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Dickran Kouymjian is the Haig and Isabel Berberian Professor Emeritus of Armenian 
Studies at California State University in Fresno. Professor Kouymjian earned his B.A. in 
European Studies form the University of Wisconsin, Madison, and M.A. in Arab Studies from 
the American University of Beirut and a Ph.D. in Armenian Studies from Columbia Universtiy’s 
Department of Near & Middle Eastern Languages and Literatures. He was invited to Fresno 
in 1977 to establish a new Program in Armenian Studies at California State University and 
served there since 1988 as the first incumbent of the Haig & Isabel Berberian Endowed Chair 
of Armenian Studies at Fresno State. Some of Professor Kouymjian’s publications he authored 
or co-authored include, Preface, Lost Landscapes, Helen Sheehan, Armenian Family Stories 
and Lost Landscapes – Ermeni Aile Öyküleri ve Kayip Mekanlar, exhibition catalogue, 14 January 
– 8 February 2015, Istanbul: Depo, 2015, pp. 6-9, 80; Préface, Haroutioun Khatchatrian 
and Michel Basmadjian, L’art des khatchkars. Les pierres à croix arméniennes d’Ispahan et de 
Jérusalem, Paris: Geuthner, 2014, pp. 5-8; The Role of Armenian Potters of Kutahia in the 
Ottoman Ceramic Industry, Richard Hovannisian, ed., Armenian Communities in Asia Minor, 
vol. 13, Historic Armenian Cities and Provinces, Costa Mesa: Mazda Publishers, 2014, pp. 
107-130; Between Amsterdam and Constantinople: The Impact of Printing on Armenian 
Culture, Die Kunst der Armenier im Östlichen Europa, Marina Dmitrieva and Balint Kovacs, 
eds., Köln-Weimar-Vienna: Böhlau Verlag, 2014, pp. 19-26, pls. 1-2; The Archeology of the 
Armenian Manuscript: Codicology, Paleography and Beyond, Valentine Calzolari, ed., with 
the collaboration of Michael Stone, Armenian Philology in the Modern Era: From Manuscript to 
Digital Text, Leiden: Brill, 2014, pp. 5-22; Notes on Armenian Codicology, Part 2, Armenian 
Paleography: Dating the Major Scripts, Comparative Oriental Manuscript Studies Newsletter, no. 
6 (July 2013), pp. 22-28; Notes on Armenian Codicology, Part 1, Statistics based Surveys of 
Armenian Manuscripts, Comparative Oriental Manuscript Studies Newsletter no. 4, July 2012, 
pp. 18-23; Armenian Medieval Illumination. Armenia: Imprints of a Civilization. Gabriella 
Uluhogian, Boghos Levon Zekiyan, Vartan Karapetian, eds., Exhibition on the Occasion of 
the Fifth Centenary of Armenian Printing, Venice, Correr, 14 Dec-10 April 2012, Milan: Skira, 
2011, pp. 91-97. Italian, English, French editions; The Crime Against Cultural Heritage and 
Heritage Memory: The Question of Abondened Property, The Crime of Genocide: Prevention, 
Condemnation and Elimination of Consequences, ed. Aram Harutyunyan, Erevan: Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, 2011, pp. 178-186.
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The Armenian Manuscript Tradition under Ottoman Rule* 

Armenia was only conquered by the Ottoman Empire in the first quarter of the 16th century. 
While it is true that the lowest point in the history of Armenian manuscript production was in the 
first half of that century, the cause was the destruction and insecurity resulting from the Turkish 
invasions and occupation. By the second half of the century, manuscript copying had begun to 
accelerate again, which is clearly visible graphically. The production of Armenian manuscripts 
peaked in the 17th century, especially the second part of it, with a sharp decline occurring in the 
18th century when printed Armenian books finally became cheaper or more costeffective than 
exploiting the free work of monkscribes in monasteries. 

uring the Ottoman era, scribes continued copying texts almost without interruption, both in 
the monastic centres in the northeast and in the vast Armenian diaspora – the Crimea, Central 
Europe and Iran, in other words. With no Armenian state or government after the end of the 14th 
century, it was the Armenian Church and its monasteries that served as centres of learning and book 
production. Although the over whelming majority of Armenians lived under Ottoman rule, there 
was little hindrance of the development of writing and copying since Armenians were accepted 
as one of the three nonMuslim populations of the Empire tolerated from the very beginning, the 
other two being the Orthodox Christians and the Jews. During this period, though not necessarily 
under the Ottomans as many of the localities where copying was carried out were not part of the 
sultan’s domains, monaster ies were responsible for producing the vast majority of texts. The most 
important of these scribal centres were located in or near Bitlis, Erzurum, Muş and Constantinople 
in presentday Turkey, Datev, Haghbat, Sanahin and Etchmiadzin in present day Armenia, and in 
diasporic centres elsewhere. 

Throughout the period in which manuscripts were written and copied, namely from the 5th 
to the 19th century, only the Armenian alphabet was used. It was invented in part to render the 
Gospels in the vernacular shortly after the Armenians’ conversion to Christianity in the 4th cen tury. 
Armenian letters, however, were often used to write other languages, – Kipchak Turkish, Ottoman 
Turkish and Kurdish, for example – because of their flexibility and the great variety of sounds the 
39 letters could represent. 

One example is the exhibit Ms. or. oct. 342 from the Berlin State Library – Prussian Cultural 
Heritage, Oriental Depart ment, a codex in ArmenoTurkish (Turkish in the Armenian script) with 
the legend of Saint John Chrysostom, originating from the 19th century (Figure 1). 

Unlike the situation in Europe, where manuscript copy ing and production moved out of the 
monastic environment, at least in part, in the Armenian experience, the priesthood remained 
responsible for the copying of texts well after the first Armenian books were printed in the early 
16th century. This continued to be the case until well into the 19th century, in fact, especially in the 
historical Armenian homeland, where printing only caught on in the 18th century. Of the estimated 
30,000 to 35,000 Armenian manuscripts that still exist, the overwhelming majority were copied in 
the 17th and 18th centuries. 
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Armenian printers started working in Venice as early as 1512 and then did so in other localities in 
the West with large Armenian populations. They were among the first to print books in the Ottoman 
Empire, Iran, Arab lands and even some urban localities further west. The major Armenian printing 

centres in the 17th and 18th century were Venice, Vienna, Rome, Constantinople, Amsterdam, 
Isfahan and Madras. Nevertheless, the texts could be read universally because manuscripts and 
printed books used the same Arme nian alphabet and only the classical version of the language, 
somewhat like Latin in Europe before printing in the ver nacular became popular. 

Even though there have not been many studies on this phenomenon, it would seem that printing 
resulted in a dual process: the vast Armenian diaspora both to the east and the west of Armenia 
profited from the print revolution, while the central heartland of Armenia – deprived of urbanisation 
and, thus, such modern crafts as the mass production of books – did not. 

In terms of reading habits and the use of the written word, the introduction of printing does not 
seem to have felt like a dramatic revolution. Manuscript copying remained import ant until the mass 
production of texts substantially reduced the price per copy. There are cases in the 18th century, 
for instance, when those few secular individuals who could af ford to have private libraries added 
manuscripts and print ed books to them at the same time, even casually binding together works 
similar in nature, one text handwritten, the other printed. As in most traditions, the copying of

Figure 1: Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - Ottoman Empire, 19th century, Armeno-Turkish. The legend of 
Saint John Chrysostom.
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religious texts continued much longer than secular ones – often a cen tury or two longer, in fact, and 
mostly out of reverence. The most popular text to be copied was easily the Four Gospels (Figure 2). 
Monastic scriptoria continued copying them into the 19th century, even though the entire Bible had 
been printed in Amsterdam as early as 1666. And as in all writing trad itions, church decrees, formal 
directives and official docu ments continued to be written by hand. 

The evolution of the Armenian manuscript tradition, its confrontation with printing and its 
ultimate demise seem to have been little affected by central government policies. In this respect, it 
might be closer to the pattern in Europe where printing imposed itself on the manuscript tradition. 
Despite the great distances separating Armenian centres in Asia Minor from diaspora colonies in 
Europe and Persia, the language itself remained the same – classical Armenian with essentially 
the same orthography as that of the 5th century, with a stable alphabet and vocabulary – until the 
late 19th century when regional vernaculars were written and printed. Monastic scriptoria and the 
19thcentury Armenian school system throughout the Empire guaranteed rigorous consist ency 
in the language, although handcopying had become a matter of convenience rather than one of 
necessity by this time. 

Figure 2: Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - West Armenia, late 17th century, Armenian. Four Gospels
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17th-century Armenian miscellany, purchased in Istanbul in 1730 by Père François Sevin. 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Arménien 128.
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Armenian hymnal (Sharagan) manuscript. 
Raşid Efendi Manuscript Library 26789, Kayseri.


