roosevelt on opposite ends at the table of war.

russophone perspective / ivan foletti

After the creation of the ussr, medieval art history experienced a 
series of shocks in the country. The adoption of a version of anticler-
ical Marxism combined with the evolving politics of the new state.1 
In the 1920s Lenin promoted the so-called “korenizacia” – commonly 
translated as “indigenization”.2 The purpose of this project was to fos-
ter national identity in the various regions of the Soviet Empire. The 
regime wanted, in this way, to distance itself from Tsarist Russifica-
tion practices. Promoting national identity, however, also became a 
propaganda tool for Lenin: in anticipation of a world revolution, the 
ussr leadership wanted to promote the vision of an international 
country internally. It is therefore not surprising that in the first “offi-
cial” texts presenting Armenian and Georgian art, we see ideological 
development from the earlier period. The first edition of the Great So-
viet Encyclopedia – an authoritative, censored, and thus normalized 
text – reads [1]: 

“The development of Armenian architecture has been 
traced by art historians since the sixth century. The Ar-
menian architectural style was formed under the over-
lapping influence of the Byzantine architecture of the 
eastern provinces, which emerged on the basis of Hel-
lenistic and Persian architecture”.3

Armenian art was thus given an independent place in the history of 
world culture even with its dependence on Byzantium. The same was 
said about Georgian art:

“The early Christian period of Georgian Art (from the 
fourth century on) was marked by lively ties both with 
Sassanid art (Persia) and with the neighboring eastern 
Christian countries, mainly with Armenia, Asia Minor, 
Syria, and Palestine. Constantinople and its region seem 
to have had a direct influence on the Black Sea coast”.4

Dependence on other cultures was framed as obvious; in the context 
of the newly promoted “indigenization”, however, the cosmopolitan 

1	 Foletti/Rakitin 2020; 
Pospielovsky 1987.

2	 Suny 1993, p. 146; Plokhy 
2017, pp. 350 – 421.

3	 Šmidt 1926.
4	 Idem 1930.
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note is not surprising. This was a concept also advanced by Nikolaj 
Brunov (1898–1971), who wrote in 1930 [2]: 

“A comparison of the monuments of Armenian and 
Georgian architecture of the sixth-seventh and subse-
quent centuries with the monuments of Christian ar-
chitecture of the Mediterranean regions shows that the 
Caucasus was at that time closely connected with the 
eastern provinces of the Byzantine Empire in the field 
of architecture as well. [...] But at the same time, the ar-
chitecture of Armenia and Georgia already at this early 
time has its rather pronounced face, which allows us to 
recognize the Caucasian monument among other Byz-
antine works”.5

While the general outlines of the narrative seem unchanged in Brun-
ov’s account, the reality was more complex. Brunov’s grand summa-
ry was imbued with moralizing and anti-historical rhetoric, typical 
for Marxist-Leninist thought. Speaking of the pre-modern past and 
its culture, the author thus condemned religion, the feudal system, 
and decadent aspects of courtly culture. Put another way, the past 
became an explicit training ground to promote dominant ideas in the 
present.6 Interestingly enough, at least in the 1930s, the new national 
policy of Russification promoted by Stalin was not readily perceived.7

5	 Brunov 1935, p. 12.
6	 Foletti/Rakitin 2020, 

pp. 126 –128.
7	 Plokhy 2017.
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edition, 1926 –1947
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Instead, studies on the art of medieval Armenia and Iberia expe-
rienced a radical shake-up in the years of the Second World War. As 
is well known, after an initial alliance with Nazi Germany, the ussr 
was invaded in the summer of 1941 by Nazi troops. After months in 
which the advance of the Wehrmacht seemed unstoppable, a front was 
formed only a few kilometers from Moscow and Leningrad.8 Against 
this dramatic backdrop, to cope with Nazi propaganda in the Baltic 
countries and Ukraine, the Soviet Politburo decided on a radical trans-
formation in both national and religious policy: after years of violent 
persecution, the Orthodox Church was allowed to elect a new patriarch, 
while the national question took center stage.9 The Soviet leadership 
thus hoped to galvanize the people against the enemy. The result was 
swift: not only did the fortunes of the war begin to turn, but a marked 
change occurred in the art historical texts as well.10 Thus, in 1944 
Shalva Amiranashvili (1899–1975) wrote A Georgian History and did 
not hesitate to propose a quite different vision than the preceding one:

“It was not until the late ninth century that western Geor-
gia was freed from the pressure of the Byzantine Church 
hierarchies and politics, which had hindered the devel-
opment of national culture”.11

In these few words, the perspective was reversed: not only should Geor-
gia not be considered a Byzantine province but, contrary to that, the 

8	 See, e.g., Carley 2001.
9	 Roccucci 2009.
10	 Foletti/Rakitin 2023.
11	 Amiranashvili 1950 [1944], 

p. 98.
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po istorii arhitektury. 
Tom 2: Grecia. Rim. Vizantia, 
Moskow/Leningrad 1935
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Byzantine yoke prevented its national development. Even heavier words 
were used two years later by Varazdat Harutyunyan, who wrote about 
the situation of Armenian culture (and art) during the seventh century. 

“The struggle for the independence of the Armenian peo-
ple, which was directed both against Arab and Byzan-
tine rule, was headed by Prince Theodoros Rshtuni, who 
was the ruler of Armenia in the initial period of the Arab 
raids. During the long struggle between the Caliphate 
and the Byzantine Empire, each of the opponents tried 
to attract Armenia to their side”.12

Between enemies from east and west, the Armenian nation, headed 
by Prince Rshtuni, struggled for its independence. This perspective 
would have been perceived as very problematic only a few years earli-
er. In the 1930s, in all likelihood, it would not even have been possible 
to publish such an essay, while the consequences for the author of 
these lines would have been dramatic. There is no doubt, therefore, 
that the war years coincided with a momentous change in national 
and religious politics and, consequently, in the writing of national 
artistic histories.13

Another element must be remembered. The shift in perspective is 
evident from these sources and many others. Therefore, a very clear 
interconnection between party politics and normative writings on 
art history is apparent. Officially, however, the shift was not defined 
as such. For example, in a text published three years after the con-
clusion of the war, by Mikhail Babenčikov (1890–1957) the desire to 
study the art of the Soviet republics, oppressed by decades of the tsa-
rist regime, within a de-colonial perspective was made clear [3]: 

“All this was a direct consequence of the tsars’ colonial 
policies. Tsarism, – according to the words of comrade 
I. V. Stalin, – constrained, and sometimes simply abol-
ished the local school, theater, educational institutions 
in order to keep the masses in darkness. Tsarism sup-
pressed any initiative of the best people of the local pop-
ulation. Finally, Tsarism killed every activity of the peo-
ple on the outskirts of the country”.14

Babenčikov took up Stalin’s own words, adopting official dogma, to 
justify the renewed interest in regional and national issues. In his 

12	 Harutyunyan 1946, p. 3.
13	 Foletti/Rakitin 2023.
14	 Babenčikov 1948, p. 14. 
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text, the events of the 1930s and the strong Russification desired by 
Stalin were framed as natural responses to tsarism.15

When the second version of the Soviet encyclopedia was published 
in 1949, the change was accomplished. In the entries “Armenian 
Art” and “Georgian Art”, Byzantium was no longer evoked, while the 
unique and exceptional virtues of the two peoples and their artistic 
creations were celebrated. On Armenia, it read: 

“Since the fourth century a.d., feudal relations have been 
strengthening. The Art of Armenia developed as a result 
of the uniqueness of the socio-economic development 
and was connected with the local artistic traditions. The 
establishment of Christianity strengthened cultural ties 
with Syria and other provinces of the Roman Empire 
(later Byzantium). The original cultural ties between the 
peoples of Transcaucasia were also strengthened. As a 

[3]	 Yuriy Annenkov, Portrait of 
Mikhail Babenčikov, 1921

15	 Foletti/Rakitin 2020, 
pp. 134 –136. 
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result, similar, often identical, artistic forms were being 
created in the arts. The best pieces of medieval Arme-
nian art, which were mainly of a religious nature, used 
folk images and expressed the ideas of humanism and 
patriotism contrary to their church shell”.16

In just under 30 years, then, at least in normative publications such 
as the various editions of the Soviet encyclopedia, we witness a para-
digm shift. Contrary to expectations, it is not so much the Marxist-Le-
ninist perspective that had a decisive impact, although the change in 
tone is undeniable. It is the events of the war and the need to react to 
Nazi propaganda that radically transformed the official discourse on 
Armenian and Georgian art: from being secondary artistic cultures 
of the Byzantine world with a diminished identity of their own to the 
emergence – at least in rhetoric – of fully autonomous and emanci-
pated national appendages.

francophone perspective / adrien palladino

Francophone scholarship was in a very different situation than Rus-
sophone in the Interwar years. To better understand the situation 
of Caucasus studies in the Francophone realm the development of 
Byzantine studies must be considered. The latter were in these years 
transforming under the impulse of figures such as Gabriel Millet, 
Louis Bréhier (1868–1951) or Georges Duthuit (1891–1973) but also of 
émigré scholars such as André Grabar. In this frame, émigré schol-
ars brought new perspectives on the countries considered or con-
sidering themselves “heirs” of the Byzantine Empire. At the same 
time, scholars and European artistic circles became more engrossed 
with the “oriental” and “decorative” aspects of Byzantine aesthetics. 
This predominantly “oriental” vision of the Byzantine East, inherit-
ed from the nineteenth century, dovetailed more with Strzygowski’s 
or Russophone studies than the primacy of Rome. This must also be 
understood alongside those questioning the legitimacy of the tradi-
tion of mimetic representation and the recognition of other modes 
of relating to images. Such questions were central since they directly 
concerned modernism and the avant-garde’s desire to create new im-
ages dissociating themselves from the Western canon. The 1931 ex-
hibition of Byzantine art was the climax of this newfound scholarly 
and artistic attitude toward the arts of the Eastern Roman Empire.17 
Within the exhibition, photographs of Armenian and Georgian mon-
uments were displayed, in keeping with the logic that these regions 

16	 Vavilov 1950, pp. 88–97, 
sp. p. 89. 

17	 See Lovino 2020.
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are united within the great family of Byzantine art. This art was in-
deed acknowledged as:

“a common language spoken by diverse peoples, who, 
according to the secret genius of their race, have ex-
pressed in it similar ideas, beliefs, dogmas, and aspi-
rations. Within this common language, however, dif-
ferent dialects can be distinguished, i.e., schools, each 
with its own style, its own way of expressing its sense 
of beauty. This art […] could not be absolutely homoge-
neous. But beneath this apparent diversity lies a pro-
found unity […]”.18

From such a perspective, the arts of the Caucasus were presented as 
the product of particular “races” who nevertheless spoke a dialect, 
a variation, branching from the Byzantine trunk. Given the geopo-
litical situation – one part of the region the ussr and the other just 
emerging from a bloody genocide – apart from the architectural pho-
tographs, no objects from the Caucasus were shown at the exhibition. 
At the same time, in filiation both with the ideas brought into the field 
by Strzygowski but also in dialogue with older studies such as those 
of DuBois or Texier, the arts of the Caucasus came to be seen – if not 
ever as central – as a rich repertoire of forms and images from which 
to construct a “world art history” based on comparisons sometimes 
stretching the chronological and geographical boundaries. André 
Malraux’s role in proposing a world art history derived from his for-
mal comparisons which greatly impacted the field. In this broader 
frame, three figures emerged as particularly important for the stud-
ies on the Southern Caucasus and its materials. Most interesting-
ly, none of them was born in France: two of them were born in the 
Russian Empire, and the last in the Ottoman Empire to an Armenian 
family. Yet, their contributions written in French make them all fun-
damental to the Francophone reception and transformation of the art 
history of the Southern Caucasus in the Interwar period.

The first of these figures is Jurgis Baltrušaitis (1903–1988). Born in 
Moscow to a Lithuanian family but emigrated to France and integrat-
ed into the art historical milieu already in the 1920s, Baltrušaitis re-
vived, using new methodological tools, the question of the birth of 
Romanesque and Gothic arts, especially in connection with the ar-
chitecture of Armenia and Georgia. In doing so, Baltrušaitis became 
one of the most innovative interpreters of the arts of the Caucasus in 18	 Exposition 1931, p. 32
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the first half of the twentieth century.19 His profound knowledge of 
Caucasian materials was certainly provided on the one hand by his 
early Russian formation, where he must have heard of the Caucasus. 
On the other hand, it was bolstered by his travels facilitated by his fa-
ther – then Russian ambassador in Lithuania – in Soviet Armenia and 
Georgia in 1927 and 1928. He brought back not only firsthand knowl-
edge of the monuments but also a set of exceptional photographs that 
illustrated his two monographs on the topic. These are Études sur l’art 
médiéval en Géorgie et en Arménie in 1929 and, later, the Problème de 
l’ogive et l’Arménie in 1936.20 Both books bear the methodological input 
of one of Baltrušaitis’ influential mentors, Henri Focillon (1881–1943) 

– one of the most important exponents of the formalist school of art 
history in these years, who would later emigrate to the United States.21 
As Focillon himself recalled in the preface of the 1929 book, Baltrušai-
tis applied a formalist comparative method with the goal of under-
standing the origins of Western Romanesque art by searching for 
some of the sources, inspirations, archaic forms, and themes common 
to Armenian, Georgian and “Western” monuments. This investigation 
developed along different axes, from ornamentation (interlacing and 
geometric) to figurative sculpture, architecture, and architectural 
decoration, with special attention given to the geometrization of the 
forms in the art of the Caucasus, and those images and forms that cir-
culated between ancient Mesopotamia, the Caucasus, and, ultimately 
for him, “Western” Romanesque art and architecture.22 In these texts, 
besides Focillon’s primacy of form, not only can one discern Baltrušai-
tis’ confrontation with some of the themes that were present in nine-
teenth-century thoughts on the arts of the Caucasus – namely the fil-
iation between the arts of the Caucasus and the Romanesque which 
recalls Quicherat’s questioning (as discussed in Chapter ii) – but also a 
perfuse application of the idea of the transmission of Indo-European 
images and myths through artistic creation as a vehicle of images and 
form. Baltrušaitis’ serious confrontation with the materials some-
times brought to light comparisons that are still interesting and valid 
today, even if the question of filiation has been abandoned [4]. 

Baltrušaitis’ studies move away from a discussion focused on the 
origins of Christian art and from Late Antiquity to search, instead, 
for the elusive traces of the migration of forms from one medieval 
world to another. Baltrušaitis thought must be seen as the outcome 
of studies that started in the second half of the nineteenth century 
on a philological basis, which then developed in the specific context 
of the profoundly traumatic events of the early twentieth century. 
These circumstances pushed a transformation toward objectivity, 

[4]	 Plate with comparison of 
the figures in the squinches 
at Kumurdo in Georgia 
(10th century) and the 
Abbey of Sainte-Foy in 
Conques (12th century), 
from Jurgis Baltrušaitis, 
Études sur l’art médiéval, 
1929, pl. lxxxiii

19	 On the topic, see 
Donabédian 2003; Palladino 
2023, pp. 109–114. For 
Baltrušaitis’ biography, see 
Chevrier 1989; Žukauskienė 
2012. 

20	 Baltrušaitis 1929; Idem 1936. 
He touches on the topic also in 
Idem 1934, where the role of 
the Caucasus in the transmis-
sion of ancient forms and mo-
tifs coming from Mesopotamia 
is discussed in chapter iv.

21	 Ducci 2021.
22	 See Spampinato 2019.
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professionalism, and formalism in the discipline of art history during 
the Interwar period. 

Russian emigration after the 1917 Revolution had also begun to trans-
form Byzantine studies in France. A prominent figure in this context 
is André Grabar (1896–1990). Born in Kiev at the end of the nineteenth 
century, he emigrated in the 1920s and naturalized in 1928. Grabar 
brought with him an important cultural baggage built up during his 
training in Saint Petersburg with some of the most eminent Byzan-
tinists of their time. This training was bolstered during emigration 
through Bulgaria and his constant contact with the Russian Byzan-
tinist émigré community in Prague, at what was, for a few decades, 
one of the most important international institutes for Byzantine and 
Eurasian studies, the Seminarium Kondakovianum.23 A pupil of the 
Byzantinists Paul Pedrizet and Gabriel Millet in France, Grabar com-
pleted his Russian training, becoming one of France’s most influen-
tial Byzantinists.24 

23	 Foletti/Palladino 2020; 
Palladino 2020. 

24	 Foletti/Palladino 2020, 
sp. pp. 77– 91.
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His Martyrium, published in 1946, can be seen as the culmination 
of the substantial first half of his career. Whilst deeply rooted in the 
questions formulated in the first half of the twentieth century about 
the origins of architectural forms throughout Late Antiquity and the 
early Middle Ages, it opened the way to studies of the second half of 
the twentieth century. The book covered the architectural filiations of 
the martyrium from a formalist perspective, but also the religious at-
titudes and images associated with the cult of relics, adopting a broad 
approach that provided hypotheses and suggestions on the origins of 

[5]	 Plate comparing the 
church of Zvart‛nots, the 
Savior church in Ani, and 
the mausoleum of Galla 
Placidia, Ravenna, from 
André Grabar, Martyrium, 
1946, pl. viii
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Christian art and architecture. This perspective united, perhaps more 
than before due to Grabar’s background, the Eastern and Western 
parts of the Roman and post-Roman world. The volumes’ long-last-
ing success must be understood through Grabar’s particular interest 
in the correlation between religious praxis (in this case the cult of 
relics) and form and images. He adopted a pan-Mediterranean view 
stretching from Italy to the Adriatic coast, the Eastern Roman Empire, 
the Black Sea, and Russia. Within this framework, the buildings of 
Armenia and Georgia were ubiquitous realities in the study of Late 
Antique and Byzantine architecture and its filiation. Well-informed 
and based on studies in Russian and German by T‛oramanean, Marr, 
Chubinashvili, and Strzygowski, Grabar included martyrial buildings 
such as the Etchmiadzin Cathedral, Hṛipsimē, the Church of the Apos-
tles in Ani, the Holy Cross in Mtskheta, and of course Zvartʻnots [5].25 
In so doing, the Russian émigré directly took aim at Strzygowski and 
his idea of Caucasian architectural particularism, instead affiliating 
these monuments with ancient mausolea:

“[…] all the elements of the Caucasian tetraconch mar-
tyria, as far as their plan is concerned, find their cor-
respondence in the architecture of ancient mausolea, 
and the variety of these points of contact gives the mea-
sure of the influence that this art must have exerted in 
Transcaucasia, during Christian antiquity […]. 
Only common ancient origins can satisfactorily explain 
the identity of the plans for Etchmiadzin ii (seventh cen-
tury) and San Satiro in Milan (eighth century) […]”.26

On the one hand, the Caucasian tradition was thus linked to the vast 
world of the ancient Mediterranean, to the detriment of the Arme-
nian originality suggested by Strzygowski. Later, Grabar also spec-
ified the filiation of buildings such as Zvartʻnots with the martyria 
of Syria and Palestine, likewise underlining the question of filiation 
with the cult practices and buildings of Jerusalem. In this idea of an 
ancient filiation, possibly mediated by the Byzantine Empire, we find 
the early Interwar Russian roots of Grabar’s thinking, in which the 
Caucasus was fully viewed as a region connected to the ancient Med-
iterranean through the Black Sea, Syria, and Palestine, but not the 
center of original culture. 

The last of our émigrés, Sirarpie Der Nersessian (1896–1989) despi
te a different journey, encountered a similar art history in France 
as the one met by Baltrušaitis and Grabar. Der Nersessian was born 

25	 Grabar 1946, vol. i, 
pp. 181–187. 

26	 Ibidem, pp. 186 –187.
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in Ottoman Constantinople to an elite intellectual Armenian fami-
ly. Losing both parents when she was still young, her formation was 
profoundly impacted by her maternal uncle, Malachia Ormanian 
(1841–1918), who was the Armenian Patriarch of Constantinople from 
1896 to 1908. She received a cosmopolitan education in French and 
English, while at the same time developing a deep interest in the cul-
tural and religious traditions of Armenia. In 1915, in order not to be 
captured (and killed), Der Nersessian emigrated to Geneva with her 
aunt and her sister Araxie before arriving in 1919 in Paris. Admitted 
to the Sorbonne, she enrolled at the École Pratique des Hautes Études 
(ephe) and pursued Byzantine studies and art history with Diehl, 
Millet, and Focillon, becoming a French citizen in 1925. It is also in 
Paris that she met fellow Byzantinists in emigration, such as František 
Dvorník (1893–1975) and André Grabar.27

She became an assistant to Millet [6], with whom she published 
a lengthy study in the Revue des études arméniennes in 1929 on an 
Armenian illustrated psalter of the fourteenth or fifteenth century 
(since 1937 at the Freer Gallery of Art, ms 37.13) and presented her 
two state doctoral theses in 1936, both on Byzantine and Armenian 
manuscripts.28 From the outset, she worked, employing the method-
ology promoted by scholars such as Millet, on Byzantine and Arme-
nian monuments, and chiefly manuscripts. While Millet had already 
started to publish some of the manuscripts from the Mekhitarists in 
Venice, Der Nersessian’s mastery of the language, ease of navigating 
the international world of art history, and knowledge of religious 
tradition and Armenian liturgy made her catalog and her work on 
individual manuscripts in various collections invaluable additions to 
scholarship and attracted broad attention.29 Ultimately, Der Nerses-
sian provided, with her native mastery of the languages, revisions to 
the existing endeavors of earlier figures such as Uvarov, Macler, or 
Brosset. As a matter of fact, while Der Nersessian’s method was of 
French formation and while these two theses were written in French, 
she was writing extensively in English even before their completion, 
publishing as early as 1927 in The Art Bulletin on Byzantine and Ar-
menian illumination.30 Millet’s connections, Der Nersessian’s own 
elite contacts, and these publications led her to be formally invited 
in 1930 to move to the United States to teach at Wellesley College, ma, 
near Boston, by the eminent art historians and Byzantinists Charles 
Rufus Morey (1877–1955), Albert M. Friend, Jr. (1894–1956) and Walter 
S. Cook (1888–1962). Her life path and studies formed, as discussed 
below, a constant bridge between Byzantine and Armenian studies in 
France, the United States, and beyond.

27	 For Der Nersessian’s biog-
raphy, see Allen et al. 1989; 
Kouymijan 2005. 

28	 Millet/Der Nersessian 1929. 
The two theses were published 
as Der Nersessian 1937a and 
Eadem 1937b.

29	 Der Nersessian 1937a. Part 
of this publication was made 
possible thanks to funds pro-
vided by Miss Helen Frick, thus 
highlighting the already existing 
American connections of Millet 
and, in turn, Der Nersessian.

30	 See Der Nersessian 1927; 
Eadem 1933. 
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germanophone perspective / klára doležalová, adrien palladino

As the other chapters of this book illustrate, Strzygowski’s two-vol-
ume opus resonated vividly in both Eurasian and local Germano-
phone art historical scholarship. Especially in the West, it long acted 
as the most substantial point of scholarly reference. It is to Strzy-
gowski’s undeniable credit that Armenian monuments entered dis-
cussions about medieval art and its origins and called attention to 
the limits of the previous Eurocentric and largely Romanocentric 
scholarship.31 But as has been hinted at, Strzygowski’s contributions 
also received considerable criticism for his sometimes-questionable 
methodology and controversial conclusions that strongly mirrored 
his ideological stances.

During the 1920s and early 1930s, Strzygowski’s promotion of racial 
ideology, already foreshadowed in Die Baukunst, became noticeably 
more pronounced. Within his later work, Strzygowski elaborated 
on the idea of a pan-Aryan architectural tradition in which Arme-
nian monuments occupied a seminal position as bearers of primitive 
Aryan forms. As Christina Maranci showed, Strzygowski’s interest in 
the Indo-German origins of architecture and ornament put his oeu-
vre fully in line with Indo-European studies of the time and, likely, 
with his personal, pan-German mindset.32 In this context, it is not 
entirely surprising that Strzygowski’s contribution appeared in a 
1934 pamphlet entitled Armeniertum – Ariertum [7].33 The booklet also 
testified to Strzygowski’s persistent contacts with the Berlin circle of 

[6]	 Photographs at the 
École Pratique des 
Hautes Etudes, Paris, 
surrounding Gabriel 
Millet, first to the left 
of Millet Sirarpie der 
Nersessian, 1929 

31	 For an overall positive 
review of Die Baukunst, 
see Roth 1923 –1924.

32	 Maranci 1998b. 
33	 Strzygowski 1934. On the 

purpose and activities of dag 
(Deutsche-Armenische Ge-
sellschaft), see the previous 
section.
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Armenologists and pro-Armenian activists, as it was issued on the ini-
tiative of the Deutsche-Armenische Gesellschaft (dag) whose activi-
ties Strzygowski supported as early as 1914.34 The publication, which 
in several contributions aimed at proving the Indo-Germanic origins 
of Armenians and their culture, was validated by the growing political 
tension of the 1930s. With the Nazi seizure of power, the question of 
the racial affiliation of Armenians was back on the agenda, includ-
ing their persistent designation as quasi-Jews.35 Hence, in addition 
to fostering cultural relations between Germany and Armenia, the 
pamphlet played a key role in preventing the Armenian minority in 
Germany from suffering the later fate of the Jews.36 Regardless of Str-
zygowski’s motivations and worldviews, the dag thus seems to have 
been able to use his scholarly outputs effectively in order to pursue its 
political and humanitarian objectives.

Not all of  Strzygowski’s scholarly hypotheses advanced in Die 
Baukunst were unanimously accepted.37 In addition to the political 
charge of Strzygowski’s works, the theory of the transmission of Ar-
menian forms to the West posed a great challenge and was contested 

34	 See the previous chapter 
on German historiography 
between the years 1915 
and 1921.

35	 See, e.g., Ihrig 2016, 
sp. pp. 299–319.

36	 “Deutsche-Armenische 
Gesellschaft”, in Goltz/
Meissner 2004, pp. 122–123. 

37	 See, e.g., the contemporary 
reviews of Die Baukunst 
by Herzfeld 1919 –1920; 
Chubinashvili 1922; or 
Lefèvre-Pontalis 1923.

[7]	 Frontispiece of 
Armeniertum - Ariertum
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even within the circle of his colleagues, both in Germany and inter-
nationally.38 Even Strzygowski’s older work on the Etchmiadzin Gos-
pels received a critical response in light of his new ideas, namely by 
the German Byzantologist Kurt Weitzmann (1904–1993). Weitzmann 
dedicated his habilitation to Byzantine and Armenian book illumi-
nation and published his book Die armenische Buchmalerei in 1933.39 
Almost forty years after the appearance of Strzygowski’s study and 
just two years before he was forced to leave for the United States to 
escape Nazi persecution, Weitzmann, in this book, responded to some 
of Strzygowski’s dating arguments. As Adrien Palladino has suggest-
ed, being a former student of Adolph Goldschmidt (1863–1944) and 
Strzygowski’s ardent opponent Julius von Schlosser (1866–1938), 
Weitzmann opposed Strzygowski’s earlier conclusions and pointed 
out the creative revival of Antique motifs by Armenian illuminators 
in the tenth century, and the lively interactions between Armenia 
and the rest of the Mediterranean wherein Armenian illuminators 
acted both as recipients and originators of new artistic forms.40 The 
previously mentioned Sirarpie Der Nersessian arrived at similar con-
clusions directed against Strzygowski the same year as Weitzmann.41 
Possibly, this was also an a posteriori rejection of the pan-Aryan prism 
through which Strzygowski increasingly approached the Armenian 
heritage and a way for young scholars to position themselves in rela-
tionship to the scholar who had dominated the field during the entire 
end of the nineteenth and early twentieth century.

The post-war period brought about yet another twist in the Western 
scholarship on Caucasian heritage for which the Germanophone mi-
lieu – or more specifically, the one of the Weimar Republic (1918–1933) 

– once again took the central stage. In 1922, a critical assessment of Str-
zygowski’s Baukunst was published in German by Georgian art histori-
an Giorgi Chubinashvili [8].42 Chubinashvili was closely intertwined 
with German academia and was no stranger to Armenian medieval ar-
chitecture either. Born in Saint Petersburg, he pursued an education 
at the universities of Leipzig, Halle, and Munich, where he attended 
lectures of Heinrich Wölfflin (1864–1945).43 Upon his return to Saint 
Petersburg, after he finished his studies, he took part in archaeological 
excavations of the ancient Armenian city of Ani under the direction of 
the archaeologist Marr.44 In the review, Chubinashvili acknowledged 
several inconsistencies in Strzygowski’s postulates, most of which he 
attributed to an insufficient reflection of Georgian examples. Most 
importantly, he openly questioned Strzygowski’s stance regarding 
the subordination of Georgian to Armenian art which he believed 
to be a result of long-standing historical and racial biases not based 

38	 See, e.g., the article of Str-
zygowski’s assistant Heinrich 
Glück (1889 –1930) about the 
Renaissance revival of domed 
churches, viewed by Glück as 
prompted by Islamic architec-
ture in Byzantium, rather than 
directly introducing Armenian 
forms: Glück 1919. Glück then 
continued to work on Islamic 
architecture, including its ex-
amples preserved in Armenia: 
Idem 1923.

39	 Weitzmann 1933.
40	 Palladino 2021.
41	 Der Nersessian 1933.
42	 Chubinashvili 1922.
43	 Concerning the practical 

influence of Wölfflin’s theories 
on Chubinashvili’s method-
ology, see the contribution 
by Ivan Foletti and Margarita 
Khakhanova in the chapter i.

44	 Chubinashvili occasionally re-
turned to the reassessment of 
Armenian monuments in the 
following years: Chubinashvili 
1928; Idem 1929.



144

on objective research. Proving the contrary became Chubinashvili’s 
lifelong pursuit – he eventually went down in history as an advocate 
of the legitimate position of Georgian art in the general field of art 
history and, holding important positions at the University of Tbilisi 
and the Georgian Academy of Sciences, as the founder of art historical 
research in Georgia.

In 1930, Chubinashvili participated in the organization of a trav-
eling exhibition, presented in several German metropoles and aptly 
entitled Georgische Kunst [9].45 The exhibition was a unique opportu-
nity for Western audiences, both academic and lay, to get acquainted 
with Georgian material culture on a first-hand basis. It thus posed a 
challenge to the current scholarship largely based on Strzygowski – 
despite the fact that the Georgian National Treasure, a group of the 
most valuable art objects from Georgian collections, was taken to the 

[8]	 Giorgi Chubinashvili 
(1885 –1973)

45	 Georgische Kunst 1930.
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French exile and only returned to the country in 1945.46 Chubinashvili 
not only oversaw the selection of the exhibits but wrote a scientific in-
troduction to the catalog and personally delivered an introductory lec-
ture at the exhibition’s openings.47 On the German side, the exhibition 
was co-organized by the so-called Deutsche Gesellschaft zum Studium 
Osteuropas (dgso), founded in 1913 by the politically engaged historian 
Otto Hoetzsch (1876–1946).48 The society was originally established to 
pursue studies on imperial Russia but after the First World War wid-
ened the sphere of its interest to Eastern Europe, including the Soviet 
Union, of which both Georgia and Armenia, after a brief period of in-
dependence, became part in the early 1920s. A significant impetus for 
the society’s activities was then the rapprochement of Germany and 
the Soviet Union in the light of the Rapallo Treaty of 1922. The dgso 
representatives were interested in collaboration with Soviet experts 

[9]	 Cover of the exhibition 
catalogue Georgische 
Kunst, 1930

46	 See Filipová 2018.
47	 The dsgo journal Osteuropa 
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on 9 July 1930 in Berlin: 
Chubinashvili 1930.
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and scientific exchange in different fields including economics, agri-
culture, and natural sciences, not excluding culture – already in 1929, 
the dgso mediated an exhibition of Russian icons which enjoyed an 
enthusiastic reception among German Byzantinists.49

The idea of presenting an exhibition of Georgian art in Germany was 
conceived during the director of dgso Friedrich Schmidt-Ott’s (1860–
1956) travel through the Soviet Union in 1928. In Tbilisi, Schmidt-Ott 
met with Chubinashvili who introduced him to an impressive selec-
tion of precious objects kept in the collections of the university mu-
seum [10]. The exhibition proposal was only the first of a series of 
steps that were agreed upon to establish closer cooperation between 
the two countries.50 As the title reveals, the exhibition as well as its 
catalogue presented the audience with an overview of Georgian art 
and architecture and its development between the fourth and the 

49	 Lishnevskaya 2021.
50	 The event is briefly de-
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[10]	Friedrich Schmidt-Ott 
(1860 –1956)



147

eighteenth century. Chubinashvili introduced several examples of 
Georgian metalwork, tapestries, as well as photographs and draw-
ings of architecture and wall paintings, whose scholarly assessment 
not only overtly revealed his nationalist tendencies but also a certain 
adherence to the Soviet ideological background. This can be felt, for 
example, in his emphasis on the long tradition of folk art as the basis 
of Georgian artistic production.

Later that year, the planned archaeological excavations were 
launched at the site of Nokalakevi to investigate the remains of the 
ancient city of Archaeopolis. The excavations, led by Christian ar-
chaeologist and Catholic theologian Joseph Sauer (1872–1949) and 
his student Alfons Maria Schneider (1896–1952), were of relatively 
short duration and bore rather ambiguous results.51 Despite the ef-
forts on both sides, a change in the political climate in Germany as 
well as the Soviet Union, reflected in funding and personnel, slowly 
brought the German-Georgian collaboration to its end.52 Sauer later 
succeeded in publishing a short study on the Jvari Church of Mtskheta 
[11]. He focused on the origins of the vital Georgian cult of the cross, 
which he traced back to Syria and Jerusalem while briefly introduc-
ing Chubinashvili’s up-to-date observations on the architectural form 
of the church.53 For Chubinashvili, Jvari represented one of the key 
monuments of Georgian architectural history, to which he devoted 
a comprehensive study as early as 1921 and then envisaged its Ger-
man translation.54 However, the translation never came to fruition. 
The second volume of the series, devoted to the church of Ts’romi and 
published in 1934, was one of Chubinashvili’s last studies in German.55

This overview would not be complete without mentioning the Cau-
casus’ place within the Nazi geopolitical and ideological worldview. 
With the Second World War and the intensification of science as a tool 
of propaganda and racial justification within the Nazi regime, the 
Caucasus was again, in the 1940s, the territory of studies of special 
interest. On the one hand, in the broader frame of the war economy, 
the Caucasus had to be crossed to reach the regions especially rich 
in oil on the Caspian coast, a territory disputed by the British forces. 
This military operation “Edelweiss” ultimately failed, and the Ger-
man troops never managed to push much beyond Mount Elbrus.56 But 
further, uniting the eighteenth-century ideas on the Caucasian race 
and the question of the origins of Aryan Indo-Germanic populations, 
the Caucasus was seen as a place to be investigated in depth in order 
to validate the Nazi racial ideology. Such an idea led to the planning 
of a scientific exhibition by a special commando (Sonderkommando K) 
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of the German Ahnenerbe, a “scientific” association which had been 
founded in 1935 by Himmler as an instrument of Nazi Cultural Poli
cy.57 Partly under the guidance of the infamous ss anthropologist 
Bruno Beger (1911–2009), who had participated in earlier Nazi Tibet 
expeditions, the commando was tasked with a “total exploration of 
the Caucasus” (Totalerforschung des Kaukasus) which would have in-
cluded geological studies, anthropology, anthropometric studies, etc. 
While the expedition never happened because the region became in-
accessible to Germans by 1943, the racial questions posed since the 
eighteenth century were repeated again against the background of 
radicalized pseudo-scientific endeavors that see the Caucasus as one 
of the cradles of Aryanism. It is, in this frame, not surprising that 
Strzygowski published, starting from the late 1930s, books that were 
funded by the Ahnenerbe and in which Armenian art was reduced in 
an almost caricatural way to its role in the formation of the Aryan 
race and architecture, themselves testimonies to the “Northern ge-
nius” and racial supremacy of Indo-Germanic populations.

57	 Kater 2006.



149

anglophone perspective / adrien palladino

Although nearly as concerned with race and the formation of nation-
hood as Germany, the United States during the Interwar period tells 
a different story of diverse scholarship, intentionally shaped by an 
émigré community. Beyond the study of Persia and the Islamic East 
under which Armenian arts had often been regrouped, Byzantine 
studies started, from the Interwar period on, to emerge more prom-
inently in the United States. This was partly the result of the devel-
opment and professionalization of the field in Europe, but also the 
result of various contacts with European scholarship and the grad-
ual process of the emigration of persons and ideas. This happened 
not only through scholars who engaged with the European tradition 
of research on the “origins” of Christian and Byzantine art, but also 
through prominent collections of medieval art which owned great, 
important quantities of Byzantine and Armenian manuscripts, such 
as  the Frick Collection, the Freer Gallery, the Pierpont Morgan Li-
brary, the Walters Art Gallery, and also the Chester Beatty Collection 
in Dublin as well as the British Library. A shift of focus in the Anglo-
phone world with the emergence of a strong art history in the United 
States is useful to understanding the dynamics at play in the study of 
Caucasian materials.

One of the more prominent figures in this frame by the late 1920s 
was the art historian Charles Rufus Morey (1877–1955). Close to Allen 
Marquand, one of the founders of professional art history in the Unit-
ed States, Morey was, at Princeton, a crucial figure bridging the late 
nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century. Morey’s name is 
still closely linked with the iconographic method and with the vast 
photographic collection gathered at the Index of Medieval Art, of 
which he was a founder.58 Furthermore, Morey was largely involved 
in the investigation of Early Christian art, entertaining strong ties 
with institutions in Europe and being largely responsible for the di-
alogue between European and American scholarship and for the re-
ception of German scholarship.59 Within Morey’s broad investigations 
on medieval art, in line with the entire first half of studies in the late 
nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century, the American po-
sition was clearly linked with a search for the survivals of Hellenism 
in Late Antique art. In a long 1929 article on East Christian miniature 
illumination, Morey strictly followed Strzygowski’s assertion that the 
Etchmiadzin Gospels were what he called a pasticcio of medieval art in 
which the illuminated pages are reused and only stitched together in 
the tenth century.60 For Morey, these miniatures should be linked with 

[11] Jvari Church, Mtskheta, 
7th century

58	 See Smyth 1993; 
Hourihane 2002.

59	 For the broader frame, see 
DaCosta Kaufmann 2010.

60	 Morey 1929.



150

the Egyptian iconographic and stylistic tradition, and thus the minia-
tures were done by a hand trained in the Coptic tradition, to be added 
later to the Gospel book. Ultimately, the Etchmiadzin Gospels’ role 
was only marginal for Morey, but his general goal in the article was 
to go more generally against the idea of a Macedonian Renaissance 
promoted in the same years by scholars such as Kurt Weitzmann and 
Hugo Buchthal. He wanted to promote his own chronology for objects 
such as the Paris Psalter, for which Morey advocated a pre-Iconoclas-
tic dating.61

Despite these disputes in chronology, the prevalent idea for these 
scholars was that the transmission and survival of Hellenism through-
out the medieval period happened in large part thanks to the Eastern 
Roman Empire. In this case, Armenia was framed as a marginal recep-
tacle of broader questions related to Byzantine art. 

Although not an expert on the Southern Caucasian materials, Morey 
was open-minded and had a clear vision of how to foster Byzantine 
studies in the United States. Alongside Albert Mathias Friend, Jr., 
who had joined Princeton in the 1920s and was also interested in 
Eastern Christian art, chiefly manuscripts, as well as with Walter S. 
Cook, teaching and studying Romanesque art in New York, Morey 
invited Sirarpie Der Nersessian – thus significantly and durably im-
pacting the field of studies on the Southern Caucasus in the United 
States. It seems that the scholars had been impressed by her work 
with Millet at the École Pratique des Hautes Études, notably that on 
the impressive photographic collection – a medium that was becom-
ing increasingly critical for the teaching and research and that Morey 
wanted to foster in the United States.

In 1930, Sirarpie Der Nersessian was invited by Morey, Friend, and 
Cook to teach near Boston at Wellesley College. There, she taught for 
sixteen years, quickly becoming full professor, chairman of the de-
partment of art history, and director of the local Farnsworth Muse-
um. By 1944–1945, Der Nersessian was invited as a resident fellow to 
one of the most prestigious institutes dedicated to Byzantine studies: 
Dumbarton Oaks. In 1946, she was appointed professor of Byzantine 
art and archaeology at Dumbarton Oaks and Harvard University, be-
coming the first-ever woman of her time to gain full professorship 
there. Through her international formation in emigration and her 
deep knowledge of Armenian manuscript illumination –  both the 
studies of “Western” scholars but also Armenian scholars such as the 
Catholicos Garegin Hovsepian (1867–1952), Der Nersessian was able 

61	 On the broader debates around 
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to go beyond the established boundaries of Byzantine art history and 
to show the particularism and distinct characteristics of Armenian 
art.62 Whilst based in the United States and affiliated with Ameri-
can institutions, it is hard to consider Der Nersessian only from one 
linguistic perspective. Her work was, in the years ranging from the 
1920s to the 1940s, truly crossing boundaries, and up until her pass-
ing some months before the fall of the wall in 1989, she was a true 
trait d’union between pre-Soviet Armenian art history, French Byzan-
tine Studies, and the multicultural experience of Interwar American 
scholarship on Byzantium. Some years later, this constant exchange 
would be strengthened by the arrival at Princeton – again through 
the intermission of Morey – of Kurt Weitzmann, another figure who 
had a profound knowledge of Byzantine and Armenian manuscripts. 
Figures such as Grabar and Father Dvorník, whom Der Nersessian 
had met in Paris, would also meet again in the United States, far from 
war-torn Europe [12]. American scholarship on Byzantine and Cau-
casian materials thus emerged profoundly shaped by a double move-
ment: first, the reception and “digestion” of European scholarship by 
founding figures such as Morey, followed by the actual invitation of 
émigré scholars who brought their own training and perspective, it-
self shaped by the divergent historiographies studied throughout this 
book, to the United States. Such a fertile crucible, fermented through 
increased English publications, paved the way for post-war art history.

In this frame, a true protagonist in the development of studies partly 
focused on the Southern Caucasus – most often through the lens of 
Byzantium – is the research institute at Dumbarton Oaks. This insti-
tute, located in a beautiful estate surrounded by gardens in Washing-
ton, d.c., had been gifted in 1940 to Harvard University by the wealthy 
collectors and art patrons Mildred Barnes Bliss (1879–1969) and Robert 
Woods Bliss (1875–1962) as a research library and collection focused on 
Byzantine studies.63 It was frequently described, especially after the 
Second World War, as a place that preserved – through the presence 
of émigré scholars – the cosmopolitan nature of pre-war Europe, es-
pecially once the countries of the Soviet world were cut off from inter-
national research. Der Nersessian was invited to Dumbarton Oaks as a 
senior fellow in 1944–1945, becoming later a full member of the faculty 
and member of the board of scholars. A culmination of this first period 
of Der Nersessian’s career must be seen in the publication, in 1945, of 
her book aiming at a broader audience titled Armenia and the Byzantine 
Empire [13].64 The book is the result of five lectures delivered at the 
Pierpont Morgan Library in 1942, at the height of the Nazi occupation 
of France and on behalf of the École Libre des Hautes Études, founded 

62	 See Kouymijan 2005.
63	 See Carder 2010.
64	 Der Nersessian 1945.
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the same year by exile scholars in New York.65 In the preface, Henri 
Grégoire recalls how this publication has the potential to truly bring, 
in English, the topic of Armenian art to a wide audience:

“Is it necessary to say that here, the deep sense of the Ar-
menian soul never turns into ‘scientific nationalism’? 
That the author never yields to the temptation of claim-
ing for her homeland, if only following in the footsteps 
of illustrious authorities, the exclusive merit of having 
created such and such an art form? Even, and above all, 
in the face of the seductive intuitions of Strzygowski, 
Miss Der Nersessian always knows how to ‘keep her 
wits’. That is why we’ll follow her without fear, wherev-
er she sets out to assert the originality of Armenian cre-
ation. […] As said, the book is stimulating. Its victorious 
date, August 1944, will, I’m sure, usher in a triumphant 
era in the exploration of a field which, despite so many 
fine and good works, retains the allure of almost un-
charted territory”.66

Behind this laudatory preface lies a text that places Armenia and 
its art in the full complexity of their relationship with the Byzantine 
Empire and Persia, without on the one hand giving in to Armenian 
nationalism, but also critically revising certain hypotheses of inter-
national eminences such as Macler, Strzygowski and Nicolas Adontz 
(1871–1942), and making the subject truly accessible to a wide audience. 

Through her publications, her presence at Dumbarton Oaks just 
after the war, and her full professorship in Byzantine art at Har-
vard University, Der Nersessian must be seen as a true pioneer who 
strengthened the position of Armenian studies in art history not only 
in the United States but across the field. She made previous and high-
ly specialized studies available and accessible to a wider audience of 
historians and art historians increasingly interested in this still “un-
charted territory”.

italophone perspective / ruben campini, annalisa moraschi

As with many of the previous studies, Italophone scholarship was 
shaped by a rise in nationalism during the Interwar period. From 
1922 to 1943 the national fascist party ruled the kingdom of Italy, with 
Benito Mussolini as its leader. One of the pivotal points of fascist ide-
ology was that it attempted to elevate Italy as the only true heir to 
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Rome, which was considered the pinnacle of culture and civilization.67 
During the Ventennio, art became an object of propaganda, connected 
to the romanitas which the regime was inspired by. To raise interna-
tional awareness of the “superiority” of Italian culture, an exhibition 
in London at the Royal Academy was organized in 1930,68 to compete 
with a series of other international expositions such as those on Span-
ish and Dutch arts. The exhibition, called Italian Art 1200–1900, con-
centrated on the Italian Renaissance, again with a connection to Rome 
in mind. 

During and after the exhibition [14], a series of articles was pub-
lished in Italy to attack those who were perceived as “decriers” of Ital-
ian art. This is tangible in an article by journalist Goffredo Bellonci 
(1862–1964), published in the Giornale d’Italia, which included the 
following excerpt:

“[…] and these men [...] continue that war against Rome 
and Italy which has been going on for several decades 
now and which would like to take away from us a pri-
macy recognized for many centuries [...]. So, come on, 
delete the chapters on Roman art and medieval Italian 
art from history and replace them with chapters on 
Hellenism, eastern Christian art, byzantinism, gothic, 
[…]. Little Armenia had a power of artistic creation that 
Rome did not have”.69

In Bellonci’s sarcastic tone, Armenia appears in the article as an exam-
ple of an art that should not be praised or considered superior to Rome. 
Among those who came to be seen in a negative light and judged as an 

“orientalist” scholar was, for example, the art historian Pietro Toesca. 
Toesca, in fact, was openly critical of the “patriotic Italian criticism of 
the fascist period”.70 In 1927, he published the first consistent art his-
torical contribution after Rivoira that dealt with Armenia, theorizing, 
using comparative examples of Romanesque edifices with the cathe-
dral of Ani, that Armenian art had some influence on Romanesque 
art in Italy. Toesca, following a tradition that was partly developed in 
France in the late nineteenth century and which found new echoes in 
the works of Focillon and Baltrušaitis, argued that “some of the most 
essential and distinctive features of Romanesque architecture can be 
found in Armenian edifices”.71 He continued: 

“Now, of these similarities, some may well have been 
fortuitous, or may be explained in other ways than by 
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direct relations: but the whole of them is so remarkable 
that it must be admitted that Armenian buildings had 
their own influence on Western architecture”.72

While the influence of Strzygowski’s thinking in Toesca’s text is evi-
dent, he did not fully agree with an exclusive oriental origin of the Ro-
manesque forms and attributed the lion’s share to the developments 
of the art of the Roman Empire in Late Antiquity in the formation of 
western medieval architecture.73 

Surprisingly and despite his conflicting views with the regime, 
Toesca was called to collaborate on the Enciclopedia Italiana as director 
of the art historical section, following the resignation of nationalist 
art critic Ugo Ojetti in 1929 (1871–1946).74 In the mid-1920s, Italy want-
ed to keep up with other neighboring countries in terms of encyclo-
pedic production, the lack of which was considered a serious gap in 
Italian publishing. Thus, in 1929, the Enciclopedia Italiana was created 
[15] from the sodality between Senator Giovanni Treccani, Senator 
Giovanni Gentile – who became scientific director – and a plethora of 
intellectuals, both Italian and foreign. Ojetti, in a 1927 letter to Gentile, 
asked if he agreed to assign the entry on Armenian art to a certain 
Zurabian, who had already been chosen by Gustavo Giovannoni – di-
rector of the architectural section – to write the Armenian architec-
ture entry.75 However, Zurabian was ruled out because he was con-
sidered even more extreme than Strzygowski in advocating Armenia 
as a strong influence on the West.76 During his time at the directorate 
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of the art history section, Ojetti allotted the Russian art section to a 
“Parisian group” guided by the Russian art historian Pavel Muratov.77 
In April 1928, Muratov, who had assigned to himself the Russian cities 
and monuments section, wrote to Ojetti asking him what should be 
done about the arts of the Caucasus and Armenia:

“And what about the cities of Asian Russia and the histor-
ic-classic centers of the Caucasus? Do we have to write 
them or is someone else in charge of this? Will you write 
to me right away since points such as Ashgabat (Tran-
scaspian), Haghpat, Akhtʻala (Transcaucasia), and espe-
cially Ani have some importance – does the person who 
writes about Armenian art take care of this? What do 
you think?”78

In the end, a couple of entries about Armenia were published in 1929, 
with sections dedicated to art and architecture, such as “Ani” and 

[15]	Giovanni Gentile, Giovanni 
Treccani and Benito Mussolini 
consult the first volumes 
of the Enciclopedia Italiana, 
ca. 1931

77	 Piccolo 2021, p. 177.
78	 From the letter of Muratov to 

Ojetti of April 22, 1928. Re-
ported in Piccolo 2021, p. 177.



157

“Armeni”. The former, compiled by the Roman archaeologist Carlo 
Cecchelli (1893–1960), was based predominantly on Strzygowski’s 
bibliography and listed only some of the monuments of the city, with 
a superficial description.79 According to Lala Comneno, this entry is 
illustrative of a “second-hand” approach characteristic of even the 
specialized literature of the time.80 

The more consistent entry “Armeni”, instead, had subsections ded-
icated to architecture and art; the compilers, mainly the architect 
Giorgio Rosi (1904–1974) and the art historian Géza de Francovich 
(1902–1996), worked on the encyclopedia during the change of man
agement between Ojetti and Toesca and treated the subjects in great 
depth.81 In fact, de Francovich would later end up dedicating a sub-
stantial part of his career to the study of Armenia.82 Rosi recognized 
an “Armenian style” that he described alternatively in a positive – with 
adjectives such as consistent, static, convinced, and unequivocal – or 
dismissive light – it “could not absorb much nor give much”.83 The 
topic of influences emerged again; indeed, while expressing that 
Armenian architecture was stylistically chiefly related to Byzantine 
architecture, the authors stated that Armenia was at a crossroads. 
It was influenced from the East, South, and West: “the period of its 
prosperity, coinciding with the spread of Christianity, followed the 
artistic flourishing of Hellenistic Persia, Romanized Syria and was 
contemporaneous with that of Byzantium: three manifestations of 
the great architectural irradiation of Rome”.84 While this seems like an 
attempt to create again a direct link from Rome to Armenia – already 
theorized by Rivoira in 1914 –, such an idea is not particularly enforced 
here and reached new heights of expression with the Historia Imperii 
Mediterranei series, published during the war years. The sculpture and 
pictorial decorations, instead, were described unenthusiastically by 
de Francovich, particularly the latter, considered “of poor and stunt-
ed workmanship; they are pale provincial reflections of the refined 
pictorial art of Byzantium”.85 Overall, the entry was quite comprehen-
sive, albeit with some inaccuracies which also show how studies on 
Georgian art were still immature in Italy at that time as, for example, 
the Kutaisi Cathedral was considered Armenian.86 The art section of 
the encyclopedia constitutes an interesting example of collaboration 
between fascist and anti-fascist scholars wherein the fascist Roma-
nocentric ideology was mostly put aside under Toesca’s direction and, 
even though there was no shortage of internal friction, that produced 
a quasi-independent publication under the regime.87 After the ency-
clopedic entries, however, it took several years to have a contribution 
on Armenian art in Italy.
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 In 1937 the art historian Sergio Bettini (1905–1986) wrote a text on 
Byzantine art called “L’architettura bizantina”, in which he dedicated 
roughly five pages to Armenian architecture.88 While still based on 
second-hand information, his arguments were elaborated and also 
dealt with the topic of influence, as he hypothesized that “Byzantium 
itself did not remain immune from Armenian suggestions”89 and that 

“[Armenian churches] adopt and develop with a decisiveness and con-
sistency unsuspecting to Byzantium itself ”.90 Despite the creative 
force attributed to Armenia, it was still relegated to a marginal top-
ic composed of church names and approximate dates. However, its 
marginality was less than that of Georgian architecture, an offshoot 
whose churches were attributed again to the Armenian artistic sphere.

A couple of years later, after the outbreak of the Second World War, 
between 1939 and 1941, the series Historia Imperii Mediterranei (him) 
was published, with the aim of spreading knowledge about the pop-
ulations of the Eastern Mediterranean and their historical relations 
with Italy, “to renew old bonds, to strengthen present ones, and to 
create new ones”.91 This publication was the result of a long-stand-
ing strategy of the Italian government – which ultimately aimed to 
recover the Anatolian region – to counteract the Soviet, English, and 
French interest in the Southern Caucasus through the promotion of 
a series of initiatives supporting Armenians.92 It is not by chance that 
the him venture, partly financed by the Comitato Armeno d’Italia, was 
orchestrated (and directed) by Lauro Mainardi, a fascist official in 
charge of creating alliances with Caucasian minorities potentially 
interested in re-occupying their ancestral homelands.93 While not 
strictly art-historical in their outlook, the him-publications included 
a few contributions on medieval Armenian architecture in the first 
two issues, published simultaneously in January 1939. Those were the 
booklet Armeni Ariani [16] – the Italian translation of the original Ger-
man edition published by the Deutsche-Armenische Gesellschaft in 193494 

– and the miscellaneous book L’ Armenia per la sua storia, la sua cultura, la 
sua posizione geografica, è il ponte naturale tra l’Occidente e l’Oriente, the 
first of twelve dedicated issues titled Armenia.95 

As was immediately evident, the first contribution aimed, more 
broadly, to establish that Armenians were undisputedly Aryans. That 
was fundamental also for the Armenian communities in Italy, es-
pecially after the enactment of racialized laws in the previous year. 
Interestingly, the booklet included the translation of the article on 
medieval Armenian architecture by Josef Strzygowski.96 In the orig-
inal version, following the intellectual axis outlined in his previous 
publications, the Austrian scholar confirmed the Aryan nature of 
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Armenian architecture, reiterating its primary role in further devel-
oping Western styles.97 In the Italian version, however, references to 
the Orientalist debate were censored, as the idea of a primacy of the 
East in the construction of Western – and Italian – visual culture con-
trasted with the narrative of the fascist regime, exemplified in the 
organization of the Mostra Augustea della Romanità [17] and the Mostra 
Giottesca between 1937 and 1938. Both organizations were formed to 
defend the primacy of Rome and the Italian Renaissance.98 The choice, 
however controversial, to publish this article in the editorial series 
seems justified by a shared conception of art as an expression of na-
tion and race.99 Therefore, if Armenians were Aryans, their architec-
ture must have been necessarily Aryan as well.

Searching for a compromise between Strzygowskian theories and 
the fascist ideology – especially after the Pact of Steel between Italy 
and Germany in the same year –, the second book published in him 
included another article devoted to medieval Armenian architecture, 
written this time by a certain S. Djevahir.100 The author may be the Ar-
menian architect Sarkis Jevahirjian (1898–1981), who later published 
other contributions in Bazmavēp related to the topic in the Armenian 
language. Essentially, the article stated that Armenian architecture 

97	 See above, pp. 104 –107.
98	 Spampinato 2023, pp. 148 –149. 

For the Mostra Augustea della 
Romanità, see Marcello 2011; 
For the Mostra Giottesca, see 
Monciatti 2008.

99	 Gillette 2002, pp. 111–129.
100	 Djevahir 1939a.
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was indeed purely Aryan – following Strzygowski – but that it was de-
pendent on Greco-Roman models. Giuseppe Frasson reached similar 
conclusions in an article first issued in Bazmavēp in the same year but 
promptly republished in him, since for the editors, it constituted a 

“relevant contribution to the knowledge of Armenian architecture”.101 
By placing Armenian architecture in the broader discussion on the 
roots of Byzantine art and considering the dome as its peculiar archi-
tectural element, the author wondered if the latter could have come 
from Armenia.102 After recognizing some peculiar characteristics of 
Armenian architecture, especially from the seventh century ce, when 
the “Armenian national character” finally emerged, Frasson retraced 
the model of the earliest type of Armenian dome (Kuppelquadrat) to 
Roman art.103 

The same theoretical position is also present in the only two other 
contributions devoted to the topic published in him, both present in a 
booklet dedicated to Armenian art.104 The first is the brief introduction 
by Teresio Rovere (1891–1964) [18], where the author overviewed Ar-
menian figurative arts, mainly repeating the same concepts expressed 
by Frasson.105 Interestingly, the author exemplified the historical 
friendship between the Italian and Armenian people by incorrectly 
reporting that the bronze horses in St Mark s̓ Basilica in Venice re-
sulted from an exchange of gifts between Armenia and Rome and then 
between Rome and Venice.106 The second is an article, written again 
by Djevahir, on the Gaṛni temple. According to the author, in showing 
the “pure ancient Roman style”, the monument proved “how far the 
Armenians carried and spread Roman civilization”. He concluded that 

“without the Armenians, this great civilization could not have pene-
trated so deeply into the Near East”.107 Therefore, while the idea of Ar-
menia as a bridge between East and West advocated by Strzygowski 
remained, it reversed direction, following the contemporary nation-
alistic narrative present in other publications outside the field.108 

The same train of thought found further expression in the work of 
Vincenzo Golzio (1896–1980), who, in his Architettura bizantina e ro-
manica, reaffirmed the Roman origin of Armenian architecture. That 
is seemingly the last Italian contribution on the topic before the end 
of the Second World War.109

In conclusion, after Rivoira’s work, during the fascist Ventennio, many 
Italian scholars were actively engaged in rejecting the theories of Str-
zygowski to defend Roman – and thus Italian – artistic primacy, which 
was fundamental to fascist nation-building strategies, as well as for 
supporting the imperialist ambitions of the regime. There were, how-
ever, a small number of intellectuals who refused to apply the fascist 

101	 Frasson 1939a; Idem 1939b. 
Quote from Idem 1939b, p. 4 
(Premessa).

102	 Riccioni 2018, p. 126 –127. 
For a broader overview of the 
development of Byzantine 
studies in Italy, see, e.g., 
Bernabò 2003; Gasbarri 2015a; 
Idem 2015b.

103	 Frasson 1939b, p. 15; 
Riccioni 2018, p. 127; see also 
Lala Comneno 1996, p. 66.

104	 L’arte armena 1939. The book-
let, however, focuses mainly on 
Armenian literature and music.

105	 The contribution was taken 
from the Storia Universale 
dell’Arte. Rovere 1939.

106	 Ibidem, p. 6; see also 
Riccioni 2018, p. 128.

107	 Djevahir 1939b, p. 24.
108	 See, e.g., Barduzzi 1940 and 

Mainardi 1941.
109	 Golzio 1939; see also Lala 

Comneno 1996, pp. 66 – 67 
and, recently, Spampinato 
2023, pp. 149–150.
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Romanocentric ideology to art history in favor of “orientalist” views 
more akin to Strzygowski. Their work, not only actively criticized but 
also opposed, curiously still managed to find a place in the Italian opera 
magna of the time, mainly due to the authority of Toesca. Neverthe-
less, especially during the war years, Armenia and its artistic identity 
needed to be re-shaped according to nationalistic purposes, which de-
nied Armenia’s role as a mediator of forms from the East to the West. 
In addition, the shared idea of art as an expression of nation and race 
partially justified the absence of Italian scholars’ interest in the peri-
od in medieval Georgian architecture. Indeed, as recalled by Christi-
na Maranci, Georgian art, according to Strzygowski, mainly adopted 
Armenian forms and was not Aryan.110 Therefore, it did not represent 
a “problem” for Italian intellectuals. Finally, it is fundamental to men-
tion that Italian research in this period was deeply hindered by regime 
propaganda and censure, never resulting in thorough investigations 
of Armenian heritage, which would develop only from the 1960s in 
Italophone scholarship. Indeed, art and art history – which focused 
more on the Roman and the Renaissance periods – were mainly tools 
controlled by the regime to satisfy broader political aspirations.

110	 Maranci 2001– 2002, 
pp. 290 –293.

[18]	Teresio Rovere, wood-
cut by Ercole Dogliani 
(31 cm × 23,5 cm), 
before 1929
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introduction / ivan foletti

The years between 1945 and 1991 were some of the most tumultuous 
– not only in terms of research, but more generally for global social 
and political functioning – of the twentieth century. This period, col-
loquially known as the “Cold War”, divided the world into two seem-
ingly bipolar megaliths. On one side was the Soviet bloc, which ex-
panded during the second half of the 1940s to include countries of 
Central Europe, including Soviet-occupied Germany, the future East 
Germany, and China. Europe, liberated by the Allies and, of course, 
the United States of America, stood at the other end. In addition to 
the geographical situation, at least in theory, the two blocs promoted 
very different worldviews. In a caricatural and reductive way, on one 
side there was communism, which promised all proletarians (but 
not only) an egalitarian paradise. On the other side was capitalism, 
a meritocratic system, wherein the hardest working could enjoy the 
fruits of their labors and favors of the regime.

This caricature was, in reality, much more complex: one primary 
complication was that the division between the two blocs had not 
been achieved democratically. It was imposed at the end of the world 
conflict at the Yalta Conference in 1945 by Roosevelt and Stalin along 
with Churchill. In the Soviet sphere, there were thus, especially in 
Central Europe, sympathizers of the transatlantic bloc who were of-
ten violently repressed by the new regime. This included those who 
had enjoyed elevated social status during the interwar capitalist re-
gime and who were dissatisfied with the seemingly egalitarian new 
world, which conspicuously discriminated against them. Also hostile 
to the regime, however, were people who blamed communism for its 
brutality, absence of democracy, or for the many privileges bestowed 
upon the new ruling class – the nomenclature (or nomenklatura). Con-
versely, many in the West saw communism as the future of humanity 
and as a less dangerous alternative to capitalism. These were, first and 
foremost, underclasses, headed by the workers who were threatened 
by unemployment and social injustice but also the intelligentsia who 
sympathized with the left, especially after the student movements 
of 1968. Finally, Italy, liberated by the Western Allies, had chosen the 
Western bloc in (more or less) democratic elections, with a minimal 
difference in votes. Yet, Italy had retained a strong Communist pres-
ence throughout the period and was decidedly favorable (at least until 
the Prague Spring) to the Soviet Union.

Complicating the situation were Russian, Czechoslovakian, Hun-
garian, Romanian, and Polish émigrés who fled (in several waves) 
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in the face of the Communist advance and were living in the “West”. 
Western scholars likewise ventured for study, but often also for ideo-
logical reasons, into the ussr. Finally, there were, scattered almost 
everywhere in the “West” – with large communities in France and the 
United States – the Armenian diaspora. Vast communities had formed 
over the centuries, but most of the exiles had left their homeland after 
the genocide of 1915. This international community was open to Ar-
menians who had fled the ussr. With the borders of the Soviet bloc 
effectively closed for those who wanted to withdraw, a secretive es-
cape – with the risk of ending up killed by border guards – was often 
the only way to leave.

Studying the art of Armenia and Georgia – states belonging to the 
Soviet Union –, therefore, necessitated confronting burning political 
issues in the post-war era, as this chapter shows. Thus, the scholars’ 
chosen methodology indicated their ideological orientation. A so-
cial history of art, unpacking the workshops’ labors and those who 
executed the monuments, was viewed as a “leftist” Marxist orienta-
tion, while the study of the sumptuous art of the elites indicated a 
position aligned with the ideals of meritocratic capitalism. Art of the 
collective was thus pitted against the “best”, or most meritorious, art. 
At the same time, Western institutions studying artifacts and mon-
uments located in the ussr could be labeled with a pro-communist 
political orientation, a suspicion that at certain junctures of the Cold 
War, especially in the 1950s, became a real stigma. Obtaining a visa 
for the Soviet Union was very difficult for those who openly opposed 
the communist regime, yet openly supporting it from outside was an 
extremely difficult social and political position.

Within the Eastern bloc, however, censorship was unquestionably 
much stronger than in the capitalist bloc (perhaps because the regime 
took the sciences – not just the humanities – more seriously and feared 
them). The great purges of the 1930s had passed, but those of the 1950s, 
especially in Central Europe, were dramatic and cost many art histo-
rians their jobs, freedom, or even, in some dramatic cases, their lives. 
In this context, researchers aligned themselves – through pragmatism 
or fear – much more clearly with Marxist theory (and rhetoric). Fear 
of enforced censorship pushed scholars to choose a method that ex-
posed them as little as possible to the eye of the regime. Willingly or 
unwillingly, many entered a kind of inner exile – a self-censorship. 

The following pages thus show a polyphony that was not always sym-
phonic: while studying the same monuments scholars belonging to 



165

different cultural horizons took up a common position for ideological 
reasons, and conversely people originating from the same linguistic 
milieu could belong to very different fronts. 

The bipolar world of the “Cold War” made the exchange of ideas and 
methods between the two blocs very difficult. It is evident in some cas-
es that those who lived in the “West” did not know the texts published 
in the “East” and vice versa due to this divide. A relatively homoge-
neous narrative emerged in the Soviet bloc – which, as in the first half 
of the twentieth century, often followed the politics of nationalities 
in the country as well as Marxist dogmas – while the voices published 
in Europe and the United States are more diverse. 

Contributing to this diversity was a great population of mobile 
scholars. Outstanding figures (incidentally often Russian or Arme-
nian émigrés) were active on both sides of the Atlantic, published 
only in very cosmopolitan situations and where language permitted. 
However, this applied not only to migrant communities: for example, 
the young Hans Belting, whom we will briefly discuss below, trained 
in West Germany, and, in a second moment, at Dumbarton Oaks, the 
research institute affiliated with Harvard University in the United 
States. He was thus inundated from the outset with the knowledge 
and diverse experiences of exiles from all over pre-war Europe and 
American scholars. He then approached the Caucasus through a 1967 
trip beyond the curtain. He published the results of his research in 
1979, in French, in Cahiers archéologiques, a periodical formed at the 
end of the Second World War by Russian émigré André Grabar. Con-
versely, the most important international texts on Georgian art – in 
East Germany and Italy – were written by Giorgi Chubinashvili. As 
demonstrated in the previous chapter, this eminent scholar trained 
in Germany and Saint Petersburg before the revolution and lived his 
entire life in the ussr. Nevertheless, it was he who largely formed the 

“Western” gaze on Georgian medieval art and architecture.
Finally, the scholarly position toward and preference for some of 

the nations formed in the Caucasus must be mentioned. This over-
view demonstrates that in the second half of the twentieth century, in 

“Western” capitalistic scholarship, it was Armenian studies that dom-
inated over Georgian studies. This situation can be explained in three 
ways. First, the economic strength of the larger Armenian diaspora 
pushed such studies forward. Second, economic institutions, such as 
the Manoukian and Gulbekian foundations, or scientific ones, such 
as National Association for Armenian Studies and Research (naasr), 
started to systematically promote Armenian studies. Finally, the leg-
acy of previous years gave Armenian studies greater (memorializing)
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weight. The Armenian genocide was both physical and cultural. It re-
mained a key subject not only for the Armenian diaspora, especially 
after the Jewish genocide during the Second World War, but for many 
interested activist parties. Moreover, although marginalized for his 
racist views, Strzygowski had made Armenian art a subject of glob-
al importance. Thanks to his publications, Armenian art had been 
framed within an artistic lineage that was more aligned with the can-
ons of European and North American art history than Georgian art, 
which remained on the margins since it was not afforded the same 

“relevance” to the dominant powers during these tense years. The story 
of scholars’ decisions about how to tell Armenian and Georgian art 
history is a narrative that reveals the imbalanced networks of power 
distributed throughout the Cold War world. 

russophone perspective / ivan foletti

After the end of the Second World War and especially following 
Stalin’s death in 1953, the ussr underwent major political and so-
cial transformations.1 After Nikita Khrushchev (1894–1971) came to 
power, the process of de-Stalinization was launched in the country, 
at the same time some of the reforms implemented during the war 
years were reconsidered. Thus, for example, the freedoms acquired 
by the Orthodox religion were scaled back.2 At the same time, since 
Stalin’s death, the idea of limiting the Russification policy found sup-
port within the party. The process was not as radical as Lavrentij Beria 
(1899–1953) would have liked it to be – in the few months he was in 
power Beria proposed laws in favor of the de-Russification of the 
country –, but after the war years, the national policy became decid-
edly less centered on Russification.3

Sedrak Barkhudaryan’s (1898–1970) studies are emblematic of this 
context. A gifted scholar, Barkhudaryan was arrested in 1938 and 
exonerated in 1954 [1]. After 17 years in the camps, he can only be 
described as a victim of the Stalinist regime, freed almost by chance 
through the trial launched by Beria and continued by Khrushchev. 
Shortly after his release he spoke at a conference, reflecting on one of 
his main themes, the Armenian khachʻkʻar:

“Khachʻkʻar occupy a significant place among the mon-
uments of medieval Armenia. The earliest prototypes 
of them are the menhirs, which received their perfect 
design in the Urartu era and continued to be erected 

1	 Plokhy 2017, pp. 449– 471.
2	 Pospielovsky 1987.
3	 Plokhy 2017, pp. 451– 453.



167

until the nineteenth century. These khachʻkʻar steles 
were erected with very different goals: as monuments 
of victories, as boundary stones, as architectural pat-
terns, etc. On the basis of rich illustrative material, the 
speaker shows the development of khachʻkʻar from an-
cient times. A  large number of dated khachʻkʻar bear 
the names of authors-artists and therefore are import-
ant for the study and dating of architectural ornamen-
tation and architectural structures, as well as for identi-
fying schools of carving artists”.4

These are very interesting words, linking the whole tradition specifi-
cally to the Armenian culture, with ancient origins. What the author 4	 Martirosyan 1957, p. 124.

[1]	 Portrait of Sedrak 
Barkhudaryan
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omitted here is the central element of each of these stelae: namely, 
the cross that dominates it. It is hard to imagine that this is an acci-
dent: Barkhudaryan was intimately familiar with the repression of 
the regime and was also aware of how problematic religion was in 
Soviet Marxist doctrine. He therefore neglected to mention an essen-
tial element. In all likelihood out of fear of the regime, the scholar 
self-censored and thus “falsified” the data in this way.5 Certainly this 
was not the first or only instance of such self-censorship. The years of 
Stalinist terror and state anticlericalism had a heavy impact on stud-
ies of Armenian (religious) art and many other subjects.

The late 1950s and the 1970s witnessed a growing impact of Marxist 
ideology on the questions formulated and published by scholars. For 
the aforementioned ideological reasons, religious art experienced a 
muted moment. What was promoted was research on other aspects 
of pre-modern life. As an example, we can mention studies on the Ar-
menian city, where increasing attention was paid to streets, latrines, 
and the dwellings of ordinary people [2].6 In short, an art history de-
veloped in Russophone scholarship that focused on social actors out-
side of the historically dominant elite, which became typical for the 
Marxist intelligentsia. 

The years between Khrushchev and Brezhnev were also character-
ized by an important interest in the formal datum of the artwork.7 
Such an approach was not exclusive to the study of Armenian and 
Georgian art or even to that of the ussr and corresponded to the schol-
arly trends of the early twentieth century, a fundamental moment in 
the study of the country’s art history.8 Isolated almost hermetically 
from the “Western” world, Soviet scholarship was not always abreast 
of the latest trends and therefore tended to be conservative. However, 
it is likely that the ussr’s authority was not the only reason why the 
formalist approach dominated. It was also a method that was difficult 
to expose to possible political and cultural problems because, unlike 
iconography and iconology, the study of “artistic evolution” was less 
subject to changes in mood within the party. However, one gets the 
impression that Khrushchev and Brezhnev correspond to a moment 
of great stagnation in artistic history. Direct evidence of this fact are 
the entries “Armenian Art” and “Georgian Art” in the third edition of 
the Great Soviet Encyclopedia. If, in fact, between the first and second 
editions we witnessed a real change of direction, this does not happen 
at all with the third edition.9 This one remains in perfect harmony 
with the second edition but considerably increases the amount of 
data presented. 

5	 Grigoryan 2005, p. 193.
6	 Halpahchan1971.
7	 See, e.g., Tokarskij 1961; 

Amiranashvili 1968.
8	 Filipová 2018.
9	 Drampjan 1970; Beridze/

Virsaladze 1972.
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To experience an essential change in the tone one must skip to the 
very last years of the ussr’s existence, which corresponded to the 
years of major cultural and political reforms linked to Mikhail Gor-
bachev and the keywords perestroika (reconstruction) and glasnost 
(transparency). Gorbachev reacted to a profound crisis in the Sovi-
et world, which was also shaken, with increasing insistence, by na-
tionalist tensions, with an attempt at liberalization – the Caucasus 
was a particularly agitated region in this regard.10 In this frame, it is 
particularly revealing to read the words of Alexej Lidov who, in his 
doctoral thesis, published in 1991, on the Akhtʻala church, writes [3]: 

“At different times the region was part of the Kingdom of Georgia but 
it remained a stronghold of Armenian culture”.11

The building thus belongs, in the words of the Moscow scholar, to 
both cultures, a fact, in his view, also proven by the formal aspects of 
the building:

[2]	 Oganes Halpahchan, 
Graždanskoe zodchestvo 
Armenii. Žilye i obchchest-
vennye zdanya, Moscow 
1971

10	 Carrère d’Encausse 1978; 
Plokhy 2017, pp. 481–507.

11	 Lidov 1991, p. 332.
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“In accordance with Georgian tradition, the façades of 
the church are decorated with large ornamental cross-
es with elongated windows at their base. There are also 
typically Armenian elements in the decor of the portals 
and individual motifs of the ornament. The combina-
tion of these two traditions is the most important char-
acteristic of the architectural treatment of the Akhtʻala 
church”.12

In the remainder of his text, the Russian scholar presented the cul-
tural, political, and social union between Armenians and Georgians 
in the thirteenth century as a particularly important moment in their 
mutual development. In his view, it was this transnational alliance 
that helped to make the Tamara kingdom strong and resistant to the 
Mongol invasion. 

Interestingly, Lidov was not alone in rethinking the art of the region 
in a context that today we would call “transcultural”. This was what 
Tiran Marutʻyan (1911–2007) also proposed for the churches of the 
seventh century, the golden age of Armenian architecture [4].13 Ac-
cording to the words of this scholar, in fact, the flagship monuments 
of the two cultures – the martyr church of Hṛipsimē, and that of Jvari, 
belong to the same cultural phenomenon. In Marutʻyan’s view, it was 
Armenia that was the “place of origin” for this trend. Nevertheless, his 
thesis is strongly opposed to that of the national schools elaborated in 
the 1940s and 1950s by scholars such as Giorgi Chubinashvili.14

Are we again facing a reversal in trends? The situation in the 1980s is 
particularly difficult to summarize given that, because of Gorbachev’s 
reforms weakening of censorship, the chorus of scholarship became 
much more polyphonic. Increasingly nationalist texts were opposed 
to examples that sought to promote a multicultural outlook, an oppo-
sition that mirrors the ideological stance of the authors.15 The former 
were more or less ardent supporters of the dissolution of the ussr 
into nation-states, while the latter favored continuing the multicul-
tural experience of the Soviet empire. The latter position was also sup-
ported, though with diminishing resolution, by the official organs of 
the party. 

In summary, we can therefore say that after the Second World War, 
in the period of great stability in the ussr, the art of Armenia and 
Georgia was studied with an increasingly national and thus inevita-
bly self-referential perspective. The Soviet method was a formalist 
one, focused on questions of social history and nourished by Marxist 

12	 Ibidem, p. 333.
13	 Marutʻyan 1989.
14	 Chubinashvili 1948; 

Plontke-Lüning 2012.
15	 Drampjan 1970; Beridze/

Virsaladze 1972.

[3]	 Alexej Lidov in 
Armenia, 1987 
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reflection. In the 1980s, in the face of the country’s severe crisis, and 
as a reaction to increasing pressure from Soviet nations as far as the 
South Caucasus was concerned, a more “cross-cultural” perspective 
appeared on the scene again. This time, however, it is a reaction to 
tensions within the Soviet world, tensions that would lead shortly 
thereafter to its collapse, rather than a decision from above, dictated 
by a strong party or emperor. From the ashes of the empire came the 
nation-states whose historiography would have a very clear orienta-
tion. But that is another story. 

[4]	 Tiran Marutʻyan, 
(1911– 2007) 
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francophone perspective / adrien palladino

This chapter deals with the years after the war, considering the trans-
formations of the 1960s and 1970s and up through to the 1990s. Cov-
ering this complex swath of time in a single chapter is necessarily 
fragmentary since this moment also saw the previously unprece-
dented internationalization and acceleration of research. The glo-
balization of art history studies through émigrés has been discussed 
in previous chapters, but this period is marked even more by these 
dynamics. France had a special relationship with Armenia since the 
genocide. Paris, in particular, was and still is home to one of the most 
active and complex diasporic communities, which had a consider-
able cultural impact beyond the scope of this study.16 Importantly, in 
France relations with the Soviet world were not as cool as in the Unit-
ed States, and a friendlier atmosphere was fostered particularly from 
1955–1956 with de-Stalinization and then the Détente.17 Within these 
relationships, emigrant researchers sometimes acted as a bridge be-
tween worlds.

It should also be said that many of the crucial players in Southern 
Caucasus studies were the same as in the previous period. The emi-
grants Sirarpie Der Nersessian, between Harvard and Princeton, and 
André Grabar in Paris, continued Byzantine studies with frequent 
forays into the Caucasus. Grabar especially was profoundly influen-
tial, as a researcher and teacher, on a younger generation of scholars.

Armen Khatchatrian (1909–1967), an architect by training, began 
publishing on Armenian architecture in the late 1940s, and in 1965 
defended his doctoral thesis, supervised by Grabar, on Late Antique 
Armenian architecture from the fourth to the sixth centuries. His 
1962 study of Early Christian baptisteries was in direct continuity 
with Grabar’s Martyrium, while his posthumously published study of 
Armenian architecture endeavored to demonstrate a common early 
Christian root and highlighted some local specificities.18 These two 
works, which would certainly have been continued by the author had 
he not died prematurely, stand out for their technical precision linked 
to their author’s professional architectural training. They were, nev-
ertheless, perfectly in line with the history of architecture proposed 
by Grabar and explored in the same years by figures such as Richard 
Krautheimer. 

In the 1950s, Khatchatrian returned to a subject connected with 
earlier twentieth-century research: that of the relationship between 
buildings such as the oratory of Theodulf at Germigny-des-Près and 

16	 See the excellent synthesis by 
Ter Minassian 1995.

17	 Rey 1992, sp. pp. 177–202.
18	 Khatchatrian 1962; Idem 1971.
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selected Armenian architectural edifices.19 As early as 1904, Strzy-
gowski had posited a connection between the oratory at Germigny 
and the seventh-century church of Bagaran. Khatchatrian was more 
moderated in his approach and took into account Germigny’s prob-
lematic nineteenth-century restorations, and so he instead suggest-
ed a more remote link with the fifth-century cathedral of Etchmi-
adzin, but also with Visigothic architecture on the Iberian Peninsula, 
such as at San Pedro de la Nave; such filiation would be explained 
by Theodulf ’s Iberian origins. More than in Strzygowski’s pursuits 
of genetic-like filiation, the transmission of architectural forms in 
different parts of the Mediterranean (and hence “Byzantine”) world 
is at the heart of Khatchatrian’s concerns, without centralizing the 
Caucasus in this endeavor. The question reopened by Khatchatrian 
in the 1950s of the “oriental” origins of architectural forms and their 
mediation, remains topical – albeit unresolved and likely unresolv-
able – even in the most recent studies.20 Another of Grabar’s pupils 
who dedicated part of her career to the arts of the Caucasus is Tania 
Velmans, a Bulgarian émigré who began collaborating with Grabar 
in the 1960s on the subject of murals from the Byzantine world and 
its margins, specializing on the one hand in Balkan murals, but also, 
later, in Georgian paintings, most notably with studies on those from 
the Church of the Savior in Ts’alenjikha, Georgia.21 Like the German 
art historian Hans Belting a few years earlier, Velmans approached 
these materials from the perspective of  a Byzantinist, for whom 
Georgia was an important artistic province of the empire – but a 
province nonetheless.22 

For Khatchatrian, Armenia was part of the great family of the Late 
Antique and “Byzantine” Mediterranean, while for Velmans Arme-
nian monuments and art were local visual dialects of the “Byzantine” 
language spoken across Eastern Europe, up to Georgia. These two pu-
pils of an influential Byzantinist show how, in both cases, the arts of 
the Southern Caucasus thus continued to be considered and studied 

– to a greater extent for Georgia than for Armenia – as part of what the 
Russian émigré Dimitri Obolensky (1918–2001) defined in the 1970s 
as the “Byzantine Commonwealth”.23

More complex is the situation of Sirarpie Der Nersessian who, as we 
have seen, straddles two countries and two major linguistic divides. 
In 1960, while still teaching in the us, she was part of an attempt at 
uniting the two blocs, attending the 25th Congress of Orientalists in 
Moscow. She took this as an opportunity to see the monuments of 
Armenia and Georgia that she had never seen in person. Invited by 

19	 Idem 1954.
20	 On the issue, see Caillet 2016, 

sp. pp. 73–74. 
21	 See, e.g., Velmans 1988a; 

Eadem 1988b.
22	 Belting 1979.
23	 Obolensky 1971, e.g., p. 348: 

“Byzantine art, which freely 
crossed all political frontiers, 
remained the basic interna-
tional idiom […] until the end 
of the Middle Ages. In many 
of these areas its influence 
survived well beyond that time 
[…] The difference between 
their products [of different 
workshops throughout the 
Commonwealth] were less 
marked than, for instance, 
those between the various 
schools of Italian painting in 
the thirteenth and fourteenth 
centuries. They were certainly 
far less significant than their 
common affiliation to the 
artistic tradition of Byzantium 
which, in the words of a 
distinguished modern scholar, 
formed in Eastern Europe ‘local 
dialects rather than separate 
languages’.
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the Armenian Academy of Sciences, it was during the same trip that 
she spent a month at the Matenadaran Institute for Ancient Manu-
scripts in Yerevan, realizing the still urgent need for an exhaustive 
catalog raisonné. Then, in 1968, already moved back to Paris and after 
her retirement, she returned to Yerevan for one of the many Fran-
co-Soviet Colloquia organized throughout the late 1960s, where she 
gave a lecture entitled “Byzantium and Armenia: problems and cur-
rent state of research” – sketching a state of the art dedicated to col-
leagues still isolated by political circumstances.24 In addition to her 
countless publications in English, French, Russian and Armenian, 
both for a wider public and for experts, not to mention her catalogs 
that are still invaluable today, Der Nersessian formed, until her death 
on the eve of the fall of the Berlin Wall, a living link between émigré 
Armenia, Soviet Armenia, and international research in Europe and 
the United States.25 Her synthetic work L’art arménien. Orient-Occident 
(1977) – probably the first such comprehensive synthesis published 
in French – can be seen as a response to the controversies between 
East and West that we have encountered in the pages of this book.26 In 
the midst of the Cold War, Der Nersessian studied historical Armenia 
as a crossroads, between the Eastern and Mediterranean worlds, but 
nonetheless closer to the latter in terms of culture and religion.

It should also be recalled that 1964 saw the revival of the Revue des 
études arméniennes, whose first series had ceased in 1933. Once again, 
the impetus came not from art historians, but from philologists: 
arguably Meillet’s most famous pupil, the Indo-Europeanist Georges 
Dumézil (1898–1986) proposed its revival – thanks to the financial 
support of the Calouste Gulbenkian (1869–1955) foundation creat-
ed in 1956. The first director was another of Meillet’s students, Émile 
Benveniste (1902–1976), while the list of early contributors included 
such figures as Grabar, Paul Lemerle (1903–1989), the secretary and 
scholar Haïg Berbérian (1887–1978), and the ubiquitous Sirarpie Der 
Nersessian. From its rebirth, the Revue once again became a funda-
mental medium for the study of Armenian culture in the broadest 
sense, often including articles on the wider Caucasus and serving as a 
platform between the Soviet world and national perspectives, Arme-
nian diaspora studies, and French and Western researchers. Among 
the journal’s frequent contributors, key figures emerge as funda-
mental to French-speaking studies of the Caucasus, bridging the gap 
between the fall of the Berlin Wall and the discipline as it stands today 
including Jean-Michel (1916–2011) and Nicole Thierry (*1925) and 
Patrick Donabédian (*1953).27 

24	 See Garsoïan 2000, p. 294.
25	 For Der Nersessian’s rich bib-

liography, see Der Nersessian 
1973, vol. ii, pp. 167–170 and 
Revue des études arméniennes, 
xxi (1988–1989), pp. 8–11.

26	 Der Nersessian 1977.
27	 Another figure I do not have 

the space to go into here is 
undoubtedly Jean-Pierre Mahé 
(1944), a specialist mainly in 
texts, trained at the Sorbonne 
and then at the Institut Nation-
al des Langues et Civilisations 
Orientales (inalco) in the 
1970s. Through an interest in 
ancient texts and the origins 
of “Eastern” Christianity, Mahé 
turned to the languages of 
Eastern Christians, notably 
Coptic, later becoming an 
expert in Armenian, Georgian, 
and Caucasian Albanian, be-
coming a recognized expert on 
Armenian and Georgian culture 
in French-speaking circles.
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The Thierry couple [5] were both medical doctors who practiced 
for many years in Étampes, south of Paris. Initially enlightened am-
ateurs, beginning in the 1940s but increasingly in the 1950s, they em-
barked on what they called their “voyage archéologique”. In this frame, 
they undertook a series of trips together to Cappadocia, Eastern Ana-
tolia, and as far afield as Central Asia. In this frame, they crossed 
the border between Eastern Turkey and Soviet Armenia for the first 
time in the early 1960s. This happened thanks to the protection of 
the recently-elected Armenian Catholicos Vazgen i (1908–1994) – a 
person broadly interested in the restoration of Armenian monu-
ments and memory. The Thierrys went as far as the eastern tip of the 
Southern Caucasus, into Artsakh, Azerbaijan, and as far as Baku and 
even Uzbekistan, developing an unrivaled knowledge of the mon-
uments. Jean-Michel Thierry specialized and published extensively 
on architecture, while Nicole Thierry specialized particularly on the 
Cappadocian materials, with a focus on parietal painting but also 
monumental sculpture.

What we have here, then, is an exceptional case of self-taught schol-
ars who cultivated their passion to the point of becoming recognized 
specialists in the region, accumulating a considerable body of docu-
mentation, drawings, and photographs over a very specific moment, 
ranging from the late 1950s into the 1990s.28 In this period, they taught 
at the École Pratique des Hautes Études and at the Institut National 
des Langues et Civilisations Orientales (inalco), and the results of 
their research journeys were widely published and made accessible, 
mainly in the Cahiers archéologiques, the Revue des études arméniennes 
and several monographs, quickly drawing the attention of specialists 

– from Byzantinists to scholars of Cappadocia, Anatolia, Armenia, and 
Georgia, and beyond.29 Studies on architectural monuments in Arme-
nia and Georgia entered into a particularly fertile dialogue with con-
temporary studies by Italian-speaking researchers such as Adriano 
Alpago Novello and Paolo Cuneo.30

Addressing the long-standing question of “Byzantine influence”, 
Jean-Michel Thierry repeatedly upholds the originality of Armenian 
art in its own right, asserting as early as the 1970s that: 

“if we exclude the Greek influence on Armenian min-
iature art, which is indisputable and almost constant, 
the role of Byzantium seems very small. Even at times 
when Constantinople’s political weight over Armenia 
seemed likely to bring with it a cultural corollary, its in-
fluence was only occasional”.31 

[5]	 Nicole and Jean-Michel 
Thierry, ca. 1970s 

28	 On Jean-Michel Thierry, see 
Donabédian 2011. Currently, 
an important project at the 
Institut National d’Histoire de 
l’Art (inha) lead by Sipana 
Tchakérian and Jerôme 
Delatour is working on the val-
orization of photographic and 
textual archives of Jean-Michel 
and Nicole Thierry, donated 
to the inha in 2017. I would 
like to thank Sipana Tchakérian 
for taking the time to discuss 
the topic with me and for 
providing me with additional 
information on the subject.

29	 The full bibliography of the 
Thierry is too vast to be synthe-
tized, I would like to point out 
just a few important titles, 
on the monuments of the 
Vaspurakan, published from 
the 1960s to the late 1970s 
in several long articles in the 
Revue des études arméniennes; 
on Mren Cathedral, Thierry 
1971; on the Church of the 
Holy Apostles in Kars, Idem 
1978; on the Horomos monas-
tery, Idem 1980.

30	 See below, 192–197.
31	 Thierry 1996, which synthe-

sizes the position presented in 
Idem 1982.
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It was also Jean-Michel Thierry, and later Patrick Donabédian, who 
developed, on the basis of almost a century of studies on the Caucasus, 
the notion of the “golden age” of Armenian architecture, i.e., art up to 
the seventh century in Armenia, both Early Christian and pre-Arab.32 
Such conclusions on the profound originality of Armenian art, espe-
cially but not only Late Antique, helped to secure the place of Arme-
nian studies separately from Byzantine studies.

For subsequent studies, and especially in the western regions of 
historic Armenia (i.e., Eastern Anatolia), the value of the documents 
collected by Mr. and Mrs. Thierry is inestimable, not least because of 
the subsequent destruction of monuments and their extremely rapid 
deterioration – a fact the Thierrys constantly mention in their stud-
ies.33 This was the case, for example, for a number of monuments in 
the Vaspurakan region, i.e., the Lake Van basin, where monuments 
such as the ruins of the monastery of Saint James of Kaputkol, which 

32	 Donabédian 2008.
33	 This is also why the project 

currently led at the inha on 
their archival fund is of utmost 
importance for the study of 
monuments from Cappadocia 
to Eastern Turkey, Armenia, 
Georgia, and up until Iran.



[6]	 Jean-Michel Thierry, 
Gerasim Hovakimyan, and 
Patrick Donabédian sharing 
a lunch in front of the 
Marmashen Monastery, 
ca. 1979–1980

[7]	 Cover of Jean-Michel Thierry, 
Patrick Donabédian, Les arts 
arméniens, 1987
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housed important frescoes, were destroyed shortly after the Thier-
rys’ visit by the Turkish authorities.34 Obviously, given the essentially 
private nature of the trips undertaken by the Thierry family and the 
tense political situation between Eastern Turkey and Soviet Armenia, 
there was no possibility of organizing excavations or to promote more 
concrete actions to protect these monuments. Nevertheless, next to 
Thomas A. Sinclair’s monumental survey published between 1987 and 
1990, the travels and studies of the Thierrys quickly became a broad 
and open gateway for all scholars working on Armenia and the South-
ern Caucasus materials more broadly – a gateway which still requires 
further exploration today.35

The other figure who profoundly transformed Armenian studies in 
the last decades before the fall of the Berlin Wall and who still tireless-
ly contributes today is Patrick Donabédian. Born in Tunis in 1953 to an 
Armenian émigré family, Donabédian received formation at the Uni-
versity of Provence Aix-Marseille in the 1970s, before going on to study 
Armenian art history and architecture at the University of Yerevan 
(1975–1980), then studying in Soviet Armenia, before obtaining two 
doctorates, one in Saint Petersburg (1981) and the other in Paris (1986). 
In the 1970s, Donabédian traveled with the Thierrys [6], developing a 
deep knowledge of monuments that was evident already in his early 
work and further nurtured by traditions of Armenian, Russian, Soviet, 
and Western erudition on the region. In 1987, together with Jean-Mi-
chel Thierry, he published a work of prime importance for Armenian 
art-historical studies in France. Soberly titled Les arts arméniens, this 
lavishly illustrated work, which focused more on architectural mon-
uments but also “minor” arts than Der Nersessian’s earlier syntheses, 
served as a solid foundation for studies of the Caucasus until the fall of 
the Wall and paved the way for more recent studies [7].36 

To conclude this brief overview, I cannot help but to mention a book 
co-published by Donabédian and Claude Mutafian entitled Karabagh: 
une terre arménienne en Azerbaijan. Published in 1989, this little book 
appeared at the heart of the conflicts over Artsakh that, from the 
spring of 1987, led to the 1988 revolution and, in the context of the 
disintegration of the ussr, to Armenian independence in 1991 and the 
first post-Soviet conflict in the Caucasus.37 It would be difficult to close 
this meditation on Francophone scholarship without mentioning the 
constant problems entailed by studying historic monuments that lie 
on either side of modern borders, and which sometimes serve as a ver-
itable battleground for ideological and real confrontation – a question 
that is far from being resolved in today’s geopolitical context.38

34	 Thierry 1968, sp. pp. 68 –76.
35	 For Thomas Sinclair, on whom 

I do not have the space to 
enter here but which likewise 
remains an essential account 
of the broader region’s 
monuments (Roman/Byzan-
tine, Seljuk, Ottoman, Syriac, 
Georgian, and Armenian 
sites), see Sinclair 1987–1990.

36	 Thierry/Donabédian 1987.
37	 Donabédian/Mutafian 1989.
38	 On Artsakh and the politic of 

cultural, physical, and ideolog-
ical destruction of Armenian 
heritage in a historical and 
contemporary perspective, 
see the essays in Denécé/
Yégavian 2022.
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anglophone perspective / adrien palladino

After the Second World War, many of the institutions and figures that 
were crucial for the development of the discipline remained so, as men-
tioned in the previous section on the Francophone world. This is the 
case (again) for Sirarpie Der Nersessian, who taught and researched 
in the United States up until the 1960s, but also for the Dumbarton 
Oaks Institute –  which remained a constant beacon for Byzantine 
studies and where almost all significant Byzantinists in these years 
converged at some point or the other. Yet, with the emergence of the 
Cold War, Byzantine and Oriental studies shifted in the United States: 
studying historical territories located behind the Iron Curtain be-
came part of a broader power struggle between the Eastern and West-
ern blocks. This brought about not only new attitudes toward “Ori-
entalism”, but also institutional renewal which sometimes benefitted 
studies on the Caucasus.39 Such a situation occurred during the late 
1950s and the 1960s, when Byzantine studies reemerged in the ussr, 
as they had been previously largely suppressed by the regime. This led 
to renewed fervor of American – partly émigré – scholarship as a Cold 
War counterpart.40 While these strategic imperatives offer very few 
insights into how the individual disciplines of Middle Eastern studies 
would develop, this environment nevertheless was instrumental to 
understanding how large research institutions and universities de-
veloped their interests in this direction.

A palpable result of this newfound political interest in historical 
scholarship on the Middle East, coupled with the interests of the Ar-
menian diaspora, was certainly the foundation, in 1955, of the Na-
tional Association for Armenian Studies and Research (naasr) in 
Boston. The primary goal of the association was to work for the estab-
lishment of an endowed professorship or chair for Armenian studies 
at a leading university [8]. Harvard University was chosen as the 
seat for the chair due to the earlier presence of one of the American 
founders of the discipline, Pierpont Blake, and the presence there of 
his student Richard N. Frye (1920–2014) who advocated for a Center 
for Armenian studies.41 To foster the creation of this chair and fund-
raising for its expensive foundation, the naasr began organizing 
lectures and symposia focused on the field, such as “Armenian Stud-
ies and Research: Problems and Needs” in 1955 and “Searchlight on 
Armenian Studies: Conference on Problems and Areas of Research” 
in 1956. By May 1959, thanks to final support from the Gulbenkian 
Foundation, the goal of raising $300,000 for the chair was attained 
and by 1969 literary scholar Robert W. Thomson (1934–2018) was 

39	 On the question of the new 
Orientalism, see broadly 
Klein 2003.

40	 Important insights in this re-
gard in Meyendorff/Ševčenko/
Alexander 1970.

41	 Frye was fundamental to the 
foundation of the Center for 
Middle Eastern Studies (cmes) 
in 1954 at Harvard and was 
later the Aga Khan professor of 
Iranian Studies at Harvard, see 
Babai 2004.

[8]	 National Association for 
Armenian Studies and 
Research promotional 
brochure from 1958
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nominated to the first Chair – later renamed the Mesrop Mashtots 
Chair – until 1992.42

Contingent on this success, the naasr fostered the creation of 
several other fully or partially funded positions. The association also 
supported the publication of studies, the first being Der Nersessian’s 
monograph on the Church of the Holy Cross at Aghtʻamar in 1965 – 
illustrated by remarkable new photographs [9] – and introduced by 
the chairman of the texts and studies committee and scholar Avedis 
K. Sanjian (1921–1995) as “a beautiful resurrection of a long-dormant 
and unseen witness of an ancient culture”.43

Amidst this institutional effervescence in the 1950s–1960s, another 
eminent Armenologist was hired first as a visiting professor and then 
tenured professor of Armenian studies at Columbia University from 
1969: Nina Garsoïan (1923–2022).44 Born in Interwar émigré Paris and 

42	 Thomson took the Calouste 
Gulbenkian Professorship at 
Oxford University, which had 
been created in 1965. Later 
holders of the Mashtots Chair 
include James Russell (from 
1993) and, since 2023, the art 
historian Christina Maranci.

43	 Der Nersessian 1965.
44	 For a broader account of 

Garsoïan’s life, see and her 
memoirs in Garsoïan 2011.
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trained in the United States, Garsoïan was the first woman to receive a 
tenured professorship at Columbia and an influential teacher to sev-
eral generations of students of the Southern Caucasus. With other 
influential scholars such as Richard G. Hovannisian, Dickran Kouym-
jian, Avedis Sanjian, and Robert Thomson from the universities of 
California, Columbia, and Harvard, the foundation of the Society of 
Armenian Studies was founded in 1974 and welcomed Garsoïan as its 
first director. The Society received its own journal in 1984.45 Whilst 
not an art historian, Garsoïan’s historical studies are fundamental 
since they effectively shifted the Eurocentric approach to Armenian 

45	 In 1982, on a similar model 
as created the Association 
Internationale des Études 
Arméniennes, also supported 
by the Gulbenkian Foundation. 
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studies. Fascinated by the place of Armenia between two “empires”, 
she contributed to highlight, in their complexity, the manifold rela-
tionships between Armenia, its western neighbors, the Byzantine 
world, and the East: the Iranian dynasties, the Arabs, the Turkic and 
Mongol invasions, the Turko-Persian successor states and the later 
Safavid-Ottoman and Russian rivalry.46 Garsoïan’s studies, always 
based on a rich array of historiographical sources, also inspired art 
historical studies to refocus on the broader question of Armenia, and 
by extension the Southern Caucasus’, geopolitical situation.47

Two important figures from within the field of art history deserve 
mention here. Firstly, there is the American Byzantinist Thomas F. 
Mathews (*1934). Graduated from New York University with manu-
script specialist Hugo Buchthal, Mathews wrote a dissertation on Byz-
antine churches in Constantinople with architectural expert Richard 
Krautheimer. From the 1980s onward, Mathews turned his attention, 
at least partially, to Armenian materials. In 1980, together with Gar-
soïan and Thomson, he organized the Dumbarton Oaks Symposium 

“East of Byzantium” refocusing the so-called “formative period” – here 
reconsidered until the ninth century – of the Christian tradition in Syr-
ia and Armenia.48 In the volume, Mathews confronts the Etchmiadzin 
Gospels, which had already been discussed by some major authorities 
in the field, from Macler to Der Nersessian. In this paper, Mathews 
provided a new and insightful study of the four scenes, related to their 
theological interpretation, and provided firm argumentation for the 
originality of tenth-century Armenian artistic creation.49 

The second figure that must be mentioned is the Romanian-born 
Armenian-American Dickran Kouymjian (*1934), perhaps one of the 
most multifaceted scholars on Armenian culture writ large. Son of Ar-
menian genocide survivors, he graduated in the late 1960s at Colum-
bia with a study on Armenian numismatics, and then taught in Beirut, 
before becoming, in 1977, director of the Armenian Studies Program at 
California State University, Fresno.50 While his scholarly production 
was increasingly important after 1991 and characterized by great orig-
inality, an important article that unites several of his interests was 
published earlier. This was cosigned in 1986 with Jurgis Baltrušaitis 
on the funerary monuments of Julfa on the Arakʻs, a premodern Ar-
menian city whose ruins are today located in the Nakhchivan exclave 
of Azerbaijan, on the border of Turkey and Iran.51 Baltrušaitis had the 
chance to visit and broadly photograph the site of the cemetery in 1928, 
providing unique photographic documentation for the 1986 paper at 
a time when the cemetery still had many standing khachʻkʻar dating 

[9]	 Photograph from Sirarpie 
Der Nersessian, Aght’amar: 
Church of the Holy Cross, 
1965

46	 See, in particular, 
Garsoïan 1985.

47	 See Kouymjian 2012–2013. 
48	 Garsoïan/Mathews/

Thomson 1982.
49	 Mathews 1982. Broadly 

on the topic, see also 
Kouymjian 1993.

50	 See Der Mugrdechian 2008.
51	 Baltrušaitis/Kouymjian 1986.
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from the late fifteenth to the early seventeenth century [10]. The Julfa 
funerary monuments were studied by Baltrušaitis and Kouymjian as 
invaluable documents standing as witnesses, carved in stone, of the 
vanished city, providing a unique body of data on a late fifteenth- and 
sixteenth-century Armenian agglomeration. At the end of their thor-
ough article, which was the first to deal with the complexity of this site, 
the authors expressed a clear wish:
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“In this essay, besides publishing the valuable documents 
carefully assembled half a century ago by one of us, we 
have tried to underline the richness of this group of 
carved funerary monuments and their nearly inex-
haustible potential for study and analysis. In addition to 
the thorough archaeological survey we called for at the 
beginning of this study, we also suggest that a khachʻkʻar 
museum be organized specifically for this material, per-
haps at Julfa itself. For the moment one can only hope 
there is no further deterioration or abuse to the site and 
that the Azerbaijani authorities allow scholars to thor-
oughly survey the existing monuments in this Arme-
nian region”.52

The scholarly desire and hopeful message expressed here were 
usurped by hateful ideology. In the late 1990s, the Azerbaijan govern-
ment began a systematic campaign to destroy the Julfa monuments. 
Evidence collected since the early twenty-first century shows that 
the cemetery has been entirely destroyed, almost entirely erasing the 
memory of Julfa’s dead. Some late nineteenth-century photographs, 
the 1915 photos by Aram Vruyr, Baltrušaitis’ own pictures from 1928, 
a sprinkling of more recent snapshots, and a few surviving khachʻkʻar 
from Old Julfa are all that remain today… 

germanophone perspective / klára doležalová

The events of the Second World War had a significant impact not 
only on the political organization of Europe but also on the scientific 
contacts between Germany and the West as well as the Soviet Union 
in the East, whose sphere of influence included the South Caucasus 
until its dissolution in 1991. Postwar Germanophone historiography, 
especially since the 1970s, was characterized by a growing interest 
in Caucasian art and architecture, progressive internationalization 
of Caucasian studies as well as the rise of the fields of art history and 
archaeology in the Caucasian republics. The scope of this section is 
therefore necessarily selective and aims only at outlining the main 
currents of Germanophone research on Caucasian artistic heritage.

Although Strzygowski’s Die Baukunst (1918) was still recognized 
as the most exhaustive overview of Armenian architecture and its 
development, his pan-Aryan theories as well as his assessment of 
the key role played by Armenia in shaping the medieval architec-
ture of the West was largely passed over in post-war Germanophone 

[10]	Photograph by Aram 
Vruyr (1863 –1924) of 
the Armenian cemetery 
of Julfa, 1915 

52	 Ibidem, pp. 52–53.
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research. Leafing through Byzantinische Kunst, written by Wladimir 
Sas-Zaloziecky (1896–1959) and published posthumously in 1963, one 
discovers Armenia being rendered as “the most important oriental 
province besides Asia Minor, Syria, and Palestine, connected with 
the art of the Byzantine metropolis”.53 Sas-Zaloziecky was an Austri-
an Byzantinist who was Strzygowski’s contemporary from the Uni-
versity of Vienna. The post-war Germanophone historiography thus 
largely continued to view Southern Caucasia as a provincial region re-
ceiving artistic stimuli from the Byzantine Empire. Interestingly, Sas-
Zaloziecky’s book points to a recurring element of Caucasian studies, 
only reinforced by Strzygowski’s Baukunst: the creative superiority of 
Armenian art to the art of Georgia, which the Georgian art historian 
Giorgi Chubinashvili spoke out against as early as 1922.54 Nor did the 
traveling exhibition of Georgian art of 1930 seem to have had a great 
academic impact – apart from a few brief mentions, Georgian monu-
ments are essentially absent from Sas-Zaloziecky’s work.55

Although based in Tbilisi, Chubinashvili made a significant contri-
bution to the shape of Western historiography in the second half of the 
twentieth century. In 1968, he authored a fairly comprehensive entry 
on Georgian art and architecture for Wolfgang Fritz Volbach’s volume 
of the new Propyläen Kunstgeschichte series entitled Byzanz und der 
christliche Osten [11].56 As the chapter on the arts of Armenia was en-
trusted to the Italian Byzantinist Fernanda de’ Maffei, the volume tes-
tified to a growing internationalization of European research and, at 
the same time, pointed to a certain dependence on German post-war 
Caucasiology on foreign scholarship.57 In a similar fashion, the entries 
on Armenia and Georgia in the Reallexikon zur byzantinischen Kunst, 
founded in the 1960s on the initiative of Klaus Wessel (1916–1987) and 
Marcell Restle (1932–2016), were authored by Armen Khatchatrian, 
mentioned above, and by Vasilij Ponomarev (1907–1978), a Russian 
archaeologist who fled to Western Germany after the Second World 
War and took a position at the University of Marburg.58 Here the en-
tries show great progress in the field of archaeological research and 
the recording of Caucasian cultural heritage which enabled a more 
advanced assessment of all branches of artistic creation, rather than 
the singular architectural focus the field had perpetuated in the past.

In socialist East Germany, the research was more aligned with Sovi-
et scholarship due to ideological and political ties. The most important 
centers of research on the Caucasus became the almae matres of Giorgi 
Chubinashvili, and the universities of Leipzig and Halle, which were 
also the main centers of Byzantine history and art history in East Ger-
many.59 Already during his time in Leipzig, Chubinashvili developed 

53	 Sas-Zaloziecky 1963.
54	 Cfr. the previous chapter, 

pp. 143 –147. 
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friendly relations with Johannes Jahn (1892–1976), later head of the 
local art historical institute, who was instrumental in awarding Chu-
binashvili an honorary doctorate in 1959.60 At the Martin Luther 
University of Halle-Wittenberg were the archaeologist Burchard 
Brentjes (1929–2012) and especially the Byzantinist Heinrich Nickel 
(1927–2004), author of the pioneering German overview of the histo-
ry of South-Caucasian art and architecture.61

One of the most prominent East German researchers on the arts 
of South Caucasus was Edith Neubauer (*1934), who later was ap-
pointed professor of Eastern European, Caucasian, and Byzantine 
Art at the University of Leipzig. Working on Romanesque tympana in 
Germany during her doctoral studies at the Humboldt University and 
the German Academy of Sciences, Neubauer’s attention was drawn to 
the sculpture of Georgia and Armenia in the early 1960s.62 The antic-
ipation of Romanesque forms in Caucasian architecture was a lively 
topic in European scholarship – e.g., the work of Baltrušaitis can be 

[11]	Cover of Byzanz und 
der christliche Osten, 
Berlin 1968 

60	 Neubauer 2007, pp. 19 –20.
61	 Brentjes 1973; Nickel 1974.
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recalled – and was briefly addressed by the Austrian art historian 
Hans Sedlmayr (1896–1984).63 Unlike Sedlmayr, who had no chance 
to consult Caucasian monuments in situ, Neubauer conducted two 
study trips to the Caucasus where she personally met with Chubi-
nashvili who, since 1941, held a position of a director of the Institute 
for the History of Georgian Art at the Georgian Academy of Sciences. 
Meeting Chubinashvili instrumentally outlined the main directions 
of Neubauer’s later research and the medieval architecture of the 
Caucasus and Old Russia eventually became one of her lifelong re-
search interests.64

Outstanding among the list of Neubauer’s publications are those 
popularizing and richly illustrated overviews of the development of 
Caucasian medieval architecture. As early as 1970, Neubauer pub-
lished a short study mapping the history of Armenian architecture, 
followed in 1976 by the Altgeorgische Baukunst which encompassed the 
development of Georgian architecture between the fourth and the 

[12]	Cover of Edith Neubauer’s 
Altgeorgische Baukunst, 
Leipzig 1976
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eighteenth centuries.65 What comes to the fore in these undertakings 
is not only Neubauer’s personal familiarity with Chubinashvili’s re-
search outputs but also a strong adherence to Soviet scholarship and a 
Marxist view of art history.66 In a short conclusion to the Altgeorgische 
Baukunst, Neubauer summarized the post-war development of Cau-
casian studies as follows: 

“After the Second World War, interest in the Caucasian 
cultural circuit was occasionally renewed. Here, the 
bourgeois art studies followed J. Strzygowski, not the 
new Marxist presentation of the developmental issues 
of Georgian art, as published by G. Chubinashvili in the 
1930s. Thus, in the few studies that appeared at that time, 
the ‘Armenian problem’ again dominated, and Georgian 
art found no separate attention. […] Another misinter-
pretation was to see in national Georgian monuments 
the end point of Byzantine art development on a pro-
vincial level. […] The Marxist research of Georgian art 
was and is carried out primarily by scholars from the 
socialist countries, Hungary, Romania, and the gdr, but 
first of all by the Soviet scholars. [...] Systematic scien-
tific research was also directed to the Armenian cultur-
al circle. Thus, today a comprehensive Marxist account 
of the paths of development of Georgian and Armenian 
medieval architecture is available, their similarities 
and their peculiarities are characterized”.67 

The Marxist interpretation of cultural history, promoted mainly by 
Soviet scholars and based on a narrow interconnection between the 
economic and social conditions and contemporary artistic produc-
tion, is clearly perceptible from the very structure of Neubauer’s 
book, which periodizes Georgian architectural history in relation 
to the feudal system [12]. The impact of contemporary Georgian 
scholarship is evident throughout the book: Contrary to Ponomarev, 
Neubauer does not portray the Jvari Church as a “schematic simplifi-
cation of the Byzantine eight-pillar church” but as a “successful cre-
ation of a national architectural form”.68 Similarly, Christianization 
as an important factor in the development of Georgian architecture 
is presented as a pragmatic decision of the upper class: 

“The Christian religion [...] was the ideology of resistance, 
the expression of national liberation aspirations and 

65	 Neubauer 1970; Eadem 1976.
66	 On the summary of the Rus-
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67	 Neubauer 1976, pp. 221–222.
68	 Ponomarew 1971, 

p. 670; Neubauer 1976, p. 38.
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unification efforts. It thus served the political and eco-
nomic interests of the ruling class and did not emanate 
from the oppressed and destitute classes as in Rome. 
This aspect had important implications for the character 
of Early Christian art in Georgia, which from the outset 
served primarily to represent the ruling class”.69

Neubauer continued to focus on Georgian architecture, having lat-
er published a joint monograph with Vakhtang Beridze (1914–2000), 
Chubinashvili’s successor at the Georgian Academy of Sciences.70 Not 
least of all, she also published several articles in the journal Georgica, 
issued annually since 1978 in collaboration with the Friedrich-Schil-
ler University of Jena and the University of Tbilisi.71 Building on close 
relations between socialist Germany and Georgia, the journal, pub-
lished exclusively in German and focusing on a wide range of mainly 
historical disciplines, aimed for closer cooperation between the two 
countries and the dissemination of Caucasian studies in Germany.72

Throughout the 1970s, an international platform for sharing re-
search results emerged with the establishment of symposia of Geor-
gian and Armenian art, the first of which was held in Bergamo in 1974 
and 1975 respectively. The geopolitical situation did not favor equal 
research opportunities; as Neubauer recalled, “West German, Aus-
trian, and Italian colleagues had always played a decisive role in ex-
ploring areas with Armenian and Georgian architectural monuments, 
which were closed to East Germans and Soviet colleagues for politi-
cal reasons”.73 Such areas were typically the northeastern regions of 
Turkey. Progressively more international research on Caucasian art, 
along with expanding translations of scholarly literature brought to 
light the schism between the view of the Caucasus as a site of lively 
cultural interactions and the local, progressively more nationalist, 
historiography, which tended to view the development of Caucasian 
art as an isolated phenomenon, as shown by Klaus Wessel’s (overall 
positive) review of Rusudan Mepisashvili’s and Vakhtang Zinzadse’s 
monograph published in a German translation in 1977.74

Also in the 1970s another study that must be mentioned is the arti-
cle published in 1979 by Hans Belting (1935–2023) and dedicated to 
the painter Manuel Eugenikos.75 In his essay Belting – an outstand-
ing Byzantine art historian, who over the years would become one 
of the most cosmopolitan and versatile art historians with studies 
ranging from the Late Antique world to contemporary global art – 
presents the work of a Constantinopolitan artist active in Georgia in 

69	 Neubauer 1976, p. 18.
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the fourteenth century. Belting’s central idea could be defined today 
as that of “cultural transfer” operated by the Byzantine painter who 
allegedly brought art from the imperial capital to Mingrelia. Belting’s 
work was based on the belief in the existence of a “united” Mediter-
ranean world that transcended traditional frontiers. This perspective 
mirrored his upbringing: raised in West Germany, he then spent two 
crucial years in the cosmopolitan environment of Dumbarton Oaks. 
Once back in Germany, he would study across a vast horizon of sub-
jects from Southern Italy to Constantinople to Flemish art and the 
Caucasus. The same article mentioned here was published in French, 
in keeping with Belting’s polyglot nature [13].76 The medieval art of 
Georgia that the German scholar presents is thus an art linked to the 

[13] Hans Belting, 1971

76	 This is the only exception to 
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most prestigious international circles. At the same time, with Belt-
ing’s approach, the impact of the incredible economic growth of West 
Germany (and Western Europe in general) in the 1950s, 1960s, and 
1970s is palpable. For scholars of those years, an increasingly global 
world was opened since they could travel, albeit with slight difficulty, 
beyond the borders of the Soviet world.77

As this brief summary has aimed to show, in post-war Germany, re-
search on the Caucasus may not have reached the same level of aca
demic significance as in France, the United States, or Italy where 
cooperation with the diaspora was much closer or where the well-es-
tablished discipline of Byzantine art history prompted scholarly 
interest in the region.78 However, the situation in East Germany in 
particular shows that the German academy did not completely lose 
its role as a “bridge” between Eastern and Western scholarship. It was 
also in Germany – compared to the rather Armenophile research cen-
ters abroad – where there was an attempt at a balanced study of Geor-
gian cultural heritage, which, as previous chapters have shown, has 
been stigmatized from the beginning with the dismissive assessment 
of creative inferiority.

italophone perspective / beatrice spampinato

In Italy, during the postwar period, interest in Armenian art and ar-
chitecture was affected by the bond between Armenian culture and 
the pro-Nazi theories of the Austrian scholar Josef Strzygowski. In 
1977, Giuseppe Zander (1920–1990) effectively summed up this con-
nection by asserting that, in the minds of scholars, Armenian archi-
tecture recalls only the great flowering of the early Middle Ages and 
the fundamental problems surrounding that epoch first raised by 
Strzygowski.79

Few articles were written in Italian between the forties and sixties 
– a symptom of the popular lack of interest in Armenia. Entries on Ar-
menian art published during the Fascist period in the Enciclopedia Ital-
iana were left unchanged after the Second World War. Starting from 
those entries in 1948 the archaeologists Enrico Josi (1885–1975) and 
Guglielmo Matthiae (1909–1977) briefly summarized the information 
on Armenian art and architecture that had been superficially written 
by Italian scholars in the first half of the twentieth century, them-
selves repeating errors and providing only scant bibliographic ref-
erences.80 A relevant and more inspired contribution to Italian histo-
riography came from the Georgian art historian Giorgi Chubinashvili. 

77	 Foletti 2021.
78	 Another cluster of research to 
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In 1958, Chubinashvili wrote the encyclopedia entry on Armenian art 
for the Enciclopedia Universale dell’Arte.81 Following a typological evolu-
tion of the history of Armenian architecture, Chubinashvili presented 
a long list of sites and introduced the Italian public to new aspects of 
Armenian art, such as the zhamatun, the stylistic richness of illumi-
nated manuscripts, and the variety of minor sacred and secular art 
objects. The bibliography was dense, and as Italian authors had never 
worked on first-hand documentation, they were not mentioned to 
make way for the most up-to-date Russian, German, and French crit-
ical literature. Up to this point, the major Georgian ecclesiastical mon-
uments such as the Bagratuni Cathedral in Kutaisi, the church of Jvari 
in Mtskheta, and Bana Church, had often been named as examples 
of Armenian architecture. Chubinashvili corrected this mispercep-
tion by writing a specific entry on Georgian art and culture.82 Strzy-
gowski introduced the theory of a hierarchical relationship, wherein 
Armenia was the creator and giver and Georgia the passive receiver 
in a state of cultural subordination.83 The total disinterest shown by 
Italian scholars in Georgian art and architecture and the inclusion of 
Georgian monuments in essays on Armenian heritage can be directly 
traced back to Strzygowski’s theorizing.

In 1962, Ugo Monneret de Villard (1881–1954) reframed Armenian 
architecture as avant-garde domed construction systems, piquing 
Italian readers’ interest.84 Within the almost unanimous chorus of 
Romanists, he had been a pro-Strzygowskian from the beginning 
and, even in the post-war decades when his Austrian colleague un-
derwent considerable demonization, he remained in agreement with 
his position regarding the origin of the Christian arts while distanc-
ing himself from the somewhat paradoxical developments of Strzy-
gowski’s theses.85 Monneret de Villard’s 1962 contribution terminated 
the first small waves of interest in Armenian architecture in Italy. An 
important caesura occurred in the mid-1960s when Armenian archi-
tecture began to be observed at close quarters, resulting in a broad 
inquiry into the documentation collected during the first half of the 
twentieth century.

Armen Zarian (1914–1994) initiated and led two missions that, du
ring the mid-1960s, traveled synchronously from Italy to Soviet Ar-
menia. The first mission was organized by the medieval section of 
the Institute of Art History of the University La Sapienza in Rome 
with the support of the National Research Council, while the second 
mission was conducted by the Milan Polytechnic and funded by the 
Foundation of the Manoukian family. Both took place at the official 
invitation of the Soviet Socialist Republic of Armenia and with the 
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support of the Committee for the Preservation of Historical Monu-
ments of Soviet Armenia.86 First to travel to Armenia were the ar-
chitects Tommaso Breccia Fratadocchi (1936–2023) and Paolo Cuneo 
(1936–1995), whose earlier trip to the Middle East, reaching the re-
gion of Van, inspired their desire to delve into Armenian medieval 
architecture. Fratadocchi and Cuneo left Rome for Yerevan in 1966. 
A few months later, in 1967, the architects Adriano Alpago Novello 
(1932–2005), Herman Vahramian (1939–2009), Armen Manoukian 
(1932–1995), and the engineer Harutiun Kasangian (1909–1994), 
traveling from Milan, also embarked on a study campaign in Soviet 
Armenia. It did not take long for both research groups to realize that 
restricting the scope of their investigation to medieval structures 
within Soviet political boundaries would be limiting and anachro-
nistic. In 1967, scholars working on the “Study and Survey of Medieval 
Armenian Monuments” project at La Sapienza ventured into the ter-
ritories of historic Armenia to investigate eastern Anatolia and north-
ern Iran. Meanwhile, at the Milan Polytechnic, scholars continued 
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their exploration of Soviet territory on their second mission of 1969, 
adding 22 sites to the 55 already documented the previous year. In 
1970, three further missions were launched by Alpago Novello and 
his colleagues to Anatolia and Cilicia and then, between 1973 and 
1976, to Iran and Georgia. The paths of the two projects seemed to 
cross but never really met each other or clashed. Each working group 
published extensively and exhibited the documentation collected 
during their respective missions. The key to explaining the scientif-
ic interest and commitment shown by both the group led by Alpago 
Novello and the one directed by Géza de Francovich and Fernanda 
de’ Maffei (1917–2011) is undoubtedly the personality of Armen Zari-
an,87 who was fundamental in his role as diplomatic mediator and 
inspired interest in exchange between Italy and Armenia. Zarian’s 
mediation can be observed above all in the scientific collaboration 
between Italian academic institutions and Soviet Armenian institu-
tions, such as the proceedings of the five Symposia of Armenian Ar-
chitecture organized and published by the group based in Milan. At 
the University of Rome, the publication of Studi di architettura medi-
oevale armena represents the most valuable scientific output of the 
study campaigns [14]. The five volumes of the series were structured 
homogeneously and comprehensively, with particular attention paid 
to historical sources, archaeological findings, and stylistic data to pro-
vide a reasoned dating of the complexes and reinsert them, with a 
more secure profile, within a local genealogy. As a result of the verti-
cal documentation collected on each monument, the research team’s 
objective was to arrive at a final issue of the series that would include 
an examination of the style, chronology, origin, and the resulting 
overall assessment of Armenian medieval architecture. The project 
was interrupted before this final volume was complete.88 Cuneo, Brec-
cia Fratadocchi, Francesco Gandolfo (*1941), Mario D’Onofrio (*1943), 
and Maria Adelaide Lala Comneno worked on a catalog of Armenian 
medieval architecture and an inventory, survey, and analysis of Ar-
menian heritage. The group aimed to search for a local thread that 
might help to provide a global definition of Armenian style.

Paolo Cuneo was the Italian scholar who, together with Adriano 
Alpago Novello, most greatly impacted the history of the study of me-
dieval Armenian architecture.89 The premise of Cuneo’s work was his 
choice to continue the Soviet approach. That is, he sought to better 
define an ‘Armenian style’ and trace its peculiarities, while also in-
vestigating the relationship between architecture and the identity of 
the Armenian people.90 His priority was constructing an inventory of 
monuments and recording their state of preservation.

87	 Zarian 2009.
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The Roman study missions to historical Armenia ended by 1969, 
while publications on the heritage and culture of the South Caucasus 
directed by Alpago Novello, first in Milan and then in Venice, contin-
ued up until 1992. Among all the activities led by the latter, it is worth 
citing the series Ricerca sull’architettura armena which was published 
in the aftermath of the missions. This series was an internal depart-
mental documentation tool for a very select audience of lecturers, 
collaborators, and interdepartmental students. The series Documents 
of Armenian Architecture, meanwhile, organized in individual mono-
graphs and accompanied by a valuable photographic apparatus, was 
intended for a specialist audience but enjoyed wider circulation than 
the previous publication [15].91 The photographic exhibitions Arme-
nian Architecture from the 4th to the 18th Centuries and Georgian Architec-
ture as well as their respective catalogs were the most popular outputs 
of the research missions [16].92 The group intended to make concrete 
research gains in overcoming the historiographical diatribe that had 
separated the East from Rome in academic discourse over the first 
decades of the century. They aimed to fill a gap in studies on medieval 
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art, fueled both by the practical difficulty of analyzing monuments 
directly in situ and also by academic simplifications that relegated 
the Armenian tradition to a provincial facet of Byzantine art. Togeth-
er with Giulio Ieni (1943–2003), Alpago Novello took an interest in 
Georgian art and architecture, publishing the first monographs on 
the subject in Italian.93

The two projects born under the leading role of Armen Zarian 
looked at Armenian architecture through two distinct lenses. By es-
chewing the compilation of a corpus and questioning the evolutionary 
approach, Alpago Novello opened considerations that went beyond 

“mere measurement” to examine the unprecedented issues in both 
Armenian and extra-Soviet historiography. According to Cuneo, Ar-
menian architecture was located in an impermeable Armenia where 
it was possible to distinguish fixed stylistic figures and reiterated 
architectural modules. On the contrary, according to Alpago Novello, 
Armenia was within osmotic boundaries and could, therefore, be de-
coded through methodologies of observation and study applicable to 
the analysis of any community’s historical landscape.
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Just as the writing of history, suggesting the formulation of a more nu-
anced and critical historiography is never an unbiased act. Nonethe-
less, we hope that this volume might inspire historiographers from di-
verse backgrounds to approach this subject from new angles and with 
new insights. Indeed, it is only through such wide explorations that 
we can ultimately revise the “grand narratives” of art history written 
from and for the perspectives of powerful “Western European”, patri-
archal, and eugenicist actors. Such a pursuit is too great for a single 
three-year project to achieve, but we believe it has taken a meaningful 
step toward that future. 

The novel contribution that this book has made was to take a plural-
ity of perspectives by many different authors in the historiography of 
the South Caucasus and condense them into an accessible narrative 
and reasonably brief volume to encourage this future work. It is up to 
the readers to take the next steps in this labor toward a new historical 
narrative for the region. We are not only calling for future collabo-
ration but also aware of the gaps in the narrative presented here, an 
awareness which perhaps represents a significant step in changing 
the way in which histories and historiographies of art must be written 
going forward.

After summing up some of the main results of the volume below, we 
will conclude with a brief reflection that contextualizes the making 
of this volume and the possibilities that it opens for future endeavors. 

the creation of a periphery: 
biology, philosophy, and imperialism

Our view of the discipline itself has dramatically shifted through 
close study of the lives and ideologies of those involved in the con-
struction of the disciplinary foundations over the nearly two centu-
ries of artistic history under scrutiny in the previous chapters. These 
190 years encompass not only a genocide and two world wars but also 
the coexistence of research that was outwardly presented as “objec-
tive”, yet was funded and supported by imperialist, sometimes even 
totalitarian regimes. This research clearly shows how, in the face of 
pressure from political authorities, research has frequently and will-
ingly told the narratives desired by those in power.

During the nineteenth century, this also accumulated into an adher-
ence of research to the great philosophical ideas in vogue in continen-
tal Europe. Studies of the artistic (and cultural) history of the South 
Caucasus then became a reflection of evolutionary ideas, which in 
turn shaped scientific inquiry into the biological evolution of species. 
Here we speak of “evolutionary” in the sense of an unfolding of or 
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development of some inherent potential coupled with the meliorist 
idea of “progress”. Eventually, this evolutionary perspective shifted 
away from the concept of innate inherence toward the end of the peri-
od studied here, as discussed in the previous chapters. From about the 
1990s to the present day, this methodology has denounced its previous 
ideals while still dominantly validating the Darwinian approach as a 
method of inquiry in the humanities.1 Thus, a vague eugenicist ideol-
ogy remains in the subtext behind this denunciation and thus haunts 
the classrooms of our discipline. 

The early form of evolutionary inquiry had the clear merit of some-
times leading to plausible chronological and “stylistic” classifications. 
Yet it developed many problems whose consequences we continue to 
be confronted with even today: the homogeneity in cultural devel-
opment that evolutionism applied to art history (from, of course, a 
Eurocentric perspective) clashes with the reality of the facts – crafts-
men and patrons could have had a dissonant personal taste (or tech-
nical knowledge), especially in a region at the crossroads of cultures 
such as the one studied in these two volumes. One of the leitmotifs of 
this evolutionarily based research was the notion of “races” and this 
idea’s development in the cultural sphere. Once again, theoretical is-
sues were anchored in the biological thinking of Europe in those years 
with dramatic consequences – from slavery to genocide. Another no-
tion rooted in “Western evolutionist” thought during the nineteenth 
century was a profoundly colonial and orientalist look at the cultures 
of the Christian East (and beyond). 

Finally, early Russian studies of the region – perceived by Saint Pe-
tersburg increasingly as a colony – show the extent to which science 
could serve the interests of an imperialist power. Leading figures mar-
ginalized – tendentiously and with visible tautologies – the impor-
tance of the region’s medieval art. This art was presented, despite the 
differences between Armenian and Georgian medieval art, as an in-
distinct production of the Byzantine periphery. In truth, this attitude 
was not exceptional, but nearly ubiquitous among colonizers of the 
nineteenth century. The conclusions of Russian imperialist studies 
basically confirmed the orientalist ones produced in the “West” and 
thus contributed to the systematic marginalization of the artistic pro-
duction of the region. 

Implicitly present in the research and reflections of many scholars 
who have dealt with the art of medieval Georgia and Armenia, these 
three lines of thought – emergent racial theories (tied to evolutionist 
research), colonial imperialism, and orientalism – have contributed 

1	 For an overview of the 
changing approaches, see 
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greatly to marginalizing a region that was the beating heart of splen-
did cultures in the middle of medieval Eurasia.

genocide, totalitarianism, and the great ideologies

Trauma was the primogenitor of the twentieth century. This period 
responded in kind with the first, bloody world war; the no less brutal 
Armenian genocide; the Russian revolutions of 1917, and the subse-
quent civil war that shaped the early 1900s. These events set in mo-
tion, among other things, millions of human beings who found them-
selves emigrants scattered across the world.

This situation had a decisive impact on the history of scholarship: 
an increasingly monolithic historiography in the service of power 
emerged in the ussr. This is not surprising given the brutality of the 
Soviet regime: with millions of victims and an even more impres-
sive number of people sent to camps under the infamous Article 58 
of the Soviet Penal Code research was crushed by Marxist-Leninist 
thought.2 In the relatively liberal early years of Soviet power, there 
was still room for some polyphony; from the late 1920s, however, the 
discourse became increasingly, forcibly, “harmonized”. For a country 
born from the ashes of the tsar’s multiethnic empire and as the pro-
foundly multicultural as the ussr, studying the art history of different 
states became a matter of national politics. Thus, according to the pol-
icy promoted in this regard by the Politburo, the perspective adopted 
also changed. The research presented in the last two chapters of this 
volume shows that thanks to terror, censorship, and self-censorship, 
studies on the region meekly conformed to official policy. In moments 
of crisis, particularly during the Second World War and the years of 
the Perestroika of Gorbachev, as soon as the regime allowed, nation-
alist voices rose forcefully. Imperialism stimulates nationalism, and 
Soviet policy finally followed the imperialist tradition of the country 
even after the formation of the ussr.

In the “West”, the Interwar period corresponded to a much more 
complex view of South Caucasian art: depending on trends it was in-
cluded in transcultural projects or integrated into the virulent debate 
about the origins of Christian art. The opposition between the parti-
sans of Josef Strzygowski – who in Armenia saw the mediation of the 
arts of ancient Persia, one of the cradles of European civilization – and 
the promoters of Rome and Greece, or the French formalist school’s 
approach to the primacy of form, show the many possible faces of how 
the same materials could be read in as many different ways. This was 
through schools and convictions, but also on the basis of the political 
position of the involved countries. This was especially striking in the 

2	 Article 58 of the Soviet Penal 
Code was an article defined 
by Solzhenitsyn as allowing 
a person to be sentenced to 
at least 10 years in prison for 
doing anything or for doing 
nothing at all, leaving all peo-
ple vulnerable to the whims of 
the state.



202

countries where, since the 1920s, the Nazi and Fascist regimes began 
to assert themselves. 

After the Second World War, studying the Caucasus remained a 
problematic issue: in a world split by the Cold War, the monuments 
of medieval Armenia and Iberia – located between the ussr and east-
ern Turkey – were by no means neutral ground. Those who wanted to 
deal with them were potentially suspected of Marxism, which was 
particularly dangerous in the United States in the 1950s and 1960s. At 
the same time, in eastern Turkey, a second wave of the destruction of 
Armenian monuments began and was met with silence by the inter-
national community. Only a few, mostly personally connected to the 
region, studied it until the late 1960s. This situation can be explained 
in part by the legacy of Strzygowski, who had suffered a damnatio me-
moriae because of his racial ideas – banished from art history after the 
horrors of the 1930s and 40s. Yet, banishing Strzygowski in effect ban-
ished also for a while the South Caucasus from critical inquiry. We are 
convinced, however, that the role played by the Cold War in the matter 
was most decisive: it is therefore not surprising that “Western” schol-
ars returned to the region chiefly in the years of Nikita Khrushchev 
and de-Stalinization. 

Complementing the impression that has emerged from our research 
on nationalist scholars is the large community of Armenian émigrés 

– many of whom escaped the genocide – and ancient citizens of the 
Russian Empire – who left the country in fear of revolution. For these, 
the study of Armenian and Georgian art and culture corresponds, at 
least in part, to a desperate attempt to rebuild a lost homeland. Many 
of them were, moreover, hostile to the Soviet regime. For the duration 
of the twentieth century, they continued to resolutely study the art 
they regarded as “theirs”, and they did so, especially on the Armenian 
diaspora’s side, by seeking (and gaining) institutional positions and 
recognition. It is in many cases, these exile communities have kept, in 
Europe and the United States, research on the region alive.

If the picture that this monograph paints of studies on the Caucasus 
in the past is often dreadful and harrowing, the last chapter of this 
book bridges with a present that bears many nuanced and fertile 
investigations into the arts and cultures of the Caucasus. From the 
later 1990s on, besides the studies of scholars in Armenia and Geor-
gia, we must cite the continuous efforts of devoted scholars such as 
the Thierry couple, Patrick Donabédian, Armen Kazarjan in the Rus-
sian-speaking milieu, Annegret Plontke-Lüning, but also the vital 
studies of Antony Eastmond centered on Georgia.3 Compared to the 

3	 E.g., Eastmond 1998; 
Plontke-Lüning 2007; 
Kazarjan 2012–2013.
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linguistic perspective chosen throughout this book, these endeavors 
radically go beyond the soil in which they may have originated. In re-
cent years, we might even speak of a boom  ininterest in studies on 
the Caucasus in international scholarship. Especially after the exhi-
bition at the Louvre in 2007, innovative and in-depth research has 
been supported in various spaces of art-historical geography.4 The 
Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florence, with a team lead by Annette 
Hoffmann, Manuela De Giorgi, and Gerhard Wolf, in collaboration 
with Barbara Schellewald in Basel and Marika Didebulidze in Tbilisi, 
dedicated significant resources to a photographic campaign in Geor-
gia. Michele Bacci, professor at the University of Fribourg, and his 
research group have encouraged important studies, linking the real-
ity of the Caucasus with the entire Mediterranean space.5 The pres-
ent book and its twin written by the Fribourg team, are the result of 
a project held between Brno and Fribourg. Between the universities 
of Brno and Rutgers, New Jersey, a synergistic project has yielded a 
collective volume dedicated to the entire region during the Middle 
Ages.6 At Ca’ Foscari University in Venice, Aldo Ferrari and Stefano 
Riccioni have likewise promoted regular meetings and publications 
dedicated to the arts of the region.7 Besides Antony Eastmond’s more 
recent works which constantly broaden the scope of his inquiry to-
wards the interplay of the Southern Caucasian cultures with Arab, 
Seljuk, Timurid, and Safavid impulses, one can also mention Patricia 
Blessing’s efforts at exploring what is still sometimes called the “East 
of Byzantium”.8 We should here mention, again, the colossal work of 
Christina Maranci who, with her wide-ranging reflection, is bringing 
one medieval Armenian monument after another back to the knowl-
edge of the international audience.9 In this frame, in September 2018, 
an exhibition dedicated to Armenian art was opened at the Metropol-
itan Museum of Art in New York.10 Often venturing far beyond the 
disciplinary boundaries of art history, to cite just a few, figures such 
as Timothy Greenwood, Theo van Lint, Emilio Bonfiglio, Claudia Rapp, 
Lynn Jones, Igor Dorfmann-Lazarev, Robin Meyer, but also scholars 
such as James Baillie, John Latham-Sprinkle, Kate Franklin, Tara L. 
Andrews, Nicholas Matheou, Kevin Tuite, Stephen Rapp and others 
have contributed to disentangle the Caucasus and to consider it as a 
vibrant and complex cultural entity throughout the medieval period.11 
Likewise, scholars of Persian and Islamic art such as Yuka Kadoi and 
Finbarr Barry Flood have started to approach the intermingling of 
cultures and borrowings of objects across medieval Georgia and Ar-
menia more systematically. We cannot mention all scholars involved 
in this new historiography here, but there’s no denying an increasing 

4	 Durand/Rapti 2007.
5	 E.g., Bacci/Kaffenberger/

Studer-Karlen 2018 and the 
second volume of the present 
joint endeavor.

6	 Foletti/Thunø 2016. 
7	 Foletti/Riccioni 2018a; 

Ferrari et al. 2020; Ferrari/
Haroutyunian/Lucca 2021.

8	 Eastmond 2017; Idem 2023; 
Blessing 2014.

9	 E.g., Maranci 2001; 
Eadem 2015; Eadem 2018.

10	 Evans 2018. 
11	 To cite just a few recent 

endeavors, see Bonfiglio/Rapp 
2023; Alpi et al. 2022; Baillie 
2022; Latham-Sprinkle 2022; 
Dorfmann-Lazarev 2022; 
Matheou 2021; Franklin 2021; 
Andrews 2016; Greenwood 
2015; Idem 2005; Rapp 2014.
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vitality in studies that are steadily seeing the Southern Caucasus 
not just as a passageway or a subordinate entity, but rather as a vi-
tal hub of the pre-modern world. Above all, it seems that a real dia-
logue – with all actors being equals and colonial dynamics giving way 
to international collaborations – is starting to be established between 

“East” and “West”.12 These are positive signs for a brighter future.

making a “laboratory of humanities”

To conceive and write this volume, a dedicated research team in-
cluding master and doctoral students, post-doc researchers, and the 
project coordinator for the Brno team, Ivan Foletti was formed. As 
the reader will perhaps discover, a primary result of this volume is 
therefore not only the results achieved, the “substance” encountered 
in the body of the book, but also partly the changing mechanisms of 
the system in which this research was conducted.

Indeed, the level of collaboration achieved here is visible not only in 
the structure of the multi-author chapters but also in the individual 
subchapters which often required intensive collaborative writing on 
behalf of two authors. The book’s structure itself required systematic 
coordination of the “laboratory” leader: Ivan Foletti, the head of the 
Czech part of the project which has focused on historiography. Adrien 
Palladino, postdoctoral fellow within the project, frequently assisted 
in coordinating the research. Structurally, the project required close 
coordination and oversight of the research conducted by younger col-
leagues. This was a decidedly positive point for us since mentorship 
is always bidirectional: coordinating the research and dealing with 
the original and innovative research of younger colleagues impressed 
new ideas and approaches on us.

Furthermore, over the three years of the project, the cohesion and 
exchange of ideas within the research team were monitored and fos-
tered. Firstly, through two regular annual seminars with colleagues 
from Fribourg, the progressive results of our shared research were 
presented before leading international experts who were then invit-
ed to give us their feedback. There was also a semester-long master’s 
course in which all members of the research group actively participat-
ed as guest lecturers for the students from Masaryk University. Held 
in virtual form given that we were in the midst of the covid-19 crisis, 
this course was an exceptional opportunity to collectively confront 
the various topics we were addressing together. Finally, there were 
study trips to the region, which not only gave the group greater cohe-
sion but also allowed in situ exchanges with some of the actors in this 
volume on the historiography of sites scattered throughout the region.

12	 See the reflection by 
Donabédian 2020.
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Such a complex volume could only have been written with diffi-
culty if the project had centered on the traditionally individualistic 
structure of the humanities. Furthermore, the “laboratory of human-
ities” functioning of this research project, as well as the continuous 
formation and exchange between students and scholars contributed 
to forming persons capable – and willing – to go beyond the margins 
of their specific research.  It is only through real collaboration that 
such an effort could be brought to fruition – and this highlights the 
deep tie between political ideology and the fundamental structure 
of this (or any) discipline. This opens, we believe, several questions 
about the future of research in the European Union’s framework of 
the humanities, which seems, unfortunately, to be increasingly de-
pendent on fixed-term external funding designed to finance projects 
such as this. We hope that such a model of cooperative research can 
be perpetuated in future projects for, in addition to producing several 
scholarly outputs, it allowed us reciprocal education in the transfer 
of knowledge, which is in our view one of the challenges of the con-
temporary academy.

a mirror of the present: 
responsibility, courage, and conformity

A final question must be asked: what can we make of the foggy histo-
riographic strata collected here? The picture that emerges from this 
volume is multifaceted, with disjointed tiles forming a picture that at 
first glance is very difficult to read. This entangled historiography is 
so related and linked that it is impossible to know one part without 
knowledge of the others and without sketching the whole. More than 
anything, this volume is thus – alongside all the work currently being 
done by colleagues around the world on the problematic historiog-
raphy of the discipline of art history – an invitation to do more and, 
through the study of the individual parts, to understand the whole. 
We sincerely hope, alongside all the authors and all persons who were 
involved in this endeavor, that this text will thus open new perspec-
tives and a debate about the role played by the discipline of art history 
in the preservation and politics of the region’s art and culture.

In this frame, like any good mosaic, a glance at a distance reveals 
some obvious aspects more clearly. One that emerges with strength 
is the great conformity of most research. Between one regime and 
another, we can perceive, thus, how closely studies are tailored to 
fit the political and cultural climate. This was very strong in Soviet 
Russia, where there was no alternative: those who did not submit 
to the regime did not publish unless they produced samizdat – i.e., 
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clandestine publications. The West was more diverse: during the 
interwar years, within Nazi and Fascist regimes, we see evidence of 
true academic courage. For example, the Italian art historian Lionello 
Venturi (1885–1961) openly disagreed with the positions imposed by 
the fascist regime with his writings. There was also open opposition 
to Nazism by (mainly) émigré art historians abroad. After the Second 
World War, an increase in plurality allowed different positions to be 
put forward depending on the political (and cultural) ideas of one 
and the other. Yet sadly, in most cases, it is striking to observe that, 
for almost two centuries, the history of the arts of the region was at 
the mercy of social, philosophical, and political moods, often with-
out a firm and clear consciousness in this regard. Thus, pausing for a 
moment to gaze at the “world of yesterday” and how politics, main-
stream scientific thinking, and Eurocentric perspectives profoundly 
impacted medieval art in the South Caucasus and its perception to 
the present day, it seems critical to restore the humanities to an active 
role in the world today.

Indeed, this cannot but raise questions about our own position in 
society today. In the 1990s, many had believed, despite the dramatic 
neoliberal economic changes, in the end of the world of ideologies. 
Art historical research – in free fall, in terms of its prestige, like all 
humanities – had accepted this trend of apparent apoliticality. To-
day, however, the situation looks very different as political binarism 
emerges: conservative nationalist studies and postcolonial studies, 
gender and queer theories and heteropatriarchal theories have all 
pushed research toward activism, an activism that is often promoted 
by private (or at any rate fee-paying) and therefore by nature elitist 
universities, institutions, and private sponsors. The covid-19 pan-
demic and the war in Ukraine have revealed a forcefully polarized 
society, a polarization that is also reflected within academia. More-
over, research is shaped by neoliberal patterns that increasingly push 
us to follow trends dictated by national and international scientific 
research agencies, including the diktat – imposed on the basis of al-
leged objectivity – of algorithms and citations. These trends not only 
reflect the needs and ideologies of the current regimes but often im-
poverish research, making it increasingly subservient to the authori-
ties. A scholar who waits until the threshold of fifty for a tenure track 
job can hardly come up with opinions that break or seriously chal-
lenge the research trends promoted by de facto participating entities 
of neoliberal economics – such as private universities or the public 
grant agencies that follow the same trends as those prevalent in the 
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commercial world with increasing frequency due to the overlapping 
interests of sponsors and corporations.

A look back, however, shows us that conformist research will always 
be weak in comparison to genuinely critical research. The former 
brings few new insights when compared with the latter. The critical, 
genuinely creative spirit needed to make great discoveries does need 

– as the past shows – freedom, trust, and adequate funding. Utopian as 
this may seem, research in the humanities therefore needs freedom 
today as in the past, a freedom that must be won by playing an active 
role in society.
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1, Ótto Šmidt ed., vol. iii, Moscow 1926, pp. 441–442.

ŠMIDT 1930: “Gruzinskoe iskusstvo” [Georgian Art], in Bol’ša-
ja Sovetskaja Ènciklopedija [Great Soviet Encyclopedia], 1, 
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CONVIVIA IV

the othering gaze:
imperialism, colonialism, 
and orientalism in studies on 
medieval art in the southern 
caucasus (1801–1991)

cultural interactions in the medieval subcaucasian region: 
historiographical and art-historical perspectives vol. i

Ivan Foletti
Adrien Palladino 
Ruben Campini 
Klára Doležalová 
Annalisa Moraschi 

with texts by 
Beatrice Spampinato 
and Margarita Khakhanova







vol. i

This collaborative volume explains the nineteenth 
and twentieth century marginalization of one of the 
major centers of medieval culture and creativity, 
the Southern Caucasus, through an in depth histo-
riographical approach. Tracing research traditions 
created within different linguistic spheres (Russian, 
German, French, Italian, and English) across time, 
it shows how and to what extent the birth of art 
historical studies on the region were conditioned 
by geopolitical stakes and by the social and cul-
tural perception of the modern regions. From the 
creation of the Russian Caucasus Viceroyalty in 1801 
until the end of the Cold War in 1991, the volume 
dissects how the region’s medieval art was rediscov-
ered, studied, and presented. In doing so, it decon-
structs some of the most deeply rooted stereotypes 
of the discipline while at the same actively partici-
pating in demarginalizing this region and affording it 
its rightful place in world art history.
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