
2.5. The Khachkar or Cross-Stone 
Hamlet Petrosyan 

The khachkar, or cross-stone, is a memorial 
stone unique to Armenia. It is a free-standing, 
upright, rectangular stone slab that is elaborately 
carved in a deep bas-relief on the side facing 
west. A cross is carved in the center of the stone 

against a background of vegetal and interlaced 
geometri'c motifs. Examples of this monument 
range in size from 5 to 10 feet (1.5-3 m) in 

height, from 20 to 40 inches (0.5-1 m) in width, 
and from 4 to 12 inches (0.1-0J m) in thick-

ｮ･ｳｾＮ＠ They are found in various sizes and designs 
throughout the Highland: in ancient settle-
ments and cemeteries (see Plate 2.5.1), at cross-

_ roads" .on mountain ledges, by springs and 
｢ｾｩ､ｧ･ｳＬ＠ and near monasteries. They are also 
found in: other countries of the region, by the 
roads Armenians have traveled, and in the 
place;s they sought sanctuary in the Middle Ages 

during tiI?es of trouble: Georgia, Aghvank or 
Caucasian Albania (now northern Azerbaijan), 
the Northern Caucasus, Crimea, Moldova, and 

the Carpathian Mountains. 
Cross-stones first appeared in the 9th cen-

tury AD and were continuously produced until 
late in the 18th century, having reached their 
aesthetic peak as a form of stone carving in the 

12th and 13th centuries, when all Armenian 
cultural life was fl ourishing. Following a hiatus 
during the last two hundred years, they have 
begun to reappear late in the 20th century. This 
monument represents the final phase in the evo-
luti on of the stone stele in the Highland that 
had had its beginning in the megaliths of the 
2nd millennium Be. 

The cultural origins of the khachkar lie in 

events of the 4th through 7th centuries, when 
Christianity was struggling to take hold in Ar-
menia. Early in the 4th century, following his 

. • baptism into the Christian faith, King Trdat 
(Tiridates) had ordered his troops to destroy all 

pagan sanctuaries in the kingdom and to raise 
crosses over their ruins as signs of the new faith, 
forcing the populace to abandon its cherished 
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beliefs for new and strange ones. Needless to say, 
these measures met resistance, and it became 
clear that new strategies and new forms of com-
munication would have to be found for Chris-
tianity to succeed. (This was true throughout 

the Hellenized world, wherever Christianity was 
beginning to take root among the largely illit er-
ate populations.) 

As early as the -5th century, the Armenian 
Church began portraying its message in a novel 

way, through pictorial images engraved on stone 
stelae-the familiar four-sided stone monu-
ments that had been used by earlier civili zations 
to extol the feats of war, the deeds of rulers, and 
various legends. The early Christian stele topped 

by a cross, which sometimes reached nearly 34 
feet (10m) in height, was used to illustrate Bible 

stories and figures and other tales (see Figure 
2.5.1), such as-the dramatic myth of the Arme-
nian adoption of Christianity (in which the 

king temporaril y becomes a boar) or legends of 
princes and feudal families who had come to the 
faith. These visual images played the same role 

for illiterate people as books did for the lit erate. 
The question still remained of how to com-

prehensibly present to followers the idea of sal-
vation through the Lord's Crucifixion. Under-
standing the psychology of their people, the 
priests realized that new believers would not be 
inspired by the image of a god being tortured on 
a cross and, wisely, did not depict the Crucifixion 

on stelae, or anywhere else, until many centuries 
later. In fact, the image of Christ on the cross 

seems to have appeared for the first t ime in Ar-
menian art in 11 th-century miniature paintings 
and 13th-century cross-stone carvings (Hovsep-
ian 1987: 52; Azarian 1975: 72-73). In the early 
Christian period in Armenia, Syria, and Byzan-
tium, instead of the Crucifi xion, the scene of 

Abraham sacrificing the lamb appeared most 
commonly on the stelae. 

The simple, unadorned cross, made of vari-
ous materials, had arrived in the region earl y in 



PLATE 2.5.1 The medieval 

cemetery in N oratll s 

(Gegharkunik). It is said 

that invading troops fl ed 

when legendary Kin g 

Gegham dressed these 

khachkars as warriors. Photo 

by Sam Sweezy. 
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the spread of the new faith as the fundamental 
symbol of Christianity, and it continued to be 
used. However, it was too abstract to convey the 
"salvation" meaning of His death and resurrec-

t ion to a people new to the faith. Neophyte 
Christians were indifferent to the cross at fir st, as 
can be gathered from their reaction when Nune 
(a companion of St. Hripsime) erected one in 
Georgia: "When people climbed the hill and 
saw that the cross was made of hewn wood by 

unskillful hands, many of them disdained it , say-
ing that their forests are full of such wood, and 
went away" (Khorenatsi 1913: 233). 

Slowly, the Church found a way to draw 
people to the cross; that way, quite simply, in-

volved incorporating famili ar symbols of Arme-
nian culture into the new worldview (see 'The 
World as a Garden" in this chapter) . Priests 

began to speak of the cross as an all -bearing tree 
sheltering the whole earth or as a winepress on 
which divine grapes were pressed. C raftsmen 
carved those images in stone, and illuminators 
painted them to illustrate books. Simil ar to the 

old legends in which relics had performed heroic 
deeds and then found refuge inside a rock, tales 

were now told in which the cross acted hero-
icall y before merging into the stone stele-a 
story theme that may provide clues to the origin 
of the cross-stone (Sahakian 1994: 214-237). 

Motifs from the concept of a "world as a 
garden," which had long been embedded in the 

Armenian consciousness, now became associ-
ated with the cross, and arti sans of the early 
Christian period created a pictori al arsenal of 
vegetal and geometric motifs with which to sur-
round the cross that have remained part of Ar-
menian iconography ever since. The cross itself, 
originall y a square shape with four equall y long 

anns, began to lengthen and was transformed 
into a fruit -bearing tree rising from and covering 
the whole earth, with pomegranates and clusters 
of grapes decorating its upper region. The com-
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bination of the old and new symbols appeared 
enticingly ali ve and inviting.l 

Ideas and stories of Christianity were thus 
brought to the Armenian people by writers, arti -
sans, and preachers during the 5th through 7th 
centuries in ways that encouraged them to ac-
cept the new reli gion, an encouragement that 
was constantly reinforced by threats from both 

Church and State of severe punishment fo r any 
evidence of pagan worship. While the cross re-



FIGURE 2.5.1 Early medieval 

four-sided stele from Talin 

(Aragatzotn),5th-6th 

centuries, 60 inches (150 

em) by 16 inches (40 em) by 

16 inches (40 em). The 

lower relief shows Daniel in 

the lion's den. Courtesy of 

the State Museum of the 

History of Armenia. Photo by 

Zaven Khachikyan. 
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mained only one of many decorative details 
carved on the stele monuments or church walls 
and lintels for several centuries, the composi-

tion surrounding it had been fully elaborated by 
the 7th century. The final step in its evolution-
requiring a conceptual leap-was for the cross in 
the stone to become a separate entity. This step, 
however, was interrupted by the Arab invasion 
of the 7th century and the subsequent religious 
intolerance with which they ruled over the next 

. two centuries. 

When the khachkar came into existence as a 
separate stone, it abandoned the circular orien-
tation of the earlier stele monument-with its 

engravings op all sides-to establish, instead, a 
vector-like character toward the powerful im-

ages carved on only one flat surface of the stone. 
The details, now visible at eye level, made pos-
sible a more direct,' ー･ｾｳｯｮ｡ｬ＠ communic9-tion be-

tween the ｢･ｬｩｾｶ･ｲ＠ and God. The popular term 
"cross-stone" captured the essence of the new 
monument. 

The earliest evidence presently known of 
the use o(the term khachkar is on a cross-stone 

inscription of AD 1182 at Dadivank monastery 
in Artsakh (Divan hay vimagrutyan 1982: 198). 

Other inscriptions refer to the stone cross as the 
"holy sign" or "holy cross," and Church docu-
ments refer to the independent cross form as 
abstracted from the stone. The populace, how-
ever, considered the cross to be one with the 
stone, as the name implies. The khachkar, hav-

ing been the culmination of an art form devel-
oped in order to reach the masses, was now taken 
over by the masses as their own, and many stones 
were quarried, carved, and raised at the request 
of citizens as well as by the official Church. The 
soft local stone was relatively easy to carve, the 

design conventions were visible everywhere, 
and, over the centuries, many carvers rose to a 
full mastery of the medium. 

Khachkars were raised for a variety of reasons, 
some of which were inscribed on the stones 

themselves as a spiritual echo of a significant 
event: the construction of a church, a bridge, or 
a canal; a military victory or the support of a 
charity; sometimes a personal achievement, a 
misfortune, or a death (A. Shahinian 1984: 51-
66). While a stone was thus commemorative, 
the words inscribed on behalf of its sponsor indi-
cated that the stone was perceived to be a "Book 

of Life" for its patron, to be read on Judgment 
Day, and that nothing less than the ete,rnal sal-
vation of the soul was anticipated in exchange 
for i).aving raised it. Indeed, the flat rectangular 
stone resembled a book, and its inscriptions were 

similar to those of the colophon of the medieval 
manuscripts.2 

Many khachkar inscriptions expressed the 
general religious yearnings of the people. One 
indicated that the person erecting a cross-stone 
hoped that others of the community or passers-
by would revere his monument; on another it 
was written, "Worship the holy sign and also 

remember me in your prayers"; and in an illumi-
nated manuscript, a scribe asked that his book 
be kept open constantly so others could read it . 
Devout Armenians of this period, not content 
to create only new monuments to the Christian 
faith, engraved crosses on the vishaps, the an-
cient dragon stones (Figure 2.5.2), and on Urar-

tian-inscribed monuments as well, in order to 
transform them into cross-stones. 

Over the course of time, particular cross-
stones came to be considered as "saints," and 
people believed that a khachkar "saint" could 
stop a cataclysm, heal a disease, or fulfill a wish. 
The "Cross of Fury" was believed to calm divine 
anger and, thereby, avert drought, hail, earth-
quakes, and epidemics (Srvandztyants 1978: 80-
81), while the "St. Gevorg" stones were believed 

to make warriors brave and invincible and the 
"St. Sargis" stones to assure happiness to lovers 



(A. Shahinian 1984: 62). In the Lori region of 
Armenia, a smith may still be asked to make a 
small iron fi gure representing an ailin g person 
that can be placed at the base of a powerful cross-
stone in the hope that the "saint" of the stone 
will take the sick person's illn ess upon himself 
(see Figure 6.1.10 of "The Blacksmith"). Some 

tombstones are currently famous for their abilit y 
to rid a person of fear (see Plate 2.5.2). Simil ar 

beliefs are discussed in "Clay" in Chapter 4. 

The elaborate overall composit ion of the 
khachkar is framed by an outline carved near the 
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edges of the stone slab, which is sometimes 
arched at the top. The form of the cross in the 
center provides a quiet focus, as it stands above 
the "profane" space and below the "sacred" space 

in the triparti te compositi on. The cross is bal-
anced triumphantly above a triangle (often 
stepped), representing the hill of Calvary (Fig-
ure 2.5.3) or above a pagan "winged" rosette 
(Figure 2.5.4) in the lower "profane" space, the 

presence of which may be an affirm ation of the 
victory of Christianity over paganism.) In the 

sacred space directly above the cross, there may 
be a pair of birds facing each other (as seen in 

F IGURE 2.5.2 Ancienr pagan 

vishap monuments 

transformed into khachkars 

by carving in 1001 and 

1199, Ulgyur monastery 

(Vayots Dzor). Photo by Sam 

Sweezy. 



PLATE 2.5.2 Tombsmne in 

the cemetery of Gavar 

(Gegharkunik), 19th 

century. Broken glass 

indicates the grave's ritual 

use in ridding a person of 

fear. For this rite, it was 

necessary for the deceased to 

have been struck by 

li ghtning or killed by a 

weapon. Photo b), Sam 

Sweezy. 
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Figure 2.5.3), a sun and moon, or sometimes the 
heads of Christ and a saint. Clusters of grapes or 
pomegranates usually hang down from the top of 
the khachkar's carving to the hori zontal bars of 

the cross. 
The area on either side of the cross is tex-

tured by various carved wicker- or lace-like pat-
terns that connect all the detail s to one another 
and to the cross. These endless delicate lines 

provide an energy in the compositi on , which-
in its overall structure- stresses verticalit y and 
has the appearance of "growing upward." In-
scri ptions on the stones often refer to the medi-
ating role of the cross between the believer and 
God, and here the sacred and profane spaces are 

linked by the cross, a universal symbol of media-
tion . The most abstract layer of meaning in 
the compositi on is its tri partite division, which 
makes the khachkar an Armenian model of the 
universal Cosmic Tree. 

In a reference to prehistori c mythology, the 
cross was often perceived as a weapon used to 

conquer the forces of evil , as symboli zed by ser-
pents; in some cross-stone inscriptions, the cross 
was call ed an "all-conquering weapon." St. Greg-
ory saw Christ in the form of a heavenly smith 
conquering the serpent-dragons of the under-
world ; in a miniature painting portraying His 

baptism, Christ is the conqueror standing above 
the dragon , as seen in Figure 6.2.3 of "Festival 

and Feast." In the khachkar compositi on , the 
cross sometimes stands triumphantly upon the 
spiral decoration that resembles a coil ed snake 
with a broken back-the conquered serpent-
dragon of the underworld-above the rosette or 

triangle.4 

Since the middle of the 13th century, the 
Armenian Church has tried to "re-Christianize" 

the cross-stone into a monument representing 
only the Crucifixion , and for this purpose, the 
Church created Amenaprkich, "all- savior" cross-
stones (see Figure 2.5.5). In these carvings, the 
luxurious vegetal background of the classical 

Petrosyan 66 



FIG URE 2.5.3 (OPPOSITE) Khachkar from Garni, 12th century, with the cross above a 

tri angle. Now located in the yard of St. Gayane Church in Echmiadzin. Photo by Sam 

Sweezy. 

F IGURE 2.5.4 (ABOVE) Main entrance to the chapel of Gri gor the Enlightener in the 

Goshavank or Nor Gctik monastery complex (Tavll sh), 1237-1241, with a khachkar 

carved in 1291 by master Poghos, wi th the cross above a rosette. Photo by Sam Sweezy. 
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cross-stone is retained, but the cross has lost its 
tree-like decoration and becomes a Crucifixion 
cross with Christ hanging on the gallows. 
Though these "all-savior" cross-stones are out-

standing as sculpture, they have never achieved 
popularity. 

With the general decline of Armenian cul-
ture triggered by the Mongol invasions in the 
13th century, the art of the khachkar fell into 

decay. The stones were no longer raised in differ-
ent places and for different occasions, but were 
erected, instead, mainly in cemeteries as memo-
rials to the dead. During the 15th and 16th 
centuries, parts of the cross-stone composition 

were transferred to the massive horizontal grave-
stone that came into use. Figures relating to the 
life of the deceased were carved on one side 
of this stone (see, for example, Plate 6.3.1 of 
"The Call of Zurna" and Figure 6.1.9 of "The 
Blacksmith"). Small crosses, often surrounded 

by .compositional elements of the traditional 
khachkar, were carved on the other side. After a 
long period of relatively little use, the khachkar 
was raised again as a gravestone in the 1960s, 
when new cross-stone cemeteries (see Figure 
2.5.6) were laid out next to old ones (see Plate 
2.5.1). However, in the fervent nationalism of 

the 1990s, the monuments became increasingly 
popular and were used once more as memorial 
stelae, usually placed near springs but raised in 

other places, as well. 
The government of the Republic of Armenia 

now gives the khachkar as a gift of state, and 
craftsmen sell tiny versions made of stone, clay, 
or wood as souvenirs. Contemporary carvers of-
ten interpret the cross-stone composition in-
novatively: while some attempt to recover the 
"ideal" composition (as in Figure 2.S.7)-an 
"ideal" hardly to be found among classical cross-
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stones-others are changing the form of the 
classical stone altogether (see Figure 2.S.8). 
Thus, the search for the essence of the khachkar 
continues, and it is difficult to foresee where 
such inventions will lead. The Christian cross 
started its march in Armenia as a sign of victory 
and new life and came to its end in the tomb-
stone, as a sign of death. Today, the khachkar is 
trying to free itself from the limitations of this 

morbid image. 



FIGURE 2.5.5 (OPPOSITE) An 

AmenalJrkich ("all -savior") 

khachkar, dated 1273 from 

the Haghpat monastery 

(Lori ). Phoro by Sam Sweezy. 

FIG URE 2.5.6 (ABOVE) A 

modern cemetery in Noratus 

(Gegharkunik) . Phoro by 

Sam Sweezy. 
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F IGURE 2.5.7 (LEFT) Modern attempt to realize an "ideal" 

khachkar monument in Yerevan Central cemetery. Photo by 

Sam Sweezy. 

FIG URE 2.5.8 (RI G HT) A modern non-traditional khachkar in 

Yerevan Central cemetery. Photo by Sam Sweezy. 



"Peter" ("Peter" means "rock" in Greek), and so the 
English verse "Thou art Peter and upon this rock I 
will build my church" reads in Armenian, simply, 
"Thou art the rock and upon this rock I will build my 
church." 

2.4. Writing and the Book 

1. Mesrop Mashtots, revered as a saint in the 
Armenian Church, was born in AD 361 in the prov, 
ince of Taron. He mastered Greek, Syriac, Persian, 
and other languages, served as royal secretary at the 
capital city of Vag harsha pat (Echmiadzin), and later 
entered the Church and preached around Armenia. 
He invented Armenian letters apparently to trans' 
late the Bible. The Armenian alphabet was com, 
pleted in Samosata in about AD 405, and he and his 
disciples went on to create additional alphabets for 
the Georgian and Caucasian Albanian languages. 
Mashtots died in 440 and is buried in the church in 
Oshakan, near Echmiadzin (Burney and Lang 1972: 
229). [American editor} 

2. The Mush Menologium, written in 1200-1202, 
is the largest known Armenian book, weighing about 
62 pounds (28 kilos), with page sizes of 2811 by 1411 (71 
by 35 centimeters). To save this book during the 
Turkish Genocide of 1915, two sisters living in West, 
ern Armenia split it in half and carried away the two 
parts on their shoulders; when they could no longer 
carry it, they buried one part in the yard of the Erzrum 
church, split the other part into two halves, and 
carried them to Echmiadzin. Later, a Russian army 
officer discovered the buried part of the book and had 
it taken to Echmiadzin, where the two halves were 
rejoined. This book is now deposited in the Matena, 
daran. 

3. Our only source of information about this pen 
are the quoted words of the scribe and a loose sche, 
matic drawing. 

4. Even now, this predictor of death is widely used 
in Armenian curses, such as "Let Grogh take you," or 
"[Go to] the Grogh's bosom." 

5. In a related example, the legendary King Vagh, 
arshak used the power of writing to keep his rule just: 

And he appointed one scri be to note good 
reminiscences and the other to note evil 
ones. The writer of good reminiscences is 
charged with reminding the king of truth 
and of his humanity each time he gets all.' 
gry or issues unjust orders. (Khorenatsi 
1913,117) 
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6. Apart from the Gospels, the most respected 
book and the one most likely to have been cherished 
as a "saint" of the home was "The Book of Lamentk 
tions" by the lOth,century poet Grigor Narekatsi. It 
was used as a prayer book and was called simply 
Narek, after its author. 

7. Matenadaran means, literally, "reposirory of 
books." 

2.5. The Khachkar or Cross-Stone 

1. Animals and humans were not usually part of 
the arsenal of Armenian iconographic -images, but 
this should not be construed as a rejection by the 
Church of figurative art; medieval miniature paint, 
ings are filled with both human and animal figures. 
Human images were occasionally carved on the khach, 
kars in the area below the cross, especially in Artsakh 
(for relief images found in Artsakh cross,stones, see 
Orbeli 1963 and H. Pecrosyan 1991; 1997a). 

2. The colophon is an end page of facts concern, 
ing the preparation and publication of a book. 

3. The "wing" decorations often take the form of 
bird wings or even entire birds; their origins may li e 
in the winged,disc symbol of the sun god of the Near 
East. According to another interpretation, the ro, 
sette and [he wings are a version of a universal three, 
part, symmetrical, "life'giving" symbol that was well 
known in the region in the 3rd mill ennium BC. ln the 
case of the cross,stone, the cross grows out from the 
"life-giving" center represented by a rosette, a tri, 
angle, or some other female symbol (Demirkhanian 
and L Abrahamian 1995). 

4. The traditional notion of snake killin g is iden-
tified with breaking its back. This may explain why 
the snake, head bracelets worn in Armenia from the 
middle of the 1st millennium Be until the adoption of 
Christianity have a break in the middle of the snake's 
body, which is etched on the bracelet (Tiratsian 1988: 
47-48, figu,e 14). 

3. Home as the World 

1. This building sacrifice may be interpreted as a 
repetition of the myth of the First Sacrifi ce, from 
which it was believed that the world grew (cf. Bai-
burin 1983, 55-69). 

2. It is possible that this focus on a single column 
in the glkha[un traditional house has a connection to 

the rare, non,traditional, Single-columned house. 
However, it is our belief that both the single column 
of this house and the "mother" column of the tradi-

Notes to pages 52--86 
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