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Typography was not, evidently, adopted in a uniform manner in every cultural area.  Indeed, some resisted it for quite a long time.  Armenia showed early signs of interest in this incomparable tool of knowledge dissemination, but the circumstances in the Middle-East made it nearly impossible for such techniques to develop in the Armenian world, in the Ottoman Empire as in Persia.  For members of the Armenian elite wishing to acquire such techniques, the only solution in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was to exile themselves to Western Europe, where they could produce the printed texts needed by Armenians – though a few unfruitful efforts were made in the East, in Constantinople and Isfahan/New Julfa.     

It was not until the eighteenth century that Armenian printing gained a definitive foothold in the Ottoman Empire, first in Constantinople and then, several decades later, in Armenia.  European production, on the other hand, was able to maintain a certain rhythm, thanks to the Mekhitarist Press, which was founded in 1717 in Venice, on the Isle of San Lazzaro.  For Armenian printing, two centuries of exile in the Western Mediterranean then came to an end.


The trajectory of Armenian typography is unusual, particularly compared to Europe, where printing was taken up primarily by a body of dynamic artisans, in a propitious social environment.  Lacking such favorable socio-economic conditions, Armenians showed incredible tenacity in their effort to gain access to these revolutionary techniques.  And this was made possible thanks to the strict cooperation of the Armenian elite, an alliance between clerics and merchants, which was the determining factor in this saga.


The peculiar status of Armenians in the political context of the Ottoman and Safavid Empires was not, of course, unrelated to the nature of the domains of activity in which the Armenian elite had invested themselves.  The internal organization of these empires, with their traditional division of labor on Islamic soil, all but forced the most enterprising individuals to throw themselves into major international trade or ecclesiastical careers, the only domains in which the most brilliant among them could hope to express their capacities.  Because of their “second-class” status, they were denied access to the empires’ political and militaristic posts.  They thus took advantage of opportunities in commerce, and created Far-East trading posts in Amsterdam.


These merchants were great travelers, polyglots;  they were resilient, sober, “God-fearing” – an expression that perhaps best describes their spiritual universe.  Alongside the religious elite, they gradually became a nonnegligible economic and thus political force in the Ottoman Empire and, moreover, in Persia.  In some respects, they were able to attain a level of influence, through their dealings in commerce, which they had been otherwise officially denied.  Making use of their access to dignitaries of these empires, they even positioned themselves as intermediaries between the Armenian Nation and the sultans, securing privileges from them when they could, though without ever escaping the strict frame reserved for “second-class” subjects.  Yet, this frame established an extremely peculiar internal power structure, which gave those at the top of the religious hierarchy a role as representatives of the nation in the eyes of the Ottoman and Safavid rulers.  Meanwhile, lay-people played a traditional, central role in the affairs of the Church and, by extension, the nation.  Clerics and merchants thus had no choice but to cooperate in the management of the nation’s internal affairs.  It is in this well-defined frame that one must, it seems to me, resituate the Armenian experience in the domain of printing, an experience which can be characterized by the complementarity of these two groups.      


New Julfa therefore merits close examination, for the Armenians from this Armenian district of Isfahan played a crucial role in the typographical saga of the seventeenth century.  The twenty most important merchant families of the district, led by a governor/kalantar who had daily access to the Safavid court, often appointed a candidate of their choosing during the election of the Armenian Catholicoi
.  These latter often came from the seminary of New Julfa’s archdiocese, and were sometimes also members of one of the leading merchant families.  Such was the case for the pioneers of Armenian printing as well;  they were clerics who had been educated in Isfahan and then at a seminary in Ejmiatsin, such as Oskan Yerevantsi
 and Tovmas Vanandetsi
.  From the beginning of the early seventeenth century, these two seminaries were in fact a breeding-ground for talented individuals who fueled Armenian initiatives in the domain of printing.


Though a few isolated initiatives were proposed by Catholicos Mikayel Sebastatsi in the 1560s (together with Abgar Dpir Tokhatetsi in Rome and Venice)
, and by the Catholicos of the Great House of Cilicia, Azaria Sstetsi in the 1580s (with Hovhannes Terzntsi, also in Rome and Venice)
, it was Catholicos Gregory XIII, alias Srapion Ourhayetsi
, elected in 1602 at the behest of the khadja of Julfa –who already held influence in the Persian court -- , who was the real originator of the Armenian typographical program.  In the seventeenth century, almost all initiatives in the domain of printing shared a common source:  the disciples of Srapion Ourhayetsi.  This latter is considered the heart of the then bourgeoning renaissance movement, as he assigned the printed book a fundamental role in the renewal project he preached.  At his request, the cleric Hovannès Angiuratsi attempted to print the Armenian bible in Rome, and then in Venice
.  His disciple, Catholicos Movses III of Tatev (1629-1633), negotiated with Rome, where he was well received, in order to develop an Armenian printing press in the city
.  This project failed, but another disciple, the archbishop of New Julfa, Khatchatur Kesratsi, established a workshop in the Holy Savior’s Monastery, in the heart of the Armenian district – the first Persian printing house –, in 1636
.


Faced with technical difficulties, Khatchatur Kesaratsi sent one of his students, P. Hovannès Jughayetsi, to Livorno, where he both procured necessary materials and acquired skills that had been lacking
.  Another of his disciples, the bishop Oskan Yerevantsi, established a workshop in Amsterdam that was large enough to print the first Armenian edition of the Bible (1666)
.  Tovmas Vanantetsi, Bishop of Goghtn and student of Moves III of Tovev, founded another workshop, equally large as the first, in Amsterdam
, after the death of his fellow student, Oskan Yerevantsi.  This was a homogeneous circle, at the center of which was Srapion Ourhayetsi, and in the background, the complex relationship between the Armenian and Catholic churches.


The movement initiated by the Armenian Catholicos also received support in the form of space.  For example, the Patriarch of Constantinople offered Abgar Dpir Tokhatetsi space in the outbuildings of the Surp Nigogayos church when he moved his press from Venice in 1567
.  The presses founded by Bishop Khatchatur Kersaratsi, in 1636
, and Agheksander Jughayetsi, in 1686
, were both housed in the Holy Savior’s Monastery in New Julfa.  Similarly, in the early eighteenth century, Grigor Marzvantsi and Sargis Dpir’s presses could be found in a space adjacent to the Surp Asdvadzadzin Church
, which is to say, to the Armenian Patriarchate of Constantinople.


Now, quite clearly, the appearance of Armenian cleric-printers in some of Europe’s great ports, notably, in the Mediterranean, Venice, Livorno, Marseille, and Amsterdam, cannot be dissociated from the presence of Armenian merchant colonies in these same cities.  Cleric-typographers settled in centers that had already been structured according to a well-established model:  the colonies had a church, with its parsonage and an “Armenian house”, where traveling Armenians, notably merchants, could stay.  With their secular priest – tied to the archdiocese of Smyrna
 – and a civil administrator –  recruited by the merchants –, these Armenian centers were also home to presses created by Armenian clerics, and were probably provided necessary logistical support.


Let us consider the most emblematic example, the Soorp Khatch Church – located in the Armenian quarter of Venice, near Ferrali Bridge –, which housed every press created in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.  Mkhitar of Sebaste, founder of the Mekhitarist Order, inherited some of the typographical material that Hakob Meghapart, Gaspar Chehrimanian, and Nahapet Aguletsi left in the church (still can be seen in San Lazzaro)
.


Similarly, the presence of approximately three hundred Armenian merchants in Livorno
 undoubtedly bore on Oskan Yerevantsi’s decision to settle and found his printing press in this Tuscan port, where he was nevertheless forced to endure Roman censorship.


In Marseille, where four hundred Armenian merchants were settled in 1670-1680
, the same bishop Oskan took advantage of the goodwill of “Melchion de Nazar”, who originated from New Julfa, and was head of the Armenian colony from 1669 to 1692
.  Through him, the cleric was able to resolve issues with the local authorities, namely with the Chamber of Commerce of Marseille, which played a central economic and political role.  In 1672
, Melchion de Nazar even offered the bishop-printer a sum of 1,500 gold pounds to cover expenses related to the installation of the Armenian printing press and its transfer from Livorno to Marseille, a move to escape Roman censorship.


By 1660, the year when the Surb Ejmiatsin and Surb Sargis Zoravar Printing Press was founded, no less than sixty Armenian businesses had been established in Amsterdam.  They were, for the most part, operated by merchants from Smyrna and New Julfa
.  Earlier, the community had procured a church, the annex buildings of which naturally lent themselves to the Ejmiatsin catholicosate’s press.  Obviously, the production of the first edition of the Armenian Bible received massive support from the city’s merchants, who were themselves directly associated with the project.  One also cannot ignore the extent to which these merchants, who were well-received in Dutch circles of power, facilitated the procurement of necessary permits for the creation of the press.  They even blocked efforts on the part of the Apostilic Nuncio to squelch the impression of the Armenian Bible, which did not conform to the vulgate.


This Armenian saga in Europe cannot, however, be reduced to the acquisition of typographical techniques.  During their travels, cleric-printers and merchants encountered post-Renaissance Europe, and were undoubtedly influenced by its lifestyle and thought, by the new perspectives it had to offer.  They were attentive to the kinds of lessons and examples they could take from this creative Europe at the height of intellectual ferment, as is exemplified by the efforts of the merchant Nahapet Agouletsi, who established a printing press in Venice and had the Psalms Commentaries translated into modern Armenian “for his spiritual needs” and “to enjoy, like my French colleagues, the comfort of religion in an accessible language”.   The numerous translations and adaptations of Latin works by Armenian clerics during this period are indicative of what Srapion Ourhayetsi’s disciples saw as an act of faith, namely:  en effort to acquire elements from Europe for the sake of an Armenian renaissance.


These great traveling merchants were not immune to the charms of La Serenissima, as some of the architectural and decorative features in the palaces of the khodja in New Julfa show.  Indeed, interiors in the heart of the Safavid Empire undeniably recall the Venetian Renaissance.  Similarly, the Armenian clerics who traveled to Europe were not unaffected by the theological mutations they observed in Italy and France.

The Distribution of the Printed Book:  Booksellers and Colporteurs


In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, books, which were primarily printed in Europe, were distributed through religious networks, with priests acting as intermediaries. The eighteenth century saw a shift in this practice.  In Constantinople, the work of the bookseller, the printer, and even the editor was done by one person.  Sometimes an author would collaborate with a printer and share the initial investment costs, and thereby take a direct interest in the anticipated benefits.  Such was the case, for example, of the professor Paghtasar Dpir, an accomplished writer and philologist, who worked for over twenty years with the printer Hovhannès Astvacaturian.


 But it was the colporteur who appears to have been the most effective book distributor, reaching a wide readership as he created his network.  Traveling by mule, colporteurs went from village to village peddling, between fabric remnants and sewing kits direct from London or Amsterdam, a variety of books published in Venice, Constantinople, Moscow, and Calcutta.  These small retail businesses were able to reach even the most isolated of places.  In fact, colporteurs and priests split the task of book distribution more or less equally:  the former sold books for amusement, tales, riddles, almanacs, adventure novels;  the latter distributed missals, Psalters, hymnals, books of hours, and other evangelical texts or bibles in Armenian.


The system of distribution and commercialization that was established by the Mekhitarist monks – who were by far the most prominent publishers of the period – is the best known to us today, thanks to their rich archives.


Though it was founded by a native of Sebaste, between the eighteenth and late nineteenth centuries, the Armenian company recruited eighty percent of its members from Armenian circles in Istanbul.  And often, it was the parents of these same monks who would take charge of the commercialization in the Ottoman capital of books published in Venice.  They received large quantities of books delivered from Venice on boat, which they would then redistribute to retail booksellers.  They even saw to paying invoices and to dispatching monies collected to Venice, through bills of exchange.  
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