Armenia, the alphabet and the art
of printing

The Armenian people, christianized in the first centuries
of the Christian era, had a rich manuscript tradition for a
thousand years before the introduction of letterpress print-
ing in Europe. Like Jews and Calvinists, they have been
called ‘the people of the book’. The Armenian people re-
mained stateless for 543 vears, from 1375 until 1918, when
a short-lived Armenian Republic was set up for the first time
following World War I, and they frequently suffered per-
secution at the hands of other Christians and of Muslims.
Yet they turned their statelessness to advantage as interna-
tional traders and struck a balance between retaining their
cultural identity and assimilating to the societies where
they lived.

The Armenian language, not closely related to other sur-
viving members of the Indo-European family, was spoken in
what is now eastern Turkey, Armenia and other parts of the
Caucasus for thousands of years before the unified King-
dom of Armenia established its independence in 188/8g
B.C. Armenia reached its culmination of power during the
reign of Tigran the Great in the first century B.C. The vast
Armenian empire of the period extended from the Caspian
to the Mediterranean Sea and from the valleys of the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers to the foot of the Caucasus Mountains.
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It was the third largest state of the Near East, after the
Roman Empire and Parthia. According to the Greek
geographer and historian Strabo (first century B.C.)
all the people who lived in the Armenian Highlands
spoke one language.

Christianity gradually established a strong presence
there. Tiridates 111 (ca. 250-330 A.D.) was the first ruler
to officially christianize his people, making Armenia
the first state to formally adopt the Christian religion.
This strengthened the nation’'s cultural identity,
making a sharp contrast with Zoroastrian Persia and
centuries later with the surrounding Islamic powers:
Ottomans in Turkey and Safavids in Persia (Iran). The
head of the Armenian Apostolic Church, seated at
Echmiadzin, near Yerevan, is called the Catholicos
of all Armenians. The Church separated from Rome
and Constantinople in 554, though attempts at rap-
prochement with Rome continued for more than a
thousand years. The last kingdom in Armenia itself,
with its capital at Ani, fell in 1065. The King and many
followers established a new kingdom in Cilicia, on
the Mediterranean coast, in what is today southern
Turkey. The seat of the Catholicos moved there as
well. The Cilician kingdom fell in 1375, but its capital,
Sis, remained the seat of the Catholicos. A seat for
the Catholicos was again established at Echmiadzin
in 1441, but the Catholicos in Sis did not step down.
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The seat at Sis later accepted the authority of Echmiadzin,
but continued as a secondary seat until 1930, when it moved
to Antelias in Lebanon. The Church also has two additional
Patriarchs, one at Jerusalem and, since the fifteenth cen-
tury, one at Constantinople.

With the Armenian homeland divided between the Otto-
man Empire and Persia for centuries and large Armenian
communities in Cilicia and later in Constantinople, the
Classical Armenian language evolved into two major mod-
ern dialects, Western Armenian and Eastern Armenian.
Classical Armenian continued in the liturgy as Latin did
in the Catholic Church. Until the nineteenth century the
vast majority of Armenian books were printed in Classical
Armenian.

The Catholic Church converted many Apostolic Armeni-
ans, while relations between the two churches oscillated
between hostility and cooperation. From about 1700 the
Armenian Catholics known as Mkhitarists made major con-
tributions to Armenian scholarship and printing. Christian-
ity played a key role in the development of Armenia’s book
production, The Armenian priest Mesrop Mashtots created
the Armenian alphabet around 405 and translated the Bible
into Armenian. The alphabet of thirty-six letters, with two
more letters added centuries later, remains unchanged and
in use today.
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