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Armenian Architecture through the Pages of
Robert G. Ousterhout’s Book “Eastern Medieval
Architecture: The Building Traditions of Byzantium
and Neighboring Lands”"

Among the historians of Byzantine architecture, professor of the University of Pennsylvania
Robert G. Ousterhout holds a prominent place due to the nature of his scientific interests
and distinct individuality manifested in a combination of full-scale study of monuments and
skillful formulation of historical and theoretical issues. A new perspective on the development
of building art, architectural composition, function and symbolic content of buildings and
complexes is common to his articles and monographs on the architecture of Constantinople,
Jerusalem, and Cappadocia.

In his new monograph “Eastern Medieval Architecture: The Building Traditions of
Byzantium and Neighboring Lands” [10], along with the Byzantine regions, R. Ousterhout
pays attention to the architecture of Christian countries that surrounded Byzantium and had
close historical and cultural ties with it, as well as Muslim political entities on the territories
torn away from the empire. This fact sets this book apart from most of the previous review
studies on Byzantine art and architecture, in which only those territories related to Christian
countries were included in the circle of the problems discussed. Some other innovations
include a survey of the post-Byzantine architecture up to its later forms of development,
discussion of the problem of reproducing the ideas of Byzantine architecture to the rival
powers — the Ottoman and Russian empires — and, in the epilogue of the book, to the
architecture of Modern and Contemporary times. Twenty seven chapters of the book are
arranged in chronological order. At the same time, the author, apparently, did not have the
goal of presenting exclusively the history of typology and style. The chapters are devoted to
specific problems and phenomena of one of the largest regions of the East.

Over the past decades, there have been fewer and fewer such fundamental works on
Byzantine architecture. Modern historical science, meeting the requirements of the time,
allows unrestrained accumulation of material. Interpretation of this amount of material is
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necessary, but this process is complicated by a number of problems associated with logical
analysis. Computerization of the process certainly helps, but does not replace individual
interpretation that deals with the intricacies of art history analysis and generalizations.
Therefore, the attempts to historically and theoretically understand the accumulated material
are increasingly moving away from the realities of actual monuments and phenomena to
the direction of abstract philosophical reflections. Against this background, a book on the
development of the Late Antique and Medieval architecture in the Balkans, published in
2010 by Professor S. Cur¢i¢, turned out to be an exception [1]. The extensive research of
R. Ousterhout, who covered the entire Byzantine world with his systematic analytical review,
became the second major study of the history of Byzantine architecture in all its diversity
and variety of interaction with the neighboring traditions of monumental architecture. The
author dedicates it to late S. Curci¢, “his teacher, mentor and friend”, hoping that an attentive
reader will discover his presence on the pages of this book. Besides, in the introduction to the
book the connection between it and the 1964 monograph of R. Krautheimer is established
[10, pp. xiii-xiv]. S. Curéi¢ himself worked on the expanded edition of the latter — the most
significant book on the history of Early Christian and Byzantine architecture [6; 7].

Among the topics discussed in R. Ousterhout’s multifaceted new book, one is of particular
interest to the author of this article, as it is connected to his own research. That is an issue of
medieval Armenian architecture in the context of the architecture of the Byzantine world and
the entire East.

Short but quite integral sections on the architecture of Armenia are included to the three
chapters of the book, which correspond to 1) the transitional period (7%-9% centuries),
2) Middle Byzantine period (843-1204), and 3) Late Byzantine period (1261-1453). The first
of these sections, entitled “Transformation at the Edges of Empire,” deals primarily with the
Caucasus (in Russian terminology a more accurate term is the Transcaucasia, although it does
not include most of the Armenian Highlands) where Armenian and Georgian churches are
analyzed altogether, as it was suggested in my monograph in order to revive an almost forgotten
scholar tradition [3]. It’s pleasant to note that aforementioned book, along with the works of
Ch. Maranci on Armenian architecture [8; 9; 5], formed the basis for the described section of
the R. Ousterhout’s book. According to the established tradition, noting the difficulties faced
by the Byzantine Empire in the 7"-8" centuries, the author points out that along the eastern
and southern borders, the architecture developed independently of the processes inherent to
Constantinople and the regions under its direct influence. He also describes the architecture
of the 7 century, when the “..flourishing of architecture in the Caucasus is unparalleled in
contemporary Byzantium, with finely constructed stone buildings and the introduction of a
variety of new and innovative building forms. These monuments should be considered alongside
the main line of Byzantine developments” [10, p. 268]. While agreeing that there were cases of
transmission of architectural ideas as a result of visits of Constantinople by the Armenian elite and
imperial military companies to the Transcaucasia region, the author notes that “it may be best to
view the architectural production of the seventh-century Caucasus as a parallel development to
what we have observed within Byzantium” [10, p. 268]. That notion is fundamentally different
from that of the most studies conducted in the 19" and early 20" centuries, where architecture
of the region was represented as a provincial Byzantine one. Such a notion also differs from the



792 A. Kazaryan

concepts of J. Strzygowski, who for the first time appreciated the greatness of the Armenian
architectural tradition and considered that centric structures represented “Aryan” development
[11]. As R. Ousterhout indicates, “While much of his formal analysis of the monuments remains
valid, subsequent generations have been put off — understandably so — by his proto-Nazi
sentiments” [10, p. 268]. In general, R. Ousterhout’s assessment, similar to my own, can be
perceived as the developed R. Krautheimer’s thought that “Of all the border countries of the
Empire, Armenia is the only one to deal with Byzantine architecture on an equal footing. But
the differences between Byzantine and Armenian building — in design, construction, scale, and
decoration — cannot be too strongly stressed” [7, p. 330].

R. Ousterhout also points out the role of the Roman heritage and the development of the
Late Antique building tradition in early Christian Armenia, while showing the difference with
construction techniques of Syria. It is with this heritage that the author associates not only
the origins of some architectural forms, but also wall inscriptions depicting the history of
buildings, unlike in other Byzantine regions [10, p. 269]. While not representing architecture
of the Caucasus in its entirety, the author analyzes only a few 7*-century churches, mainly
Armenian, in accordance with the architectural typology, which in this study is limited to
the “cross-domed basilicas” (churches in Mren, Gayan, and Vagharshapat and Georgian
church in Tzromi), tetraconchs with corner niches (Djvari church in Mtskheta, Hripsime in
Vagharshapat), a cross-shaped domed church (Talin, Pemzashen), and only mentions the types
of domed hall (Aruch), cross-domed triconch (Talin) and tetraconch with an ambulatory
(Zvartnots). Such a limitation, that is absence of dozens of monuments and architectural types
as six- and eight-exedrae buildings, tetraconchs like Mastara, simple tetraconchs, turns this
review into an accompaniment to the theme of Byzantine architecture, which is presented
in detail in other sections of the book. This fact underlines the purpose of the study, which
involves an analysis, first of all, of the traditions of Byzantium itself and, secondly, of its
neighboring countries.

The next piece devoted to Armenian architecture in great detail describes the city of Ani,
the capital of the Bagratid era. The section unravels Anian characteristic feature: the city walls
and towers, as well as the churches, are made of carefully hewn stone blocks with a concrete-
rubble core, as well as polychrome masonry and the presence of apotropaic symbols on walls
(10, p. 458].

Following the description of the Surb Khach church on Aghtamar Island, the author’s
attention is paid to the Ani Cathedral, layout composition of which was based on the plan
of the Mren Cathedral, but with a significant increase of the central cell [10, p. 456]. While
noting that the plan of the Ani Cathedral fascinated Western visitors who compared it to
the churches of the European Romanesque, at the same time the author distinguishes the
structure of Armenian and European buildings. The latter, in his assessment, are more
rational, while Armenian masters allowed some discrepancies between external and internal
structure [10, pp. 459-460]. This short passage also describes in detail the six-foil church of
St. Gregory or Abughamrents, the Gagkashen church in Ani, which repeats the architectural
idea of Zvartnots, tetraconch-church of the Apostles with dome chapels in the corners and the
zhamatun of the Horomos monastery, built in 1038, which presumably served as the king’s
mausoleum. This particular monument was analyzed based on the results of a published
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collective monograph about Horomos [4]. R. Ousterhout insists on the uniqueness of the
zhamatuns or gavits, argueing that they had no connection to the Byzantine narthexes or
liti, although they had been compared [10, p. 469]. At the same time, a full-scale picture of
the Armenian architectural typology has not been presented: there are no references to the
triumphal arch of Horomos, the Shepherd’s Church outside the walls of Ani, the library of
Sanahin, the variations of the domed halls, which represented the most common type of
churches in the Bagratids era and beyond.

At the end of the section, it is stated that the typology of Georgian architecture, in contrast
to the Armenian one, followed the steady patterns. “Nevertheless, the rich developments in
both Armenia and Georgia of the tenth and eleventh centuries offer an important correctives
to discussions of the period, which tend to center innovation in Constantinople”, concludes
the author [10, p. 477].

In chapter twenty three, “The Difficult Thirteenth Century” [10, pp. 587-590], the
passage on Armenia follows the excerpt on the Seljuks of Rum and not the architecture in
the Byzantine regions. This was done, firstly, in order to emphasize the medial geographical
position of the Seljuk sultanates between the Armenian principalities and Byzantium, and
secondly, as it seemed, to elaborate the thesis about the borrowing of some forms that had
developed during this era from the Seljuk architecture, for example, muqarnas (stalactite)
vaults [10, p. 588]. However this issue does not yet have a clear solution. In this short text, the
architecture of zhamatuns or gavits, which were most widely used in monastic ensembles, is
perfectly represented, the types of ceilings of these spacious halls have been described, as have
the imitations of complex ceilings in the rock churches of Geghard monastery. But nothing has
been said about such typologically interesting structures as belfries and tiered tombs, about
the elegant decor of monastery churches of the late 12 to the first third of the 13" century
in Ani, Haritchavank, Gandzasar, or about the development of memorial architecture, inter
alia the art of khachkar. The following chapters do not discuss the development of Armenian
architecture in the late 13" — first half of the 14™ century at all, when the outstanding
sculptures in Noravank, Areni, Yeghegis and Yeghvard represented a parallel alternative to
the development of the Palaiologos’ architecture of Byzantium and, at the same time, reflected
deep connections with the Muslim East.

Armenian buildings, craftsmen, peculiarities of construction techniques are discussed in
other chapters of thebookas well. In the case of the Middle Byzantine churches of Constantinople,
the author, following the conclusions of C. Mango, considers the hypothesis on the origins of
their compositions lying in the Armenian architecture [10, pp. 365-366]. In chapter twenty
one, devoted to the master builders, the author turns his attention to a schematic working
drawing of a stalactite vault executed on the wall of the gavit of the Astvatsnkal monastery.
He once again publishes the drawings from our collaborative article about this finding [2],
and analyzes photos of the drawing which was lost for years and re-discovered during our
expedition in May 2015 [10, fig. 16-6]. The possibility of architectural drawings by the Anian
architect Trdat is also discussed in the text of the monograph [10, p. 385].

Each of the aforementioned in this review sections presents as a sharp, informative text,
reflecting in many cases the author’s own view of various phenomena. Robert G. Ousterhout’s
representation of Armenian architecture within the greater topic of the Byzantine world
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architecture should be recognized as a significant achievement. His systematic survey is
valuable for studying the Armenian art and architecture. The author was able to give capacious
characteristics to a variety of monuments, as well as emphasize those features that turned out
to be especially significant to the specialists in Byzantine architecture.
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Abstract. In his new monograph, along with the Byzantine regions, R. Ousterhout pays attention to the
architecture of countries that surrounded Byzantium. Among the topics discussed in R. Ousterhout’s mul-
tifaceted new book, one is of particular interest to the author of this article, as it is connected to his own re-
search. That is an issue of medieval Armenian architecture in the context of the architecture of the Byzantine
world and the entire East.

R. Ousterhout points out the role of the Roman heritage in early Christian Armenia. Following the de-
scription of the Surb Khach church on Aghtamar Island (915-921), the author focuses on the metropolitan
city of Ani and its Cathedral, which are compared by scholars to the churches of the European Romanesque.
At the same time the author distinguishes the structure of Armenian and European buildings. Mentioning the
zhamatun of Horomos monastery (1038) and the same-type constructions of the 13" century, R. Ousterhout
insists on their uniqueness.

In the chapter devoted to the master builders the author turns to a schematic working drawing of a stalac-
tite vault executed on the wall of the gavit of the Astvatsnkal monastery. He analyzes photos of the drawing,
which was lost for years and re-discovered during our expedition in May 2015.
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The author was able to give capacious characteristics to a variety of monuments, as well as emphasize those
features that turned out to be especially significant to the specialists in Byzantine architecture.

Keywords: Robert G. Ousterhout; The Building Traditions of Byzantium; Armenian architecture; Roman
heritage; Ani Cathedral; zhamatun of Horomos; drawing of a stalactite vault.

HasBanue craTbu. Bompocs! apMsAHCKOI apXUTeKTypbl Ha CTpaHMIax KHuru Pobepra OycrepxayTta
«CpenHeBeKOBasA BOCTOYHAA apXuTeKTypa: CrponTenbHas Tpaguumsa BUsaHTuy 1 COCETHNX CTPaH».

Caepenns 06 aBrope. Kasapsan Apmen IOpbeBuy — JOKTOp MCKYCCTBOBEAEHMA, AUPEKTOp (uinaja
OI'BY «JHMMUIT Muncrpos Poccun» Hayuno-mccneoBaTenbCKmit MHCTUTYT TEOPUM U UCTOPUM aPXUTEK-
Typbl 1 rpagoctpontensctsa (HUMTUAT); samecTnTens fupeKkTopa 1o Hay4Hou pabore. TocypapcTBen-
HbIJI MHCTUTYT UCKYCCTBO3HAaHMA Munncrepcrsa KynpTypbl PO, Kosuuknii nep., . 5, Mocksa, Poccuiickas
Depepanus, 125009. armenkazaryan@yahoo.com

AnnoTtamus. B cBoeit HOBOV MOHOrpadMy, HapsALy ¢ PeroHaMy COOCTBEHHO BU3aHTuiickumy, P. Oy-
CTepxayT ylelu/1 BHYMAHMe PAa3BUTHUIO 30[YeCTBA B CTPaHAX, OKpy>KaBumx ummepuio. Cpemy npobnem,
3aTPOHYTHIX B MHOTOTPaHHOI HOBOII KHMre P. OycrepxayTa ofjHa IpejcTaByAeT I/ aBTOpa HACTOAILei
CTaThU OCOOBINT MHTEPEC B CBA3YU C TEMATUKOI COOCTBEHHBIX MCCIEOBaHMIL. DTO Mpo6/IeMa CpeffHeBEKOBOII
ApMAHCKOJ apXMTEKTYPhI B KOHTEKCTe 30/[9eCTBA BI3AHTHUIICKOTO MIpa 1 Bcero BocToka.

P. OycrepxayT oTMe4aeT poIb PUMCKOTO HACTIeys B pAaHHEXPUCTMAHCKOM APDMEHNY, aHa/I3MPYyeT He-
koropsle xpambl VII B. Bentens 3a onncanuem nepksu Cyp6 Xad Ha ocTpoBe Axtamap Hayasa X B., BHUMaHIE
yaeneno cronuue Any. OTMedas, YTO KOMIIO3MLMA AHMIICKOTO co60pa MHTPUTOBajIa 3amajHbIX OCETH-
Tesleil, KOTOpble CPABHMBA/IM €TI0 C XpaMaMM eBPOIEICKONl POMaHMKY, aBTOP B TO )K€ BPeM: JaeT MOHATD
Pa3HUITY ME&XY CTPYKTYPHOCTDBIO apMAHCKMX M eBPOIENCKMX NocTpoeK. OnucpBasg XaMaTyH MOHACTBIPS
Opowmoc (1038) n ogroTumHbIe TocTporiku XIII B., P. OycTepxayT HacTanMBaeT Ha UX YHUKATLHOCTH.

B rmaBe 21, IIOCBALIEHHOI MacTepaM CTPOUTENIAM, aBTOP OOpalljaeTcs K BBIIIOTHEHHOMY B MacluTabe
CXeMaTN4eCcKOMy pabodeMy YepTeXy CTaTaKTUTOBOTO CBOJIA Ha CTeHe TaBUTa MOHACTHIPA ACTBAI[HKAJI, aHa-
m3upys Gpororpaduio 3TOro Yeprexxa, KOTOPLI ObUI Ha TOZBI YTEPAH ¥ BHOBb OOHApY>KeH B XOfe Halleil
COBMeCTHO moe3nku B mae 2015 1.

ABTODY yIanoch AaTh €MKIe XapaKTePUCTUKM MHOTMM NTAMATHMKAM, C/le/IaTh aKLIeHThI Ha TeX X YyepTax,
KOTOPbIe OKa3a/I1Ch 0CO00 3HAYMMBIMU B30PY CIIEIMAIICTA IO BU3AHTHUIICKOI apXUTEKType.

KiioueBsle cmoBa: Po6ept OycrepxayT; CTpouTenbHas Tpaguiysa BisaHTiy; apMsAHCKas apXUTEKTypa;
PUMCKOe Hac/enue; AHMIICKUIT co6op; xaMaTyH OpoMoca; YepTeX CTaTaKTUTOBOTIO CBOJA.





