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A Study Dedicated to a Manuscript Illuminated in Crimea


The book in question is volume 566 of the Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium and fascicle 94 of a separate series. It is dedicated to the Lives of Desert Fathers copied in 1430 at the St. Anthony monastery in Kaffa (Crimea, modern Theodosia) (ms J285).


According to the scholar, before 1430 no manuscript of such content has so many illustrations, and in this respect it is unique in Armenian reality.


Mrs. Nira Stone was prompted to study the miniatures of the manuscript by some outstanding experts in Armenian and medieval studies, and codicologists. The subject was proposed by Prof. Bezalel Nargis, a well-known specialist in Armenian and Hebrew book illustration; she was encouraged and supported with unpublished material by S. Der-Nersessian, Mrs. E. Korkhmazian, who is the best specialist in the Crimean school of miniature, Archbishop Norair Bogharian, and Mrs. Nira's husband, Prof. Michael Stone, whose studies in paleography, epigraphy, codicology and philology are well-known.


The work was published in 1997.


It is stated in the introduction that the manuscript copied at the monastery of St. Anthony and dedicated to the Egyptian desert fathers is the first manuscript containing this material, which has such rich illustrations. The author connects the creation of such a manuscript with the spreading of Hesychasm and the new expansion of the monastic (I would say, hermits' [anapatakan]) movement in Byzantium in the 14th-15th cc. According to Mrs. Stone, there exist a series of manuscripts dedicated to the lives of desert fathers: Greek, Latin, Armenian, Syrian, and Coptic, but only this manuscript is so richly illuminated.


Probably, for the existence of this manuscript we are indebted to St. Antony monastery of Kaffa, because it bears the name of the founder of the hermits' movement St. Anthony of Egypt. Consequently, it was necessary for the monastery to possess the lives of Egyptian desert fathers, corrected based not only on Armenian but also on Greek manuscripts, as the scribe and probably also the miniaturist T‛adeos Avramenc‛ writes in his colophon. 


Since the manuscript is dedicated to the lives of Egyptian desert fathers, in the chapter "Ms J285 in Its Historical and Intellectual (that is, Spiritual) Context," the author presents the great movement called Hesychasm that had originated in the monastic circles of Mount Athos. Headed by Gregory Palamas, it spread in Byzantium in the 14th century and penetrated into Serbia and Russia. This movement had a great influence in Byzantium on the so-called Palaeologian Renaissance, and its ascetic ideas could have penetrated into the Armenian milieu, in Crimea and other places, where Armenians lived. But the love for martyrs (martyrophilia) was widespread in Armenia and the Armenian kingdom of Cilicia, and it was just senseless for those whose teachers and vardapets were Grigor Vkayasēr, Mxit‛ar Goš, Esayi Nč‛ec‛i, and Grigor Tat‛ewac‛i, to fall suddenly under the influence of the ideas of Hesychasm. Another thing is the influence of the Palaeologian, and not only Palaeologian, art (manuscripts, icons, frescos, etc.). Here is the closest example: the greatest Greek Palaeologian painter, Theophanes the Greek (Feofan Grek), according to Russian sources, before his frescos in Novgorod's Spas Preobrazhenie church, had painted frescos also in Kaffa.


Russian scholars were searching for Theophanes the Greek's traces in Kaffa in the Armenian churches. In the mentioned Novgorod church there were many pictures of hermits, from which masterpieces survive: Simeon Stylites, Macarius of Egypt, who are present also in the manuscript in question. The main colophon also suggests that the scribe had enriched the Armenian text of the lives using Greek manuscripts, which could have been illuminated (it is known that Theophanes had painted also miniatures, which are not extant; the coloring of our manuscript resembles that of the frescos by the great Greek painter, and this concerns also some types [characters]).


Mrs. Stone knows well that, before and after Grigor Narekac‛i, monastic life and the lives of martyrs had always served in Armenia as examples for theological thought and Christian way of life. She is also familiar with the late 12th century Tonakans of Sałmosavank‛ and Yovhannavank‛, in which (especially in the Tonakan written in 1185-1188 [M3373]) the desert fathers St. Paul and St. Anthony have been painted, as well as with the activities of Gregory Vkayasēr the Elder and the Younger in Cilicia, and with the art of manuscript painting at the Glajor and Tat‛ew monasteries, and she regards the Armenian colony of Crimea as the introducer and continuator of the traditions of those monasteries.


The scholar also notes that the miniatures of the manuscript strongly differ from the miniatures of the Cilician school. This is explained by the new elements that Crimea accepted from Byzantium, preserving, however, old Eastern features, one of which is that the human figures are petrified, frozen, plane and far from earthly qualities, with individualized faces, simplicity, etc. The colors in the pictures of the manuscript in question are certainly not the same as in other Crimean manuscripts (on p. 20 the author notices that many Crimean manuscripts are painted in "Cilician style," with various, bright colors and full of developed dramatic movement).


As to the human isocephaloi rows from left to right or from right to left in the pictures of St. Paphnutius or Pambo, this is an ancient eastern tradition utilized by the painter in order to emphasize the atmosphere of asceticism and holiness not only by color but also by composition, while in the portrait of Grigor Tat‛ewac‛i and his disciples (painted in 1441) the monks in hoods are multidimensional and in different postures.


The emphasis on the same atmosphere is sought for also by picturing the fathers against dark background; Cilician and Byzantine masters, too, were familiar with this method (the "Gospel of the Eight Miniaturists").


In our opinion, it is a little difficult to connect such purely formal, artistic phenomena with the Greek mystical movement of Hesychasm (asceticism, deification, etc.). Indeed, the white sparkles appeared in Armenian miniature at the Crimean school under the influence of Byzantine wall-painting, but they are seen, although less prominently, also in T‘oros Roslin's works. Furthermore, in the Tat‘ew and Glajor schools the theological thought was developing with all its range and nuances, thanks to what there was great interest in the Areopagitic corpus and commentaries on it. The excellent copies of those writings made in Cilicia (13th c.) and their redaction by Esayi Nč‘ec‘i (Glajor, 13th-14th cc.) witness to that interest.


Mrs. Stone expresses her suppositions very tactfully, at the same time clearly conceiving the processes taking place in the Armenian milieu simultaneously with Hesychasm but free of its extremes and pessimism. 


In the chapter dedicated to the manuscript in question, Mrs. Stone, based on the colophons, has reconstructed the working atmosphere of the St. Anthony monastery in Kaffa – the scribe and painter T‘adeos Avramenc‘ as "a scholar of unusually wide interests" (p. 28), rabunapet Sargis, who included Aristotle and Porphyry in his lectures and was the teacher of our scribe and his friends, the traditions of Glajor and Tat‘ew universities at the monastery, an expression of which is the copy of Yovhannēs Orotnec‘i's works by the same scribe (dated 1428; ms V595), and his interest in David the Invincible's, Orotnec‘i's and Tat‘ewac‘i's writings.


The codicological data are recorded conscientiously, according to the fascicles (praks). With the help of the colophons, the history of the manuscript and its migration is presented, also its archetype and the manuscript kept at the British Museum, for which the manuscript in question served as archetype. Even such a detail is mentioned as: the paper of the manuscript is oriental, without watermarks, and that the colors of the writing and paintings are well preserved. 


In Mrs. Stone's opinion, Scribe T‘adeos, while using his Armenian archetype, added also passages from a Greek manuscript and possibly utilized its miniatures, because, as we think, some miniatures display striking Greek features (e.g. the image of the saint against the dark background, the love for white sparkles, ochre-brownish colors, etc.). They mostly occur here and not in other Armenian manuscripts (especially the Paphnutius row).


The third chapter is dedicated to the various thematic series of the manuscript's miniatures, grouped around this or that saint. In this way "a number of miniatures on Father Pambo's life," "the Paphnutius stories," "the Macarius stories" et al. are grouped.


The style and iconography are often examined in one subchapter, because the author did not want to restrict, for instance, the difference between various saints (e.g. the anchorite vegetarian Pambo and the neo-Platonist Theophilus, a man of vast knowledge) and their retinues to the description of their clothing, postures, adornments (sometimes ascetic and sometimes more sumptuous), and the places were they stand (one group stands barefoot at a rocky place, the other, at a green, flowery place), but connected this to the composition, coloring and other stylistic features.


Even more interesting is the picture "Six Monks in the Garden of Eden" (p. 81). This story is adapted to the time of Nersēs Šnorhali (in the manuscript, Nersēs Klayec‘i). This unique picture, by its simplicity and by combining events of different times, resembles the story of St. Pambo and St. Theophilus: five monks are standing in front of the mountain of paradise, and one of them is tearfully telling Nersēs Šnorhali the miracle he saw). Nersēs Šnorhali, like Theophilus in the previous picture, is more pronouncedly presented as a scholar catholicos.


Mrs. Stone draws parallel with the picture "The Entry to Jerusalem" of the Hałbat Gospel, where the old man of the city is standing before the gate of Jerusalem, and here Nersēs is sitting in the entrance. Eden is depicted with great skill and magnificent coloring, on the top of a mountain, toward which the four rivers of paradise flow (incidentally, Mrs. Stone has a separate nice article on the four rivers of paradise). The picture becomes more intimate thanks to the presence of Nersēs Šnorhali.


The fourth chapter is dedicated to "icon-like" portraits and small scenes. In the subchapters "The Portraits and Their Relationship with "Icon-like" Portraits and Byzantine Icons" and "The Portraits as Archetypes of Icons" (pp. 97-101), Mrs. Stone presents a nice essay on this transformation. But the point is that, irrespective of whether or not the Armenians had icons in the Middle Ages, Armenian masters had age-long experience of painting and sculpting faces.


The chapter "Totally Icon-like Portraits and Small Scenes" is dedicated to that skill of painting different faces; here Mrs. Stone first presents the biography of each saint, then the iconography and style of his portrait in the manuscript.


As to the impact of Hesychasm as a movement of spiritual perfection (which is the same as the spiritual influence of the Palaeologian period) upon Armenian reality, it is almost unattested both in historical Armenia and in Crimea. On the contrary, the great vardapetakan movement in Armenia and Cilicia, which was not only a religious but also, one might say, an active external and internal political movement, from the time of Grigor Tuteordi and Mxit‘ar Goš down to Grigor Tat‘ewac‘i and his disciples and successors, influenced all spheres of the Armenians' life including the new anchorite (desert) formations (Tat‘ew, Lim). Furthermore, like the teaching of Gregory Palamas in the case of Hesychasm, the Areopagitic corpus influenced the teaching of the vardapetakan movement in various spheres of Armenia's spiritual life, and its theological impact was prominent. 


However, the fact that the Crimean school of Armenian miniature created examples under the immediate influence of Byzantine painting, especially that of the Palaeologian period, is notable in Grigor Suk‘iasean's miniatures (1332, Gospel, M7664), which, according to Mrs. Korxmazyan, had a Greek archetype.


We would like to draw Mrs. Stone's attention to another Armenian Kaffa manuscript (1401, M3863, Book of Lamentation by Grigor Narekac‘i) copied by Step‘anos, son of Miniaturist Nater, and illuminated by his grandson Yovhannēs. According to Mrs. Korxmazyan, at that time Kaffa was ruled by the Genovese. So in the faces of the personages painted with the treatment of light and shade, and volume, she observes lively expression of emotions, considering this a result of Italian pre-Renaissance's influence. Also, the Palaeologian impact on this manuscript is noticeable, as well as some relations with the miniatures of Armenian manuscripts containing the Lives of the Fathers. Such a connection with the portrait of Grigor Tat‘ewac‘i and his disciples (1449), too, may be noticed. In that painting, some stylistic features of the Jerusalem manuscript in question have probably achieved classical expression, that is why it figures in Mrs. Stone's book (picture 104). This miniature rather displays the impact of the Lives of the Fathers than that of the Tat‘ew school, to which it was ascribed by Durnovo. 


Thus, thanks to Mrs. Stone's book dedicated to the miniatures of the manuscript containing the lives of desert fathers, we have a comprehensive study occupying an important place among the several works on single Armenian miniaturists or manuscripts. It is written with great devotion, competence, skilful and tasteful use of Armenian and foreign sources.

� V.N. Lazarev, History of Byzantine Painting, Moscow, 1986, vol. I, p. 163 (in Russian).


� That the Armenians followed various trends and artistic forms of painting faces, is known not only from literary evidences (see the enumeration of images in churches by Vrt‘anēs K‘ert‘oł, 6th c.), but also from the remains of early medieval wall-painting (e.g. the traces of the patriarchs' images on the arch of the main altar of the big church at T‘alin). It is also known that in the 12th-13th cc. it was customary to depict kings and other images on boards in the technique applied during the early Renaissance (first they drew with bonds and then put color; see L. Xač‘ikyan, "The Important Sources for the History of Armenian Art," Second International Symposium on Armenian Art, vol. IV, Erevan, 1981, p. 39 ff. (in Armenian). 


� E.M. Korxmazyan, The Armenian Miniature of Crimea (14th-17th cc.), Erevan, 1978, p. 52 (in Russian).





