




Ivan Foletti, Pavel Rakitin
Armenian Medieval Art and Architecture in Soviet Perception: A longue durée Sketch

Eurasiatica 16 135
L’arte armena. Storia critica e nuove prospettive, 113-150

Works of art of the Caucasus have been studied most often as aux-
iliary material, which had no independent academic value and nec-
essary only to illuminate the historical development mainly of Byz-
antine art. (Babenčikov 1948, 13)17

He goes further, however, giving an explanation for this fact: 

All this was a direct consequence of the tsars’ colonial policies. 
“Tsarism, – according to the words of comrade I.V. Stalin, – con-
strained, and sometimes simply abolished the local school, thea-
tre educational institutions in order to keep the masses in dark-
ness. Tsarism suppressed any initiative of the best people of the 
local population. Finally, tsarism killed every activity of the peo-
ple on the outskirts of the country”. (14)18

17 “Произведения искусства Закавказья изучались чаще всего как подсобный ма-
териал, не имевший самостоятельного научного значения и необходимый лишь для 
освещения исторического развития главным образом византийского искусства”.
18 “Все это являлось прямым следствием царской колониальной политики. ‘Ца-
ризм,— по словам товарища И.В. Сталина, - стеснял, а иногда просто упразднял 
мастную школу, театр, просветительные учреждения для того, чтобы держать 
массы в темноте. Царизм пресекал всякую инициативу лучших людей местного 
населения. Наконец, царизм убивал всякую активность народныхмасс окраин’”.

Figure 7  
Chgalpachčʹjan, O. (1971). Graždanskoe 
zodčestvo Armenii. Žilye i obščestvennye 

zdanija. Moskva: Izd. Literatury po 
Strojtel’stvu
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It is clear that the art-historical discourse was reacting to chang-
es in the national politics which had been forged during the war 
and due to its outcomes. Victorious, as the rest of the USSR, Arme-
nia now could enjoy the fruits of renationalization which had been 
denied to the country under the Russian Empire. Stalin granted the 
people their new identity free from the ghosts of the ancient Chris-
tian empire, thus securing its status in the idea of the new renation-
alized and cultured nationhood seeking new continuity with the past. 

Expecting a liberal thawing of the Soviet politics after the war, 
about 150,000 Armenian repatriates flocked to Armenia, which was 
also part of Stalin’s expansionistic plans. In 1949, this active national 
measure would result in purges against ‘nationalists’ and the subse-
quent repressive relocation of 15,700 Armenians to the Altai region 
of the USSR (Walker 1990, 361, 363; Torosyan 2013, 78).

If we were to summarise in some way what we have asserted so 
far, the perception of the architecture of the Caucasus in general and 
of Armenia in particular, in the years after the revolution, continues 
along the lines of the nineteenth century. The Caucasus is considered 
to be a very artistically consistent region and an integral part of the 
Byzantine world. In Marxist rhetoric, however, this is perceived in an 
increasingly negative way. In the wartime years, then, there is – at 
least in specialised literature – a significant change in direction: the 
image of Byzantium ‘completely loses its positive connotation’ as an 
ancestor of the empire and is identified as an external aggressor. Just 
a few years later, Babentchikov explicitly states that regarding the 
Caucasus as a provincial entity was a result of the colonial attitude 
of the tsarist empire and that this situation had no historical legit-
imacy. What was stated above thus finds an explanation in the de-
velopment of the question of nation within the Soviet empire. In this 
case, too, the movement is a consequence of the Second World War. 

Such a tendency also appears to be perfectly logical in a more 
general cultural policy of the USSR in these years. Indeed, while de-
scribing the country’s dominant artistic movement, social realism, 
Stalin used the very famous words: “Socialist in content, national in 
form” (Martin, Suny 2001, 67-82). Thus, the reflection on past cul-
tures can be seen as mirroring the reflection of coeval cultural pol-
icy. Furthermore, it shows how the ‘national’ question has been me-
diated, into Stalin’s years, through a reflection on arts and culture.
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4	 From Khrushchev to Breznev: A Marxist View  
of Armenian Art

In the years before and just after the Second World War, the last years 
of Stalin, the perspective on monumental Armenian art is profound-
ly changed by the political situation in the Soviet Union. The medie-
val past is ‘condemned’ due to the weight that religion had or for rea-
sons that seem to be directly linked to the global conflict. What is 
interesting, however, is that there do not seem to be direct relations 
with Marxist philosophy. This aspect seems to change over the six-
ties and seventies. While it is not possible to give an account here of 
the studies and general publications in those years, certain aspects 
consistently emerge. First of all, already outlined in previous years, 
is the question of religion. Wherever possible, the role of Christiani-
ty in Armenian art and architecture is blurred or even silenced. This 
is the case, for example, of a study by Sedrak Barkhudaryan (1898-
1970), who dedicates a monograph to the study of khachkars (stelae 
decorated with crosses), which are absolutely essential to Armenian 
identity [fig. 6]. He describes these monuments in general: 

Figure 8  
Armenian Gavit. Illustration from: 

Tokarskij, N. (1961). Arhitektura Armenii: 
IV-XIV vv. Yerevan: Armgosizdat, 74
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Khachkars occupy a significant place among the monuments of me-
dieval Armenia. The earliest prototypes of them are the menhirs, 
which received their perfect design in the Urartu era and contin-
ued to be erected until the nineteenth century. These Khachkar 
steles were erected with very different goals: as monuments of vic-
tories, as boundary stones, as architectural patterns, etc. On the 
basis of rich illustrative material, the speaker shows the develop-
ment of khachkars from ancient times. A large number of dated 
khachkars bear the names of authors-artists and therefore are im-
portant for the study and dating of architectural ornamentation 
and architectural structures, as well as for identifying schools of 
carving artists. (Martirosjan 1957, 124)19

These few lines describe the phenomenon in a fairly faithful man-
ner, aside for one fact: there is no mention of the fact that they fea-
ture crosses. This is not surprising, considering Barkhudaryan’s bi-
ography: a promising scholar, he was arrested in 1938 and spent the 
next seventeen years in Stalinist camps. Cleared in 1954, he certain-
ly understood how dangerous the regime was. This kind of self-cen-
sorship can certainly be comprehended in the context of a biography 
distorted by the Stalinist regime (Grigoryan 2005, 193).

In addition to the denial of elements of the past, though, Marxist 
criticism was probably also responsible for a new approach. Given 
its role in the promotion of the proletariat class, and also consider-
ing its complex philosophical approach, Marxist thought was at the 
base of an original methodology. An early example can be seen in 
the approach of Oganes Halpahchan (1907-1995) who, in 1971, pub-
lished a volume entitled Civil Architecture in Armenia [fig. 7]. His work 
was dedicated to describing the medieval Armenian city with care-
ful attention to all the practical details of civil life. The volume in-
cludes pages dedicated to latrines, shops, and even religious struc-
tures (Chgalpachčʹjan 1971). His attention to the social history (of 
art) is evident. This is clearly a completely logical point of view in 
the Marxist environment, where the preoccupation with daily life of 
the ‘little’ people was one of the founding pillars of artistic and cul-
tural production. 

19 “Среди памятников средневековой Армении значительное место занимают 
хачкары. Древнейшим прототипам их являются менгиры, которые получили свою 
совершенную конструкцию еще в урартскую эпоху и продолжали воздвигаться до 
XIX вв. Эти стелы-хачкары воздвигались с весьма разными целями: как памятни-
ки побед, как межевые камни, как архитектурный орнамент и пр. На основе бога-
того иллюстративного материала докладчик показывает процесс развития хачка-
ров начиная с древнейших времен. Большое количество датированных хачкаров 
с именами авторов-художников имеет важное значение для изучения и датиров-
ки архитектурной орнаментики и архитектурных сооружений, а также для выяв-
лении школ художников-резчиков”.
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Figure 9  Alexey Lidov in Armenia. 1987. © Private archive Alexey Lidov
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Figure 10  The Main Church of Akhtala. Illustration from: Zakaraia, P. (1990). Georgian Architecture. Tbilisi

Just two years after Barkhudaryan’s book, a volume with a very dif-
ferent angle appears, written by Nikolay Tokarskiy (1961). In this 
work [fig. 8] – which is composed of four relatively independent es-
says on Armenian architecture – four basic questions are explored. 
The first essay is basically historiographical, as it addresses Marr’s 
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excavations, mentioned earlier. The second focuses on civil archi-
tecture, and the third is dedicated to the civil architecture of Ani. 
The last essay discusses specific features of Armenian architecture 
from the fourth to the seventh centuries. The second and third es-
says can be considered, given the point of view adopted, to be the re-
sult of a method (and a mentality) that is similar to Barkhudaryan’s 
work. Tokarskiy’s volume is much more scholarly, but the viewpoint 
of these two works is fundamentally similar. Another important as-
pect: judging by their surnames, the two scholars are of Armenian 
and Russian ‘nationality’, respectively. Both, however, demonstrate 
a similar point of view. This is, we believe, proof of the fact that, in 
the seventies, the USSR reached a climax both in its unity and in its 
ideological consistency. 

Tokarskiy’s work, however, offers one further important element: 
the strictly formalistic method used to classify Armenian architec-
ture in the last chapter. This is not an exceptional feature, given that 
a similar approach can be seen in countries beyond the Iron Curtain 
in those same years – such as Longhi’s studies in Italy. The spread 
of a formalistic approach in the countries of the ex-Soviet bloc does 
not seem to be unintended: dedicating oneself completely to form 
was a clever way to avoid addressing iconographic and therefore re-
ligious content.

Therefore, what emerges in the USSR’s peak years – in the years 
when the Helsinki Agreement (1973-1975) was signed (Suny 1993, 
187) – is the establishment of a decidedly Marxist point of view on 
Armenian art. The absolute priority for this point of view is the social 
history of art, while religious culture remains, in line with previous 
years, in the margins. It is interesting to note that Byzantium – per-
ceived for decades as an integral part of reflections on the art of the 
Caucasus – seems to simply disappear in studies dedicated to Arme-
nian art. Instead, the notion of Armenian ‘national art’ appears on 
the horizon.

5	 Gorbachev and the Fall of the Empire:  
The Studies of Alexej Lidov

The several decades’ long merger with the USSR had turned the na-
tion into a controversial whole. Politically, in 1953-1988, the republic 
was led by four ethnic Armenian leaders in a row (Suny 1993, 182). 
Officially, throughout the Soviet years, Armenia remained a nation, 
retaining its language as the official language of the republic (unlike 
other Soviet republics), although Russification was powerful: 71.3% 
of Armenians spoke Russian as their second language (Suny 1993, 
184). Armenians were not disinclined to reside elsewhere in the USSR 
(34.5% of all Soviet Armenians) (Suny 1993, 185). Armenian parents 
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encouraged their children to apply to a university in Moscow or Len-
ingrad (Payaslian 2007, 184-6). Despite the consistent anti-national-
ist policies of the Soviet government, the nation solidified itself so 
that the 1989 census revealed that 93,3% of the population were Ar-
menians (Suny 1993, 185). Even in matters of religion, Armenia could 
boast a leader who was unofficially regarded as the leader of the na-
tion. During the demonstration of 1965 in Erevan, the Catholic Vaz-
gen I was among those who were considered to be instrumental in 
pacifying the protesters, which would have been an unheard of sce-
nario in Central Russia (Suny 1993, 186). 

The eighties in the Soviet Union corresponded to epochal changes 
after Breznev’s death and a rapid succession to the power of the ‘old 
guard’ when Mikhail Gorbachev was nominated as head of the party. 
As we know, one of the crucial reasons for what was called the ‘im-
plosion’ of an empire was certainly the question of nation. In this con-
text, Alexey Lidov’s research deserves special attention [fig. 9]. At that 
point, he was a graduate student at the State University of Moscow. 

Lidov dedicated his brilliant research to the Church of Akhta-
la [fig. 10] and, more specifically, to its decoration. This well-known 
building is representative of an interesting moment in Armenian his-
tory, when most of the territories of historical Armenia were includ-
ed in the kingdom of the Georgian Queen Tamar (1184-1213). Ac-
cording to Lidov, however, the monastery is a place where the two 
cultures overlap: 

At different times the region was part of the Kingdom of Georgia 
but it remained a stronghold of Armenian culture. (Lidov 1991, 332)

This general observation, however, according to Lidov, can be iden-
tified in its architectural structure. We read: 

In accordance with Georgian tradition the facades of the church 
are decorated with large ornamental crosses with elongated win-
dows at their base. There are also typically Armenian elements in 
the decor of the portals and individual motifs of the ornament. The 
combination of these two traditions is the most important charac-
teristic of the architectural treatment of the Akhtala church. (333)

But the question is also confessional, given that the two populations 
professed different Christian beliefs. About this, Lidov writes: 

The strong Chalcedonian sympathies of the area clashed with the 
most conservative aspects of the Armenian Church which, in times 
of increased danger, adopted an uncompromising attitude to peo-
ple of other confessions. This situation became acute in the late 
12th and 13th centuries when the region was ruled by two broth-
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Figure 11  Carrère d’Encausse, H. (1978). L’empire éclaté: la révolte des nations en U.R.S.S. Paris: Flammarion
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ers, the Monophysite Zakare and the Chalcedonian Ivane Mkhar-
grdzeli of the princely house of the Zakharids. (7)

The family of the Zakharids is a crucial element, not only because of 
the Akhtala Monastery. The two brothers came from the Armenian 
culture. The second, Ivane, embraced the Chalcedonian faith. Their 
reign must therefore be seen ecumenically.

This is what Lidov proves, observing several inscriptions present 
in the church and where the hierarchies of the two currents of Chris-
tianity are mentioned together. The scholar concludes that: 

There must be some special reason for so close a connection be-
tween a Chalcedonian and Monophysite higumenos. Perhaps it re-
flects a deliberate policy […] to bring the main monasteries of the 
two confessions closer together and thereby reduce the acrimony 
of the religious disputes in his territories. (13)

This harmony, according to the scholar, was sought in the political 
situation. Tamar entrusted positions of extreme prestige to the two 
brothers, despite the fact that they were initially Monophysites. Lidov 
cites an ancient Georgian chronicle that emphasises this situation. 
He then continues with the following words: 

It is hard to say why Tamar entrusted such high posts to Monophys-
ites. But she was certainly not mistaken in her choice. Taking the 
Queen’s place at the head of the Georgian-Armenian forces, Zaka-
re and Ivane began to win one brilliant victory after another, an-
nexing new lands for Georgia, subduing the Muslim emirates and 
winning great riches. […] By the beginning of the tirteenth centu-
ry a large part of Greater Armenia had been liberated. The broth-
ers announce this proudly in the Armenian inscription at the Ho-
vanavank Monastery. (15)

Lidov also dwells on Ivane’s conversion to the Chalcedonian faith, 
which he does not interpret as a betrayal, but as a key political ges-
ture (17). Ivane then helps make the alliance between the two (Chris-
tian) peoples facing a stronger outside threat. In Lidov’s research, 
Ivane becomes an even more interesting and ecumenical figure, giv-
en that he is in direct contact with Rome:

In a letter of 1224 to Pope Honorius III about the concerted ac-
tion with the Crusaders to conquer Jerusalem, Ivane calls the Pope 
ʻthe head of all Christiansʼ and himself ʻyour humble and obedi-
ent son .̓ It is possible that this tolerance in religious matters was 
largely determined by his belonging to the Armenian-Chalcedo-
nian circles. (18)
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Lidov summarises Ivane’s activities with the following words: 

One can conclude that in the activities of Ivane Mkhargrdzeli polit-
ical and confessional tasks were organically combined, insofar as 
both Zakharid Armenia and the Armenian-Chalcedonian Church 
could develop successfully only given peaceful coexistence and the 
gradual convergence of the different confessions. (18)

This is a very interesting reflection, and is clearly proven by the 
sources. Lidov also opens up an almost completely unexplored field 
of research. Published in Russian and in English 1991, the year of 
the Soviet Union’s collapse, his transcultural and ecumenical view-
point would become, as the study presented in this volume by the ar-
ticle by Patrick Donabédian demonstrates, one of the most produc-
tive lines for the study of artistic production of the sub-Caucasian 
area two decades later. 

In this case, too, we wonder if the orientation of Lidov’s point of 
view was, at least subconsciously, determined by the historical con-
text he was working in. Hélène Carrère d’Encausse had already sug-
gested in 1978, in her epochal volume La chute de l’Empire [fig. 11], 
that the USSR would disintegrate following nationalist tendencies, 
something that proved true (Carrère d’Encausse 1978). The Cauca-
sus was one of the particularly ‘hot’ places in the events that led to 
the collapse of the country.

Within the period of the sixties and eighties, Armenia was a coun-
try that had been learning to be an integral part of the USSR, on the 
one hand, with burgeoning nationalistic forces stirring it from with-
in, on the other. In the year 1965, Erevan saw a mass demonstration 
commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the genocide in which 
demands for reunification of the historic Armenian territories were 
heard. Dealing with the issue, the Kremlin eventually permitted the 
construction of the Genocide Monument at Tsitsernakaberd (Dzidz-
ernagapert). In 1966, Armenians in Karabagh petitioned the gov-
ernment in Erevan expressing grievances against Azerbaijani rule. 
By 1975, the leaders of the Communist Party in Azerbaijan and that 
of Armenia had heated discussions over the Armenian claim to the 
mountainous Karabagh territories; the issue remained unresolved by 
the Brezhnev government. But officially the nationalistic movement 
in Armenia had been non-existent. The acts of terror which were at-
tributed to it received very little exposure, if any at all, in the Soviet 
press; for example, the explosion in the 1977 Moscow Pervomaiskaia 
metro station, which killed seven people and wounded thirty-seven, 
was allegedly organised by members of Armenia’s secret National 
Unity Party (NUP) (Payaslian 2007, 184-6).

Educated in Moscow, Lidov obviously had a different outlook on 
nationalistic tensions. Also, considering the years in which he was 
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educated, he was trained by a generation that, from the perspective 
of the Soviet capital, considered the USSR to be a single intellectual 
and methodological unit, despite differences in language and culture. 
It is therefore tempting to suppose that, in light of the USSR being in 
the grip of nationalistic tensions, Lidov would decide to study (con-
sciously or unconsciously, only he would be able to say) a historical 
moment when the peoples of the Caucasus made union their strength. 

6	 Conclusion

As mentioned at the beginning of this paper, this is the first step to-
wards a broader reflection that we hope to carry out in the coming 
years. The studies we have chosen for this paper are representative, 
but only more exhaustive research can give further depth to the 
thoughts explained above. What emerges clearly is that, even before 
the birth of the USSR and for the duration of its existence, Armeni-
an art and architecture was not a neutral subject. Viewpoints con-
cerning these monuments served as a mirror of several issues that 
were central to Soviet identity. 

In the early years, this identity is still weak and only marginally 
interferes with the studies. However, after Stalin’s rise to power, offi-
cial ideology would have an increasingly greater place in art-histori-
cal studies. First, it was necessary to remodel the past with a new so-
cial and ‘objective’ method resulting in Marx and Stalin becoming the 
authorities condemning Byzantium and Imperial Russia respective-
ly. The last stage of this journey, made possible only by the changes 
promoted by Gorbachev, would be very different: the medieval Chris-
tian Caucasus would become a place of transcultural exchange, dras-
tically different from the USSR in profound crisis. 
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