THE MEKHITARIAN BROTHERHOOD OF VENICE, ITALY 
(Sts. Vartanantz Church Men’s Club Lecture)

My presentation tonight will be an attempt to give a perspective on the Mekhitarian Brotherhood of Venice, Italy, and to introduce you to their headquarters and to touch on their extensive and fruitful efforts in the renaissance of our people.

I enjoyed the hospitality of the Mekhitarians this August when I spent three days with them at their monastery on the island of San Lazzaro in the lagoon of Venice. I am impressed by the solitude and serenity of Soorp Ghazar and by the warm hospitality of seven vartabeds. Couple of days ago I wrote to the Abbot Hayr Kevork Balian, a very nice and friendly man, to express my feelings and mentioned that I like to visit them again. I urge you to put this small island in your vacation package. You won’t regret seeing the beautiful and charming Venice and you will be impressed by this small Armenia in the heart of Europe.

The Mekhitarian Order was established in the 18th century, by Father Mekhitar Sebastazee. The Mekhitarians extensively contributed to the intellectual and national renaissance of the Armenians. As a monastic order they cherish the traditional Christian values of poverty, obedience and chastity. 

In general, we have the misconception that Mekhitarians are Catholics and thus, today, they don’t have any relationship with the Armenians who are “Arakelagan” or “Loosavorjagan” in majority, although in the past they played a major role in contributing to the Armenian culture and civilization. This is a misguided conception of the Mekhitarians, because they are hundred percent Armenian and their mission is to serve Armenians without any denominational or ideological distinction. That’s why they have the following lines about the monastery in the booklet San Lazzaro Island, and I quote: “Non-Armenians call it the Armenian Island. Everything there is Armenian, and for the Armenian. Work combined with prayer, virtue combined with patriotism, faith combined with ideal, and always  Armenian, everything for Armenia.” … Also, “Without the spiritual effect there is no national character and national identity” (p. 68). This sounds to me like their creed!  Yes, they are Armenian Catholics, but, first of all and before anything else, they are pure Armenians, an Armenian Monastic Order residing on an Armenian Island called Soorp Ghazar.

Furthermore, I belong to a monastic order, the Brotherhood of Cilicia, I am aware of the situation of the Brotherhoods of Soorp Ejmiadzin and the Jerusalem and of the clergy of the Armenian Church in general, and based on these experiences and information I can say that today the Mekhitarians are the only authentic monastic order in the Armenian Church. Unfortunately, the other Church centers are either heavily involved in the administrative aspect of the Church life or they have lost their monastic character because of various reasons that are not appropriate to discuss tonight. Although, the Mekhitarians also are suffering from the shortage of clergy and funds; they told me that they used to have about 20 monks in Soorp Ghazar and today they have only 8 monks.

But how and why did they come to Venice and to Soorp Ghazar? The 15th through the middle of the 17th century proved to be a turbulent time in Armenian political life. Armenia was subjected to a severe devastation in the wars between the Turks and the Persians. The situation worsened even more at the beginning of the 17th century when Shah Abbas depopulated Eastern Armenia by means of massive group deportations and emigrations. The picture was bleak and the situation was alarming. Despite of this unfavorable reality, an Armenian monk, Father Mekhitar Bedrosian of Sepastia (1676–1749), wanted to establish a brotherhood devoted to prayer, lecture, teaching and creativity to secure the perpetuity of the Armenian culture. In pursuit of his vision, at the age of 25, Mekhitar travelled to Istanbul and founded his brotherhood with the fellowship of nine disciples. It was well after his death that this order was named the Mekhitarian Order. After being persecuted by antagonistic Armenians and Turks, Mekhitar left for Greece and finally to Venice in 1715. There, in September 1717, he officially established himself and twenty vartabeds as an order.

Now, I will try to give you a tour of the monastery. Today the Mekhitarian Monastery complex of Venice is comprised of the church (built circa 1400), the gallery, the archaeological museum, the library (with more than 150,000 books in Armenian and foreign languages), the printing house and the clergy quarters. It houses more than 5,000 Armenian manuscripts. Abbot Mekhitar conceived the design and construction of the monastery of San Lazzaro.

As you go to the monastery, you step on to a beautifully paved square surrounded by colorful flowers and trees. In right corner of the square stands the bronze cast statue of Abbot Mekhitar, depicted with his arms stretched in an inviting gesture of love. This concept so well represents Mekhitarians’ character!  On the other corner, you see an Armenian 14th century “Khatchkar.” From the iron gate you are conducted to a cloister which is surrounded by the monastic buildings. On the first floor you have the bookstore, the receptionist’s office, the printing house (established in 1789 and up to date printed 1800 volumes, without considering the Mekhitarian periodical editions), the church, the dining room and a living room. 

A wide stair case, called the “Stairs of Father Abbot Mekhitar,” leads you to the second floor. Here you find the galleries of the paintings (only the Armenian collection is over 100 paintings), the museum which contains Armenian and international artworks and artifacts: Armenian porcelain collection of Keutahia; the sword of King Levon the Sixth; currencies, stamps and a passport from the first Republic of Armenia; the funerary mask of Gomidas Vartabed made only few hours after his death; an Indian papyrus with a special prayer for a novice Buddhist monk; 3000–3500 years old Egyptian mummy; 4000 years old statuette of an Egyptian cat; the collection of old Armenian coins extending from the days of Dikran the Great (1st century B.C.) till Levon the Sixth (14th century A.D.), just to name couple of them. You see also Abbot Mekhitar’s room, Lord Byron’s room –Lord Byron, a famous English poet studied the Armenian language here during the years 1816–1817–, the library. The manuscript hall is on the same floor and it is a sacred place where one must enter with deep respect. It is a very impressive building. The whole collection is from 9th to 18th centuries and is classified and catalogued. It includes Holy Scripture, Ritual Books, Hymnals, collections of sermons, translations of Church fathers, prayer books, etc. Many of them are enriched with miniatures and marginal ornaments and exhibited in showcases. You have to visit also the Museum of Arts and Sciences where you find collections of embalmed birds, reptiles and many other animals, physical and chemical sciences objects and the collection of shells donated by the king Don Carlos of Spain.
 
You cannot leave the monastery without visiting the cemetery, where lie all the late Mekhitarian vartabeds and on the wall you read the following moving words of Hayr Ghevont Alishan: “Where they worked together, there they lie in rest.” 

In 1717, when Mekhitar Sepastazee stepped off the boat on to San Lazzaro, the island had approximately 7,000 square meters of land. Since that date, the island has been expanded twice: in 1815 and in 1949–1953. Today, the island has approximately 30,000 square meters of surface-space.

I quote from the booklet San Lazzaro Island: “Every Armenian traveller, with a pilgrim’s disposition, comes to visit San Lazzaro Island. … The departure from a hallowed sanctuary leaves the pilgrim with a sweet sadness. But in return the experience provieds the visitor an internal gratification. Certainly, at that last minute, a strange but comprehensible metamorphosis occurs in the inner world of the visitor. This state of mind elevates one to that supreme realm of existence, where the souls and the knowlegde of ethnic belonging vome together in a spiritual synthesis and transcends one’s spirit into the mystic realm, which is netween heaven and earth” (p. 68). I can only add that this is not an exaggeration; I felt the same way and I can quote many other visitors that felt the same way!

We do not have enough time to dwell on the intellectual and educational role of the Mekhitarians. I have the list of Mekhitarian schools just to give you an idea of the grateful work that they undertook in this important area.

I conclude with the following touching words of Daniel Varoujan, an Armenian poet and a student of the Mekhitarians, from a letter written in 1913: “Step cautiously on the consecrated island of the Mekhitarian fathers, each one of your steps can meet the ashes of a genius, and in my turn, I supplicate, … kiss the tombstone of Fr. Alishan and be sure that your lips will be ablaze as my heart is ablaze when I touch that consecrated marble” (p. 9).
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1

