
 

210 

alyzing the Problem of Political Par-
ticipation, in Russian), Vestnik Ke-
merovskogo gosudarstvennogo uni-
versiteta, No3 (55) Т.1, DOI: 
10.21603/ 
2078-8975-2013-3-103-110, 
http://cyberleninka.ru/article/n/teoreti
ko-metodologicheskie-osnovaniya-

analiza-problemy-politicheskogo-
uchastiya (last viewed 19.11.2016). 

Poghosyan, G.A. (2006). Hay hasarakut’yuny 
XXI daraskzbin (Armenian Society at 
the Beginning of the XXI Century). 
Yerevan: Lusabac. 

Vasilik, M.A. (2000). Politologiya (Polito-
logy, in Russian). Moscow: Garda-
riki. 

 

211 

UDC 27:94(479.25) 
Nelli PETROSYAN 

 

CULTURAL CHARACTERISTIC OF EARLY CHRISTIANITY 
 

Abstract 
 

The article presents the cultural characteristic of early Christianity in Armenia. In the end of 
the 3rd century Christianity had a large number of followers. Christianity gave an opportunity to re-
sist with national unity the external invaders and protect national independence and autonomy. As-
sessing correctly the situation, in 301 Tiridates III (287-330) by the initiative of Gregory the Illumi-
nator declared Christianity as a state religion in Armenia. Gregory the Illuminatore could show that 
only due to Christianity it was possible to ensure the further history of Armenian people. He also 
explained the philosophical-anthropological bases of that religion, contrasting that with the visible 
simplicity of polytheism.  

The adoption of Christianity was a powerful twist in country’s external and internal policy but 
it rejected by the religious aspect the faith of the centuries, the pagan culture and literature. But 
nevertheless, remained only pre-Christian spiritual and cultural values which were created by peo-
ple. 

Christianity created its culture, literature, school. In Armenia constructed Christian churches, 
next to them were opened Christian churches in Greek and Assyrian languages. 

In the history of the Christian culture 4th and 5th centuries historical situations were the most 
important factors for the development of Early Medieval Armenian art and ecclesiastical literature 
and oriented its essence and uniqueness giving impetus to the creation of high bibliographic monu-
ments. 
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In the end of the 3rd century Christianity 

had a large number of followers (Hacuni, 
1927, p. 574). How it was seen in Armenian 
historiography, as a monotheistic religion it 
was important to strengthen the centripetal 
monarchy and unite Armenian ministers 
around Arshakuni king (History of Armenian 

People, 1982, pp. 71-72; Gevorgyan, 2001, p. 
15) and therefore it has promoted to the most 
important preconditions of national agree-
ment, unity and solidarity. Besides, Christian-
ity gave an opportunity to resist with national 
unity the external invaders and protect nation-
al independence and autonomy. Assessing 
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correctly the situation, in 301 Tiridates III 
(287-330) (Manandyan, 1978, p. 131) by the 
initiative of Gregory the Illuminator declared 
Christianity as a state religion in Armenia. 
Gregory the Illuminatore could show that on-
ly due to Christianity it was possible to ensure 
the further history of Armenian people. He 
also explained the philosophical-anthropolo-
gical bases of that religion, contrasting that 
with the visible simplicity of polytheism. In 
declaration of Christianity in Armenia it is 
important to take into account a delicate polit-
ical circumstance – the Peace Treaty between 
Rome and Persia in 298, Mcbin. The fact is 
that Armenia was a bone of contention be-
tween two superpowers and according to that 
contract Armenia was recognized in borders 
of 66 BC, the Armenian king was committed 
to promote peace accepting a crown from 
Rome but maintaining neutrality. Judging by 
further events they probably have forced the 
same to Virq and Aghvanq and the general 
responsible of the solution became Tiridates 
III. It is clear that the religious situation of the 
end of the 3rd century could not promote to 
the neutrality policy, because Tiridates III 
even though had an obvious neutral position 
anyway Persia would think that in Armenia 
dominated Greco-Roman pagan cults and 
Rome would see that Armenia was predomi-
nantly Zoroastrian. In these conditions, the 
Armenian king as a statesman and diplomat 
had to add religious neutrality to the military-
political and economic neutrality. 

And the religion, which wasn’t officially 
accepted either in Rome or in Persia but 
which had an informal registration as a com-
munity form in both countries and at the same 
time had a sufficient distribution in Armenia 
and could serve as a social support for a new 

religious upheaval, it was Christianity. In the 
name of his political and religious neutrality, 
Tiridates III leaned against Christianity de-
claring it as a state religion, of course regard-
less of his personal religious sympathies or 
antipathies. In this case, the king prefers the 
independent statehood interest and not per-
sonal preference and it is better if both coin-
cide1. And indeed, the policy of religious neu-
trality was spread in Virq and Aghvanq and it 
gave its beneficent results in development of 
the country, till 40-year-old peace ended the 
formalization of Christianity by Constantine 
the Great in the new capital Constantinopole 
(337). 

The adoption of Christianity was a pow-
erful twist in country’s external and internal 
policy but it rejected by the religious aspect 
the faith of the centuries, the pagan culture 
and literature. Nevertheless, only pre-
Christian spiritual and cultural values – creat-
ed by people – proved to be persistent. 

Christianity created its culture, literature, 
school. In Armenia constructed Christian 
churches, next to them were opened Christian 
churches in Greek and Assyrian languages. 

In this regard, the spiritual culture of Ear-
ly Medieval interweaving with the cultures of 
Christian and not only Christian countries but 
also Western Asia’s, became a new cycle of 
national mentality shaped in previous centu-
ries. The period of 4-5 century in Armenian 
history was a period when the national culture 
was on a new rise, being active in historical-
social movements. In that problem the Chris-
                                                           
1  Due to the “History of Armenian church”- un-

printed lecture of A. Sahakyan we have infor-
mation about the revelation of the new reason 
of Christian nationalization in Hayq. Other 
reasons see in “History of Armenian people”. 
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tianity had an important role too as a new and 
perhaps more progressive ideology. But it 
does not mean that it is required to create a 
barrier between Christian and pre-Christian 
periods and connect the Armenian new cul-
ture of the 4th century with the fact of accept-
ing the Christian faith. 

The spiritual and material culture of the 
Early Medieval was a result of national men-
tality in its new period of history. In this re-
gard, it is required to consider the Armenian 
culture of the 4-5 centuries as its continuation.  

Actually, in the Middle Ages the national 
art and cultural attributes got a new formula-
tion which allowed to impersonate the des-
tined difficult and at the same time full of he-
roic existence.  

In Armenian history, in terms of policy, 
the 4th century was a period of centralization 
and collapse of Armenian state also a period 
of struggle of autonomy and independence of 
Armenia. In terms of public mentality it was a 
period of a Christian religious mindset. 

In the history of Christian culture 4-5 
centuries are characterized as a period of for-
mation and development of local culture, 
when Armenian culture having remarkable 
achievements reached a considerable level 
(Azaryan, 1975, p. 9). 

In Armenia after the establishment of 
Christianity the culture would be succumbed 
to the ideology of that time but even the views 
and perceptions of people preserved stubborn-
ly got into the new emerging culture having 
their success in almost all branches (Sahaky-
an, 2014, pp. 21-25). 

The royal court supported Armenian 
church in ideological, political and economic 
ways. The royal court took methods to keep 
people closer. Thus, the ruling class was try-

ing to popularize the new religion and streng-
then it and make a big power (Araqelyan, 
1949, p. 7). And the church became not the 
support of the people but of the centralized 
state. 

The situation was changed at the time of 
Arshak II (345-367) and his son Pap (369-
374). They made great efforts to centralize 
and strengthen the state but they had different 
methods. The father wanted to involve the 
church in the policy of strengthening the cen-
tral power and the son seeing the political 
method’s failure of his father, wanted to achi-
eve the same goal at the expense of the 
church, reducing its ownership which also did 
not have any success2. Soon, due to the deli-
cate and flexible policy of Pap king, the Ar-
menian Church became independent from the 
universal power creating a new level and clar-
ified the relationship between state and 
church and laid the foundation of the further 
autonomy. As a result, however they could 
not fight against Sassanid conqueror and 
Rome. Therefore, the country was divided 
into two parts (387) and then both were de-
throned one after another, Western in 390, 
Eastern in 428 bringing the end to the Arme-
nian independent statehood. Armenia became 
Western and Eastern regions of superpowers 
(Yeghishe 1904: 12). 

Under the current heavy historical condi-
tions, in the 5th and 6th centuries were started 
insurrections against Persian and Byzantine 
dominions (451, 481-484, 536, 571-572). 
Sassanid Persia during its domination could 
not suppress Armenians and dominated ad-
ministrative, military and financial affairs of 

                                                           
2  A. Sahakyan, Lectures from the history of Ar-

menian church (unprinted). 
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the country. In fact, Armenia was independent 
and the Persian dominion sometimes was be-
coming nominal, especially after the rebellion 
of 481-484 years and almost till the beginning 
of the Arab domination, the middle of the 7th 
century (Araqelyan, 1949, p. 7). 

The Armenian people losing the state-
hood and the political independence, they 
surprisingly were always at the highest level 
of civilization, survived not only physically 
but also maintained and developed their na-
tional spiritual culture. 

In the conditions of the similar political 
relations, when Armenians were seeking to 
regain the country’s independence they also 
were making big steps towards the rise of civ-
ilization and culture. First, in the 4th century, 
when due to Gregory the Illuminatore’s cul-
tural activity and Tiridates III king’s support 
the Christianity became the state religion and 
during the following centuries it had a role of 
national preservation in the Armenians life. 
Almost after a century, in the beginning of 5th 
century happened the second most significant 
step, Mesrop Mashtots created the Armenian 
alphabet which was immediately followed by 
the rapid development of the Armenian cul-
ture and appeared translated literature (Ter-
Mkrtchyan, 2011, pp. 129-151). From the 
middle of the 5th century the Armenian liter-
ary mind gave its own first creations. Inde-
pendent and translated literature was expand-
ed so fast that soon it included almost all of 
its time branches – theology, philosophy, 
rhetoric, grammar, astronomy, natural science 
etc. It is very appropriate the historian’s tes-
timony: 

“Then, for the tuition of flocks were es-
tablished schools, increased the number 

of writers which surpasses each other and 
was decorated the holy church cult… 
The churches brightened, added splendor 
to Saints evidence and were restored by 
flourishing with the testament’s offering 
which always were renewed…” (Parpeci, 
1907, pp. 35-36). 
With the creation of the Armenian alpha-

bet, indeed, were opened new horizons for 
strengthening the foundations of substantive 
national culture and its further advancement.  

In Armenia was started a literary and cul-
tural power which was unique scale for its 
period. For the sake of the idea and spiritual 
identity, the creation of the Armenian litera-
ture became imperative of the century which 
was destined to become a powerful bulwark 
against the policy of foreign domination and 
assimilation. 

The beginning of the Armenian school-
ing was not gradually but in the way of pow-
erful flight. In the case when we take into ac-
count two factors: first the serious political 
situation of Armenia which was deprived of 
independent statehood and second when com-
paring with the next few centuries, we re-
member that the initial phase of the national 
schooling was at the highest level of school-
ing. 

After the invention of the Armenian al-
phabet, the beginning of a new period of the 
Armenian history commenced – Christian in 
its culture and literature. As we saw, the Ar-
menian literature of the 5th century developed 
in two directions: first translation, then na-
tional. Mashtots personally participated in 
translation turmoil and as the author of the 
first translation he was the initiator of the Bib-
liography of the 5th century. Along with trans-
lations with a few decades of difference ap-
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peared the first Armenian famous monu-
ments, especially classical works of historiog-
raphy, the historical works of Parpetsi, 
Pavstos, Khorenatsi, Yeghishe, Agatange-
ghos, Koryun, as well as the famous philo-
sophical-theological work of Yeznik Kogh-
batsi and by means of those marked the birth 
of the great national literature. 

The main trends of the ideological con-
tent of the classical works of the initial period 
of Armenian literature, their historical-
philosophical and aesthetic principles were 
imposed on the unique complex circumstanc-
es of the socio-political and religious life. The 
first substantive works were little different 
from the translated literature, as the ruling 
ideas were religious. That is why the style of 
the substantive works was similar to translat-
ed.  

It is quite obvious the enormous signifi-
cance of the Bibliography of the 5th century. 
But it is equally indisputable its huge influ-
ence on the all aspects of the national spiritual 
culture of the further centuries even until the 
late Middle Ages , as it is actually defined the 
main thought process of history, artistic de-
velopment, theology, philosophy and aesthet-
ics. 

These mentioned historical situations 
were the most important factors for the devel-
opment of Early Medieval Armenian art and 
ecclesiastical literature and oriented its es-
sence and uniqueness giving impetus to the 
creation of high bibliographic monuments. 
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