The Armenians in Italy and the Beginning of Printing
Why first Venice? Why third Rome? More generally, why Italy? This is the question one may ask while dealing with the birth of Armenian printing, five centuries ago. As we shall see, the main reason lies in the historic armeno-italian links, by far more ancient and more important than the ones Armenia could have had with any other European people. They date back to the Roman possessions in Asia, later on they were strengthen by the Christianization of Armenia and the subsequent attraction of Rome, and they reached a climax in the Middle Ages when strong commercial ties were established with the Italian merchant cities.       
Armenia and the Roman Empire

The first contact between Armenians and Italians took place during the 1st century B.C. in Asia Minor, when King Tigranes the Great was defeated by Pompey
. Latin literature began to spread various myths concerning Armenia, like the untamable river Araxes recalled in the description of Aeneas’ shield
. One century later, in 66 A.D., according to an agreement between Rome and Persia Tiridates, brother of the Iranian king, had to travel to Rome in order to receive the crown of Armenia from the hands of Nero; he had with him a numerous escort, which might have formed the nucleus of an Armenian settlement in the Eternal City
. In the beginning of the 4th century, one of his descendants, King Tiridates III, imposed Christianity as State religion in Armenia, years before the Roman Empire which took the same path at the end of the century. This religious affinity promoted the exchanges between both States, and when in 387 the Kingdom of Armenia was divided Rome annexed Armenia Minor, the part west of the Euphrates. Latin historiography mentions many Armenian citizens of the Empire, like the famous rhetor Prohaeresios
. Since then, Rome would never stop to attract Armenian travellers, among which the “father of Armenian historiography”, Moses Khorenatsi
. Undoubtedly some of them would have settled in Italy.

Armenians in Italy until the 11th century
During the reconquest of Italy under Emperor Justinian, in the 6th century, the Byzantine army included several Armenian contingents, called Numerus armeniorum. One of its greatest generals, Narses, was himself an Armenian, and in Classis, near the port of Ravenna, there was a district called Armenia
. Armenian settlement increased particularly in Southern Italy and Sicilia, where in 792 Emperor Constantine VI transferred whole populations from the Asiatic province called Armeniakon Theme
; somewhat later, in 885, Emperor Nicephorus Phocas settled Armenians in Calabria
. One finds in Byzantine historiography various Armenians recognizable through their hellenized name, as Mezezios for Mzhezh, Musele for Mushegh, or Symbathicios for Smbatik
. Let us add that Saint Gregory the Illuminator is venerated in Palermo, Naples, and Nardò where part of his relics is supposed to have been brought as soon as the 8th century; his statue still stands on one of the façades of the main square
. A few centuries later, it is in Naples that his skull is said to have been brought, and the San Gregorio Armeno church of that city is decorated by pictures of his life
. It is also in Naples that was discovered in 1742 a lapidary calendar from the 9th century, bearing his name and those of Hripsimê and Gayanê
. There was obviously an important Armenian presence in the main port-city of Campania. In the Adriatic coast, we have a notarial document from Bari bearing an Armenian signature and the date of 990, while an Armenian church, St George, is recorded in the 11th century
.

All these cities are ports. There are two interesting exceptions, both with a church called Santa Maria de Armenis already existing in the 11th century : Matera, where the rupestral church was visited by Pope Urban II in 1092
, and Forenza, a city far from every coast, which is still waiting for a thorough study
. 

In Northern Italy, two isolated evidences from the 11th century might reflect the installation of small monasic communities: a couple of Armenian hermits canonized after their death, who became patrons of their respecive cities, San Simeone in Mantova
 and San Davino in Lucca
. Other saint patrons in Italy are considered as Armenian according to traditions difficult to check. It is the case for Liberio in Ancona, called “son of the king of Armenia” in a manuscript copy of his life
, and, in Florence, for “S. Miniatus rex Erminie” as can be read under his portrait on the superb mosaic in the apse of the church San Miniato al Monte
. Who could be this king of Armenia father of a “Minas”? 
Armenians in Rome 

In Rome, the records of the Latran council of 649 mention a “Monastery of the Armenians” and a “Monastery of the Cilicians”
. The latter was apparently founded by Narses, and on its place stands the actual trappist Abbey of the “Three Fountains”, in the cloister of which one finds two Armenian inscriptions, from 1267 and 1305; this allows us to conjecture a continuous Armenian presence
. An older inscrition, from 1246, was in the Quirinal, now in the Vatican Museums
. Armenians in Rome had a scriptorium no later than 1239
, and a church, San Giacomo degli Armeni, on the spot of the actual St Peter square. After its destruction, the Armenians received in the 16th century the church Santa Maria Egiziaca, former Tempio della Fortuna virile, exchanged in the 19th century for the actual San Biagio church
.

The Cilician period (12th-14th c.)
The situation changed completely in the beginning of the 12th century, with the process of creation of a “Kingdom of Armenia out of Armenia”. The goal was reached in 1198, when the Rubenid prince Leo II became King Leo Ist. Contrary to Greater Armenia, the territorial support of the new kingdom, Cilicia, had a large sea-shore, oriented towards Europe, and the largest part of the Mediterranean trade was in the hands of Italian port-cities, mainly Venice and Genoa. This new deal was obviously to boost armeno-italian relations. Only three years after ascending the throne, King Leo granted a commercial privilege to the Genoese, who had helped him to receive the crown; a few months later it was the turn of the Venitians
. 
The 13th century witnessed the prosperity of many Armenian colonies in the Italian coast, like Ancona
, Venice
, Rimini
, Salerno
, Pisa
, but also in the interior: Pontecurone
, Siena
, Orvieto
 and above all Perugia
. They often possessed a Domus Arminorum [House of the Armenians], which had various purposes: hostel, meeting place,… The process accelerated in the 14th century, when the progressive end of Mongol protection provoked the decadence of the Kingdom and the intensification of Mamluk invasions, hence a rise of the emigration towards lands familiar to the Armenians. Among them there was Italy, but this time mainly interior cities: Padova
, Parma, Florence, Bologna
, Milan
, Faenza
, Asti
. As port-city, apart from Genoa, let us recall Fasioli
 and Taranto, where the church San Andreas de Armenis, mentionned in the 14th century, still exists
. 
These colonies often received gifts or legacies. For instance, in 1253, Venice had benefited of the will of a certain Ziani
, and in 1341 a “Maria Armena” left a will in favour of various Domus Arminorum: Bologna, Perugia, Siena, Genova, Orvieto and Venice
. Before that, in 1308, it was on a piece of land offered by a banker that was set the first stone of the San Bartolomeo degli Armeni church of Genoa
. Inversely, in 1366, the beautiful Carthusian monastery of Calci has been built thanks to the legacy of a rich Armenian merchant from Pisa, Mirantus [latinization of Mihran]
.
After Rome, other Italian cities opened an Armenia scriptorium: Rimini before 1254
, Salerno before 1283
, Perugia before 1301
, Viterbo before 1302
, Mantova before 1335
, Pisa before 1353
, Bologna before 1368
. 
The perception of Armenians in medieval Italian literature
Cecco d’Ascoli wrote in 1326 his poem L’Acerba, where one can read: “Not like Armenians shouting Sorpi, Sorpi”
. Sorpi stands for Sourp, and this shows that Armenian mass celebration was familiar in 14th century Florence. The author was to be tortured and burnt alive the following year. A little bit later, in a novel written by Franco Sacchetti, a monk sells to a pregnant lady from Siena a recipe in order to give birth without any pain, which had been given to him by “two Armenian monks”
. In the next century, Il Burchiello alludes in a sonnet to the music of the “vespers of the Armenians”
, and in the beginning of the 16th Benedetto Varchi wrote: “Whenever one did not understand something, one would say it is the zolfa of the Armenians”
, Armenian being considered as a highly incomprehensible language.      
Another proof of the vitality of this Armenian presence lies in the numerous references to Armenia founded in Leonardo da Vinci’s manuscripts. The most spectacular one, and also the most mysterious, is in his “Armenian Letters” contained in the Codex Atlanticus from 1487, kept in the Biblioteca Ambrosiana of Milan. He writes: “When I found myself in these parts of Armenia”, and on the same page there are other mentions of Western Armenia, of the Taurus range, of the Euphrates. Has Leonardo visited Armenia? Or maybe Cilicia, still called “Armenia” long after the end of the Kingdom? The problem is unsolved, but it is beyond any doubt that Leonardo always showed a great interest towards Armenia
.

After the downfall of the Kingdom (15th-18th c.)
From the 15th century on, and even more the 16th, the medieval wave of immigration began little by little to “italianize”, but this phenomenon did not provoke the disparition of Armenian presence, only a modification of the profile, towards a concentration around three poles. 
As far as the two former main commercial partners of the Kingdom are concerned, we have a manuscript copied and illuminated in Genoa in 1325
 but none from Venice before the 16th century, when the city of San Marco had definitively overshadowed its rival. On the other side, Genoa has never had any Armenian printing-press, while Venice became in 1512 the cradle of Armenian printing
. A couple of centuries later, the settlement of the Mekhitarist Congregation in the island of San Lazzaro confirmed the cultural preponderance of Venice in Italy, and even in Europe
. 
Beside Venice, Rome kept its power of attraction, and in 1584 it became the third Armenian printing city, after Constantinople; its importance increased with the creation, in 1622, of the Congregation Propaganda Fide, essentially aimed at Oriental Christians
. 
Finally, in the 17th century, a new-comer developped quickly: Livorno added itself to these two traditionnal centers of “Armenian Italy”. Its creation was purely commercial, when at the end of the 16th century the silting up of the port of Pisa forced the Grand Dukes of Toscany to find an alternative: they invited Eastern merchants, and particularly Armenians, to settle in Livorno, which rapidly became prosperous, materially as well as culturally
. In 1644 was inaugurated the first Armenian printing-press, the fourth in Italy after Venice, Rome and Milan
. The so-called “Armenian nation” of the port-city had its own consul; consacrated in the beginning of the 18th century, its church has been destroyed by American bombings during World War II.
Each one on a shore of the peninsula, the two Armenian cultural centers of Italy, Venice and Livorno, were strongly tied together. They had also deep relations with a third pole, far away in Iran, founded at the beginning of the 17th century by Armenians of the Araxes valley deported by order of Shah Abbas Ist in the outskirts of his brand new capital, Ispahan
. New Jougha, so called in memory of the city origin of the deportation, became quickly a commercial hinge at the Eurasiatic scale. The wealthy Armenian families had branches in the principal port-cities, and they were adepts of cultural sponsorship, particularly in printing. Such was the case, for instance, with the Mirmanian [Mirman in Italian] and above all the Chahrimanian [Sceriman in Italian], who owned various Venitian palaces, among which the actual Palazzo della regione Veneto
. This way was taking shape, around the triangle Livorno-Venice-New Jougha, a vast network extending from Cadix to Manila, from Amsterdam to St Petersburg, which controlled an important part of the trade between Europe and Asia. The cultural activity of these Joughayetsi is eloquently shown by the list of cities where they founded the first printing press: until the end of the 18th century, New Joulfa in 1638, Livorno in 1644, Amsterdam in 1660, Marseilles in 1672, Madras in 1772, St Petersburg in 1781, Calcutta in 1796. The Indian branches constituted the gem of the Jougha net, and in 1794 Madras became the cradle of Armenian periodic press
.
Claude Mutafian 
               
 
� Strabo, XI 15; Pompeius Trogus, in Justin, XL; Plutarch, in Lucullus, Pompeius; Florus, I 40, II 32; Appian, Syr. 48, Mithr. 71 ff.; Cassius Dio, XXXVI;  Eutropius, VI 10s.


� Propertius, I 9,19, III 12, 8, IV 3, 35; Tibullus, I 5, 36, III 6, 15, III 7, 143; Virgil, Bucolica, V 29, 8, Aeneid, VIII 728; Statius, Silv., I 4,78; Seneca, Nat. Quaest., VI 17, 1; Quintilian, VIII 6, 11.                                                  


� Pliny, Nat. Hist., XXX 17; Tacitus, Annales, XV; Suetonius, Ner., 13; Cassius Dio, LXII f.; Juvenal, VI 550.


� Eunapius, Philostratus and Eunapius, ed. and trans. W. Wright, Cambridge, Mass., 1921, repr. 1998, p. 476-515; Libanius, Letter 278; Julian the Apostate, Letter 31. 


� III, 62.


� Ravenna, Archivio Arcivescovile, Pap. II/2 et III; Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, Pap. Lat. 7; G. Marini, I Papiri Diplomatici, Rome, 1805, p. 147, 169, 187, 311; J.-O. Tjäder, Die nichtliterarischen lateinischen Papyri Italiens, Lund, 1955, p. 358-367; A. Guillou, Régionalisme et indépendance dans l’Empire byzantin, Rome, 1969, p. 148, 156, 158; C. Mutafian (ed.), Roma-Armenia, Rome, 1999 [= RA], p. 198; L. B. Zekiyan, “Le colonie armene del Medio Evo in Italia”, Atti del primo simposio internazionale di arte armena, Venice, 1978 [= LZ], p. 814.           


� Theophanes, Chronography, Leipzig, 1883, p. 469.


� Georgios Monachos Continuatus, Bonn, 1839, p. 392; P. Charanis, The Armenians  in the Byzantine Empire, Lisbon, 1963, p. 16; C. D. Fonseca, “Tra gli Armeni dell’Italia Meridionale”, Atti del primo simposio…, op. cit. [= CF], p. 182.


� Theophanes, op.cit., p. 352; Theophanes Continuatus, III 18, Bonn, 1838, p. 107; Charanis, op.cit., p. 25;  LZ,  p. 827, 830; Monte Casino, Biblioteca Casinense, Reg. Petri Diac. 163, fo 64v; RA, p. 199.


� LZ, p. 825; Id. (ed.), Gli Armeni in Italia, Rome, 1990 [= AI], p. 30.


� D. Gravina, Vita e miracoli di S. Gregorio, Naples, 1655, p. 186; M. Oughourlian, Storia della colonia armena di Livorno, trans. and rev. A. Orengo, Livorno, 1990 [= MO], p. 186; LZ, p. 874.


� H. Delahaye, “Hagiographie napolitaine”, Analecta Bollandiana, 57 (1939), p. 5-64; P. Peteers, “S. Grégoire           l’Illuminateur”, Analecta Bollandiana, 60 (1942), p. 91-128; N. Akinian, “The feasts of St Gregory the Illuminator” (in armenian), Handes Amsorya 61 (1947), col. 600-614; CF, p.187; RA, p. 238.


� F. Nitti de Vito, Codice diplomatico barese, t. IV, Bari, 1900, pp. 8-10, 18; CF, p. 183; RA, p. 200-201.


� LZ, p. 832, n. 69; CF, p. 186-187; L. Rota and al., Matera, storia di una  città, Matera, 1981, p. 152.


� T. Colamarco,  Le carte della chiesa di S. Maria degli Armeni in Forenza, Naples, 1995; G. Mongelli,  Abbazia di Montevergine, Regesto delle Pergamene, t. II, Rome, 1957, p. 32, 34; RA, p. 201.


� Acta Sanctorum, juillet VI, Anvers, 1729, p. 325; P. Golinelli, “La ‘Vita’  di  S. Simeone Monaco”, Studi Medievali, 3a serie, 20, 2 (1979), p. 709-788; MO, p. 187-188; P. Halfter, Das Papsttum und die Armenier, Weimar, 1996, p. 110ff.; RA, p. 241-244.


� Acta Sanctorum, juin I, Antwerpen, 1695, p. 327-328; A. Saminiati, Riflessioni sopra la vita di S. Davino Armeno, Lucca, 1700; Vita di S. Davino Armeno, Lucca, 1899; RA, p. 238-241.


� Bologna,  Biblioteca Universitaria, cod. lat. 23, fo 17; Acta Sanctorum, mai VI, Venice, 1739, p. 73; G. Speciali, Notizie istoriche dè Santi Protettori della città d’Ancona, Venice, 1759, p. 142-159; A. Peruzzi, La chiesa anconitana, Ancona, 1845, p. 23-33; MO, p. 178; LZ, p. 840; RA, p. 244-245.


� Florence, Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana [= BML], ms. Plut. 20, 6, fo 21, Plut. 62,2, fo 12v; Acta Sanctorum, oct. XI, Brussels, 1864, p. 415-432; G. Kaftal, Iconography of the Saints in Tuscan painting, Florence, 1952, p. 744; G.-M. Brocchi, Vite de Santi Beati Fiorentini, t. I, Florence, 1742, p. 17-18; RA, p. 245-248.


� Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, ms. Vat. Gr. 1455 (I), fo 45; J. D. Mansi, Sacrorum conciliorum nova et amplissima collectio, t. X, Florence, 1764, col. 903; Ch.-J. Hefele, Histoire des conciles, trans. H. Leclercq, t. III, Paris, 1909, p. 439; E. P‘êtchigian, “Armenian Remainders and Traces in Italy” (in armenian), Pazmaveb 91 (1933), p. 297; LZ, p. 833 ff.; RA, p. 120.


� Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, ms. Chig. F. IV. 75, f° 8v; G.B. De Rossi, Bolletino di Archeologia cristiana, 7 (1869), p. 89; A. Balgy,  Historia Doctrinae Catholicae inter Armenos, Vienna, 1878, p. 60-61; G. Zucchetti, Il Chronicon di Benedetto, Rome, 1920, p. 32; P‘êtchigian, op.cit., p. 298; LZ, p. 834-835; Monasticon Italiae, t. I, Cesena, 1981, p. 84; RA, p. 198-199, 120, 212. 


� A. Balgian,  History of the Catholic Doctrine among Armenians (in armenian), Vienna, 1878, p. 54-55; P‘êtchigian, op.cit., p. 298-299; RA, p. 212-213.


� RA, p. 212-215.


� RA, p. 336-337.


� Le Trésor des chartes d’Arménie ou Cartulaire de la chancellerie royale des Roupéniens, ed. and trans. Victor Langlois, Venice, 1863, p. 105, 109. 


� M. W. Wojnar, Acta Innocentii PP. IV, Vatican, 1962, p. 119; LZ, p. 863; RA p.207.


� L. Alishan, L’Armeno-Veneto, Venice, 1893, t. I, p. 67-68; A. Hermet, La Venezia degli Armeni, Milan, 1993, p. 37-48; RA, p. 184.


� Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, ms. arménien 112, fo 293; R.H. Kévorkian and A.Ter Stépanian, Manuscrits  arméniens de la Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris, 1998, col. 364; RA, p. 207.


� Artaches Mat‘evosian (ed.), Colophons of Armenian Manuscripts, 13th c. (in armenian), Yerevan, 1984, p. 546; LZ, p. 871.


� F. Luzzati Laganà, “Fondazione e prime vicende del monastero armeno di S. Antonio”,  Ad Limina…, op.cit., p. 129-148; Id., “Aspetti dell’insediamento religioso armeno in Pisa nel Trecento”, Gli Armeni lungo le strade d’Italia, Pisa-Rome, 1998, p. 13-22; Tautu, op.cit., p. 226; LZ, p. 898-900; RA, p. 229-230.


� P. Bertolina, “Gli Armeni a Pontecurone”, Ad Limina Italiae (B. L. Zekiyan, ed.), Venice, 1996, p. 73-95; RA, p. 216-217.


� MO, p. 199; LZ, p. 870.


� M. A. van den Oudenrijn, Linguae Haicanae Scriptores O.P., Bern, 1960, p. 269.


� Mat‘evosian, op.cit., p. 489; LZ, pp. 865-868; RA, p. 207-208, 229.


� RA, p. 221.


� A. Tautu, Acta Ioannis XXII, Vatican, 1952, p. 86-89; RA, p. 219.


� A. Tautu, Acta Clementis PP. VI, Vatican, 1960, p.63; Oudenrijn, op.cit., p. 262; LZ, p. 891; RA, p. 229.


� G. C. Tonduzzi, Historie di Faenza, Faenza, 1675, p. 436; LZ, p. 882.


� RA, p. 228.


� F. Delorme et A.Tautu, Acta Clementis PP. V, Vatican, 1955, p. 102; RA, p. 219.


� CF, p. 185; RA, p. 204.


� RA, p. 184.


� Alichan, L’Armeno Veneto, op.cit., t. II, p. 212-214;  RA, p. 230.


� Delorme-Tautu, Acta Clementis PP. V, op. cit., p. 59; A.C. Scolari, “La Chiesa de S. Bartolomeo”, Atti del primo simposio…, op.cit., p. 641-647; MO, p. 195; Oudenrijn, op.cit., p. 259-262; V. Hovhannesian, “An Armenian church in Genoa” (in armenian), Pazmaveb 116 (1958), p. 175-180; RA, p. 216-218.


� G. Piombanti, La Certosa di Pisa, Livorno, 1884, p. 70-76; L. Carratori, Inventario dell’Archivio della Certosa di Calci, Pisa, 1990, p. 14-15; LZ, p. 900; MO, p. 192-193; Luzzati, Gli Armeni…, op.cit., p. 15-16; RA, p. 233.


� Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, ms. arménien 112, fo 293; Kévorkian-Ter Stépanian, op. cit., col. 364; Mat‘evosian, op. cit., p. 275, Oudenrijn, op. cit., p. 253-254; RA, p. 207.


� Ms. n° 3 of Munich; Oudenrijn, op. cit., p. 268; Mat‘evosian, op. cit., p. 546.


� Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, ms. Vat. Arm. 10; RA, p. 207.


� Jerusalem, Armenian Patriarchate, ms. no 1951; Oudenrijn, op. cit., p. 250.


� Levon Khatchikian (ed.), Colophons of Armenian Manuscripts, 14th c. (in armenian), Yerevan, 1950, p. 272.


� Florence, BML, ms. Plut. 1. 13; Oudenrijn, op. cit., p. 264; RA, p. 229. 


� Erevan, Matenadaran, ms. no 2705; RA, p. 219-220.


� Florence, BML, ms. Plut. 89 Sup 11, fo 85v; G. Boffito, Gli Armeni a Firenze e un  oscuro passo dell’ “Acerba” interpretato, Florence, 1937; L’Acerba, ed. A. Crespi, Florence, 1927, p. 402; RA, p. 233.


� Florence, BML, ms. Plut. 42, 11, p. 632; F. Sacchetti, Il Trecentonovelle, ed. V. Pernicone, Florence, 1946, p. 563; RA, p. 233.


� Florence, BML, ms. Plut. 40, 48, fo 74; RA, p. 233.


� B. Varchi, Opere, t. II, Trieste, 1859, p. 59; G. Richa, Notizie istoriche delle chiese  fiorentine, t. VIII, Florence, 1759, p. 288; MO, p. 204,n. 24; RA, p. 234.


� Leonardo da Vinci, Scritti letterari, Milan, 1997, p. 194-199; J.-P. Richter, The literary works of Leonardo da Vinci, London, 1883, p. 187, 261, 267; Hermet, op. cit., p. 67-72; LZ, p. 924; AI, p. 101; RA, p. 231-232.


� Saint-Petersburg, Hermitage, ms. VZ 834–463; RA, p. 218. 


� R.H. Kévorkian, Catalogue des «incunables» arméniens, Geneva, 1986, p. 23-27; AI, p. 94-97; RA, p. 260-262.


� MO, p. 177-178; AI, p. 40-42; Hermet, op.cit., p. 119-140; RA, p. 267-275.


� Kévorkian, op.cit., p. 153-165; RA, p. 265-267.


� MO; Gli Armeni lungo…, op.cit., p. 23-72, 161-192; L. Paolini, La presenza armena a Livorno, Livorno, 1990; P. Castignoli et L. Frattarelli Fischer,  Le Livornine, Livorno, 1987; RA, p. 295-302.


� Kévorkian, op.cit., p. 32.


� RA, p. 289-293.


� MO, p. 166-174; AI, p. 108-109; Hermet, op.cit., p. 95-118; C. Bonardi, “Gli Sceriman di Venezia”, Ad Limina…, op.cit.,  p. 229-250; Gli Armeni lungo…, op.cit., p. 103-160; RA, p. 302-307.


� C. Mutafian, Arménie, la magie de l’écrit, Paris, 2007, p. 377.





PAGE  
1

