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BÉRCZI, Szaniszló 

 

The Bible Art of the Armenians 

 

Armenia is a country in the Caucasus Mountains. Once in the past the country was larger and the 

population had been decimated by the wars attacking the country at the crossroads of migrations. We get 

acquainted with the Armenian art in the booklet about the arts of the Caucasus. There we exhibited the 

wonderful Saint Cross Church of Aktamar (Agdamar) which played a key role in the Romanesque art of 

Armenian architecture. 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. The front cover of the booklet The Bible Art of Armenians: 

Nativity and the visit of the three kings from the East (Epiphany). 

 

In this new booklet we introduce another famous field of the Armenian art which was preserved as 

paintings in the codices. In these pages we follow the most well known episodes of the New Testament. 

The role of the small images in the codices - the so called initiales - served as much as paintings and 

sculptures on the walls of churches: instead of writing, the imaging helped teaching the people the right 

way of life. Let us overview shortly the Armenian history because this helps understanding how the 

cultures stratified in the Armenian thinking and life are also represented in the images of the Armenian 

Bible Codices. 
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Fig. 2. The back cover of the booklet The Bible Art of Armenians: The wedding of Kana. 

 

 

The state of Urartu (the kingdom of Ararat in the Bible) had been founded circa 3000 years ago in the 

triangle stretched by the three lakes south of the Caucasus: the Lake Van, the Lake Sevan and the Lake 

Urmia. In the 7th century B.C. the invasion of the Scythians debilitated the Urartu state. After three 

centuries of standing of Urartu first the Assyrians, then the Medes and finally the Persians occupied the 

region. The next change came when the Greeks defeated the Persians, and Alexander the Great organized 

the new states. Armenia became part of the Seleucid Empire until 190 B.C. when the Armenians won their 

independence. The Armenian king extended the boundaries of the country to the three seas: to the Caspian 

Sea in the East, to the Black Sea in the Northwest and in the Southwest region, at the Cilician region, the 

Mediterranean Sea. (Later this region had the name of Little Armenia.) 

A century before Christ, during the rule of Tigran the Great, Armenia became the strongest state of Asia 

Minor. After his death the country debilitated again. In the wars between Parthia and Rome, Armenians 

tried to maintain the alliance with the Parthians. This was a successful effort and strengthened by the royal 

house of the Arsakide Empire. For two centuries the alliance with the Parthians resulted in a peaceful 

development for the country. In 251 A.D. the rule from Parthians was taken by Sassanids in the Persian 

Empire. The Persians wanted to degrade the alliance and Armenia became a province. The Persians 

wanted to further debilitate the Armenians by ordering the taking up of the Zoroastrian religion. Against 

this enforced obligation the Armenian king Tiridates the III took up Christianity as state religion in 301 

A.D. (12 years later the Roman Emperor also took up Christianity.) 
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Fig. 3. Virgin Mary at the beginning and at the final scene of the booklet. At Angelus Archangel Gabriel 

reports the Message from the Heavens. At Pentacoste the Holy Spirit arrives to Virgin Mary and the Apostles. 

 

Until the beginning of the 5th century A.D. the Eastern-Roman Empire and the Persian Empire divided 

Armenia. The Persians enforced the Zoroastrianism religion, but the Armenians rebelled against it under 

the leadership of Vartan Mamikonian and they succeeded in preserving Christianity.  

 
 

Fig. 4. Baptism of Jesus in the Jordan River by John the Baptist. 
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From the beginning of the 7th century the Arab invasion threatened Armenia. With the leadership of the 

Bagratida family (during the period when the Árpad-people were coming into the Carpathian Basin) 

Armenia won independence again. The capital became Ani, the town of thousand and one churches. 

 

 
 

Fig. 5. Jesus teaching the people. 

 

The flourishing of the third Armenian kingdom came to an end by the attacks from the Byzantine 

Empire and until the middle of the 11th century the country lost independence again. At the same time the 

attacks from the nomad Seljuq Turks also destroyed the country for 50 years. One part of the Armenians 

fled to Cilicia and founded Little-Armenia which stood for 300 years.  

 
 

Fig. 6. Jesus marches into Jerusalem. 
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The century after the Seljuk invasion brought peaceful development for the country. After that century 

the nomad peoples from Central Asia (Mongolians, Golden Horde) defeated the country and great 

communities of Armenians fled to the north: oo the Crimean Peninsula, to Poland, to Hungary (to 

Transylvania during the rule of Princeps Apafi).  

 

 
 

Fig. 7. The Last Supper. 

 

The motherland of the Armenians became divided between the Ottoman Empire and the Persian 

Empire. The successful victories of Shah Abbas the Great of Persia brought the possibility for Armenians 

to become accepted as more-or-less equals into the reorganized Persian State in the 16th century. Great 

communities of Armenians had been settled in the vicinity of the capital, Isfahan. The monasteries of the 

Apostle Church of Armenia were founded at this time. 

We should also review the beginnings of the codices paintings. It probably goes back to the Coptic 

(Egypt) papyrus paintings and writings. In these texts adornations were taken in and between the rows. 

The text had been written by hand, and the middle-text figures were colored, too, in order to make 

beautiful visual effects on the pages.  

In Roman art it became popular to place miniatures into the text. The copying of the Biblical Books 

appeared in the Coptic, Syrian, Armenian and Byzantine old churches as early as the 5th century. Among 

the European codices art the famous Book of Kells from the 7th century is probably the most well known. 

There animal figures, plants and flowers occur in and between the rows of the text. Some of them have 
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been shown in the Eurasian Art Series, in the Celtic Art booklet. During the Caroling renaissance the 

ornamentation of codices spread to all of Western Europe. 

 

 
 

Fig. 8. The capture of Jesus. 

 

The Bible-Art of Armenians developed in the more peaceful periods occurring between the wartime 

ones. The first images in time which occur in our booklet had been made after the times after the Seljuq 

attacks. 

 
 

Fig. 9. On the Golgota: Jesus Christ on the Cross. 
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The heyday of this art happened in the 13-14th centuries when several composer communities came into 

existence in the historical provinces of the Armenians. From the products of the codice painting schools 

we selected pieces from the Vaspurakan Province (South, in the vicinity of the Lake Van), the Artsakhi 

Province (North, in the vicinity of the Lake Sevan), and from Cilicia Province. The clear view and drawing 

and the embracing imaging was a characteristic feature of these schools.  

 

 
 

Fig. 10. After resurrection of Jesus Christ, Apostle Thomas does not believe. 

 

 
 

Fig. 11. Ornamental art in the booklet: The Bible Art of the Armenians. 
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We hope that the drawings of the Armenian Bible Art booklet gives joy and pleasure for the readers 

and to those who like crafts and painting activity. 
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