CHAPTER 5

On the Interpretation of the Crosses Carved
on the External Walls of the Armenian
Church in Famagusta

Gohar Grigoryan

The Surb Astuacacin (Holy Mother of God) Church of Famagusta, more
commonly and simply known as the Armenian Church, represents an
interesting example of medieval Armenian architecture outside the native
Armenian lands. The frescoes inside the church, which in recent years have
been at the center of scholarly attention, are, in turn, rightly considered to be
one of the important manifestations of medieval Armenian mural paintings.!

The exterior of the church is much less decorated than its interior,
although slight traces of paint on the tympanum over the western entrance
prove that it was once painted. It might be assumed that the tympana of
the southern and northern (now closed from reconstruction) portals also
had paintings at one time, but it is now no longer possible to say how they
looked originally.

The modest exterior decorations contain the arched tympana, the hood
molds over the windows, and the remains of a sundial on the southern
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Fig. 5.1 Sundial, Armenian Church, south wall, “Photograph by Allan Langdale

facade, which is often encountered in Armenian architecture (Fig. 5.1).
Beside these, on the church exterior walls, several carved crosses stand out,
which have not yet been discussed, with the exception of a few concise
observations.? The crosses, of different types, are carved on the southern
and western facades of the church and sometimes are difficult to distinguish,
as they blend with natural stone holes on the wall surfaces (Figs. 5.5 and
5.6). On the western facade, the following crosses are found (Fig. 5.2): to
the left of the entrance, two crosses with equal-length arms within medal-
lions, and two small, simple crosses without frames. To the right of the
door, nine similar rounded crosses of different size are counted, and a cross
within a rectangular frame. Among all the crosses carved on the Armenian
Church, the latter is rather decorated: at each of the two tips of the flar-
ing arms of the cross, a small bud is depicted resembling the shape of the
so-called budded cross. On the southern facade, the following crosses are
depicted (Fig. 5.3): to the left side of the entrance are three Latin crosses,?
carved on one stone, and obviously by one hand (Fig. 5.4). To the right
of the southern portal, on the buttress, are four rounded crosses similar
to those on the western wall, one simple Latin cross between two of the
rounded crosses, two simple crosses without frames, depicted vertically
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Fig. 5.2 Location of crosses, west wall, by Thomas Kaffenberger

one below the other, and a parted and fretted cross (or, probably two),
whose form is difficult to fully discern. As can clearly be seen, the most
common type of cross is the rounded cross with four equal arms (also
called consecration cross),* well known from the early Christian period and
especially widespread during the High and Late Middle Ages as a heraldic
symbol.

The simplicity of the crosses and the lack of compositional program do
not allow us to consider them as xa&'k'ars (cross-stones),® but perhaps an
imitation of xa¢'k‘ars can be accepted. In medieval Armenian architecture,
we find multiple examples where the internal and especially external surfaces
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Fig. 5.4 Latin crosses, south wall, “Photograph by Allan Langdale



Fig. 5.5 Crosses carved
on the eastern buttress,
southern facade,
“Photograph by Michele
Bacci

Fig. 5.6 Crosses carved on the western facade, “Photograph by Michele Bacci
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of buildings are decorated with cross-stones and engraved crosses. One of
its best examples in Greater Armenian architecture is the western facade
of the matenadaran (manuscript library) of the Safmosavank monastery
(thirteenth century).® Some crosses can still be observed on the ruins
of the neighboring Armenian Kingdom of Cilicia, as, for example, the
xac'k‘ar set into the wall of Constable Smbat’s Church in Papefon (now,
Candir),” the xaé'k'ar of Vasil of Karkai from Hromkla (now, Rumkale),?
two crosses (now scratched out) carved on the tower of Hromkla, a
xac'k‘arand a decorated cross (Fig. 5.8), placed in the walls of the Kotikos
land castle (now, Kizkalesi), and so on. Two examples of crosses are also
found in the ruins of the Church of Baron T oros I in the fortress of
Anavarza, one of which decorated a carved inscription, and the other a
column capital.’

However, the crosses of the Surb Astuacacin Church in Famagusta
are quite different from the abovementioned Cilician Armenian examples
in their style and function. Being somewhat irregularly spread over the
church facades, they seem to have been carved not by master artists but
rather by ordinary believers who visited the church and were compelled
to leave traces of their pilgrimage. Thus, these crosses do not belong to
the initial decoration of the church exterior, though in the course of time
they have become inseparable parts of it. With the existence of the splen-
did wall paintings inside, it seems less possible that the church, which
apparently was commissioned by rich donors,!® would be decorated with
simple irregular crosses and not with beautifully ornamented traditional
xac'k‘ars. The crosses might have appeared on the church shortly after
its construction (or reconstruction), during the fourteenth century,!!
or perhaps in the course of the fifteenth century, when the number of
Famagustan Armenians was still continuing to grow, as a result of the
exodus of Armenians after the Mamluk invasion of the Armenian Kingdom
in Cilicia in 1375 and the new immigration policy of the Genoese.!?

The depiction of crosses and various cross compositions in Armenian
arts is conditioned, first of all, by the special attitude toward the cross,
formed in Armenian Church and culture in the early Christian period
and developed during the following centuries. Against the background
of the active iconoclastic movement in Byzantium, and perhaps even in
response to it, in 726, Catholicos Yovhannes 111 Awjnec'i established
the Canon of Blessing and Anointing of the Cross,'® which by the end of
the ninth century was included by Catholicos Mastoc* I Etivardec's in



ON THE INTERPRETATION OF THE CROSSES CARVED ON THE EXTERNAL... 131

mastoc, the book of the Armenian Church rituals."* Notwithstanding
that the use of religious images never gained great popularity in the
Armenian Church, the latter, however, adopted a particular position
on depictions of the cross, considering that one who “worships the
cross of Christ and the image of it, also worships Christ” (Yovhannés
Awinec’i, Ynddem Pawtikeanc>—Contra Paulicianos).'> Moreover,
among the Armenians, veneration of images was generally understood
as veneration of the cross and its images,!® based on the foundation
that, although images of saints are respected, one can only worship
the image and the cross of Christ.'” As a generalization, for Armenian
believers, a cross played the same role as an icon in Byzantine or other
Orthodox churches.

The carved crosses of the Surb Astuncacin Church were once called
“pilgrim’s crosses.”'® Although this designation was made without
further discussion of the matter, it certainly makes sense to focus on
it and to develop this concept, which fits well with the geographical,
national, and social contexts of the church.!” The masters engaged in
the construction of the church, who, according to Michele Bacci’s rea-
sonable conjecture, likely were Palaiologan artists working in Famagusta
for patrons of different nationalities,?® could well have been unfamiliar
with the Armenian tradition of decorating churches with carved crosses
and cross-stones. If the crosses of the Armenian Church are in fact late
medieval pilgrim graffiti, they seem to be represented as living signs of
pilgrims, testifying their visitation and veneration of the church, and
thereby also filling out the ornamental gap of the exterior walls of the
church. Carving these crosses on the church, the pilgrims were con-
sciously or unconsciously signaling to other “viewers that the place was
an active and effective venue for Christian prayer.”?! That the Armenian
Church was a pilgrimage site is manifested in Pope Clement V’s appeal
from August 1311, by which he appeals to pilgrims to visit the Armenian
Church of Famagusta, which, as a result, would reduce poverty of the
local clergy.?? In order to incite pilgrims to visit the church, remis-
sion of penances was even promised them for one year and a hundred
days.?® The further circumstances show that the financial situation of
the Armenian clergy did not improve much, but one thing is certain: if
the (re)opening of the church increased pilgrim visitations, those could
have resulted in the crosses observed on the outside walls. We must also
pay attention to the locations of the crosses: they are engraved on the
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western and southern walls of the church, where there are entrances.
According to the Armenian ritual book mastoc’, during the anointment
and consecration ceremony of a new church, the ritual of Drnabac ek’
takes place, which, literally translated, means ritual of “opening of the
doors.”?* During this ceremony, which is manifested in the Canon of
Blessing and Anointing of & New Church,* Psalm 118:19 is read: “Open
for me the gates of the righteous; I will enter and give thanks to the
Lord.” The latter idea is in fact “realizable” only after the consecration
of the church, since a church, which has not yet been anointed with the
holy miwron (chrism), cannot have the same spiritual impact for prayers
as an anointed and blessed church. It is, perhaps, not by accident that
among the carved crosses of the Armenian Church, the consecration cross
is the most widespread one. This type of cross is commonly used to
consecrate a church: in particular, the anointing with chrism is carried
out on these crosses of stone, from which, actually, the name “consecra-
tion cross” originates. Understandably, one cannot be sure whether the
crosses of the Armenian Church, or some of them, were carved for the
church’s consecration ceremony, but any crosses placed at that event
could conceivably subsequently have inspired pilgrims to copy them in
their proximity. Most probably, it was in the beginning of the fourteenth
century that the church was (re)anointed and (re)vitalized by new
Armenian visitors, who from the beginnings of the century had started
to immigrate to Cyprus and especially to Famagusta as a consequence of
Mamluk raids in the Armenian Kingdom of Cilicia. Apparently, with the
growth of the Armenian population in Famagusta, it became necessary
to build, or more likely, to renovate the church, which in former times
may have been part of a monastic complex.?® One may suppose that the
interior was decorated with mural paintings during the same period of
the church’s revitalization.

The drawing or carving of different symbols on the walls of a holy
place was, and still is, a typical custom and behavior of pilgrims. As the
most important Christian symbol, the cross is very common among
pilgrim graffiti, especially in an Armenian Church, where the depic-
tion of crosses is first of all a significant ideological part of the church
decoration. For the Armenians of Famagusta and its surroundings, as a
national and religious minority, the Surb Astuacacin Church was indeed
an important place in the multiethnic and multicultural town, where
“each of the town’s ‘nations’ was accustomed to gather within its own
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church and ... the latter functioned as symbol of interpersonal solidar-
ity.”*” The crosses in question may also have served as specific “identity”
symbols, making the site recognizable for other Armenian believers.?®
However, the Armenian Church is not the only one in Famagusta on
whose walls Armenian believers left traces of their presence. A carved
cross, called “une bizarve croix” by Camille Enlart,?® is found on the
northern facade of the Church of St. Anne, also known as the Maronite
Church, which is located together with the Armenian Church in the
so-called Syrian quarter of the town (Fig. 5.7). Between the arms of the
cross, there is an Armenian inscription which had been mistakenly read
and transcribed as the Greek inscription—*“Jesus Christ, Son of God.”3°

Fig. 5.7 Cross, St. Anne’s Church, north wall, ®Photograph by Allan Langdale
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Fig. 5.8 Cross, land castle of Korikos (Kizkalesi), °Photograph by Hrair Hawk
Khatcherian

The correct transcription is: “Tér Astuac, Yisus K'ristos,” or “Christ
God, Jesus Christ.” The form of the cross resembles to some extent the
aforementioned cross found in Korikos, but the latter is simpler in its
design (Fig. 5.8).

Finally, the crosses on the Church of the Holy Mother of God in
Famagusta show an interesting parallel with the Armenian pilgrim graffiti
carved on many walls and piers of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, espe-
cially on those of the Chapel of Saint Helena. These depict almost exclu-
sively crosses, occasionally with accompanying inscriptions, sometimes
covering entire wall surfaces (Fig. 5.9). As we can clearly see here, graffiti
in sacred spaces can attract other graffiti, encouraging pilgrims to copy
the gesture “of joining the ranks of those who had gone before in seeking
divine assistance at that place.”®! If the Armenian Church in Famagusta
had been active continuously, without the enforced pauses that frequently
appeared in the course of its history, it might have attracted and gathered
more pilgrims into its holy environs.
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Fig. 5.9 Armenian graffiti carved on the stairway wall of the Chapel of St.
Helena, Holy Sepulchre, Jerusalem, °Photograph by Hrair Hawk Khatcherian
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