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The first attested sect of those defined by contemporaries as Paulician was estab-
lished on the westernmost bow of the Euphrates in the eighth century. No consen-
sus has so far been reached concerning the evolution of the Paulicians’ cosmology 
and the degree of kinship existing between various groups of Paulicians. Since they 
did not possess any written canon, their doctrines were bound to be moving1, whilst 
severe canonical interdictions of contacts with Paulicians, both in the Empire and 
Armenia, prevented their contemporaries from acquainting themselves with the 
doctrines held by diverse Paulician groups.

One of our main sources of the presence of Paulicians in Armenia, and of their 
views, is the treatise ‘Against the Paulicians’ written by Catholicos John of Ōdzun 
(Yovhannēs Ōdznets̔i, 717 – 728)2. The Paulician group against which John of Ōdzun 
wrote his tract was not dualist, whilst later Paulicians, who survived after the Emper-
or Basil I’s victory over their state on the plateau of Armenia Minor in 878 (879), and 
who also had followers in Greater Armenia, clearly upheld dualist cosmology.
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One of the main goals of John of Ōdzun’s polemic is the defence of the Church’s 
sacramental symbols, icons and crosses in particular. John makes reference to 
‘crosses of stone and gold’3, from which we may infer that he aims at defending not 
only the veneration of ritual objects, employed inside churches in regular liturgical 
celebrations4, but also that of cross stelae set in the open and thus becoming sacred 
landmarks of Armenia. Known in their later form as khach̔k̔ars, such stelae would 
largely determine the cultural landscape of the country. The earliest known Chris-
tian stelae in Armenia have been dated to the seventh century5. Various samples 
belonging to this earliest group have recently been discussed by Hamlet Petrosyan, 
in particular the cruciform stele at Erǝndjatap̔6 and crosses carved within a cliff at 
Vank̔asar7.

It is in connection with his defence of the veneration of icons and crosses, as 
well as his claim that ordained ministers’ gestures and liturgical prayers make the 
power of the Trinity inhabit them (a belief which may also be recognised in stone 
crosses erected in the name of the Trinity and in those bearing the name of the Trin-
ity8), that we find in John’s tract a brief Christological exposition9. These lines ena-
ble us to consider the polemic against Paulicians in a larger context of John’s work. 
We shall elucidate this context in what follows. The author evokes the primæval 
humankind going astray (cf Gen. 6. 11 – 12), which, according to him, resulted in 
its falling into paganism. As a consequence of the humans’ worship of multiple 
gods – John of Ōdzun specifies – ‘the features of the [human] form (կերպարանին 
ձեւ) were altered, [so that] they lost their beauty, manifesting the filth of numerous 
illnesses and passions’10. 

According to the Armenian apocryphal text ‘Sermon Concerning Hospitality’, 
these were already Noah’s sons and grandsons who, after Noah’s death, forgot God, 
also turning to the worship of idols11. Yet, other Armenian apocryphal accounts set 
the origins of idolatry at a later point in the history of humankind, associating it 
with the dispersion of tongues that took place after the destruction of the tower of 
Babel12. As for the Cave of Treasures (third-sixth centuries), it postpones the ap-
pearance of idolatry until the days of Nahor, Abraham’s grandfather (chpts xxv.17 
and xxvi.11)13. 

Similarly to John, various apocryphal stories associate idolatry with filth14. 
However, in such texts we do not find references to the ensuing physical degener-
ation which John indicates in his Christological exposition. According to him, it is 
against this background that the Son’s incarnation occurs. He pursues thus:

Having mercy on the Creator’s image, he became an image of his creature; he who 
at the beginning had made man according to his image and resemblance, the selfsame 
one came also at the end of the times, took our form (կերպարանս) of a servant and was 
made manifest in human resemblance, so that by this means he may once more adorn 
the image, [which at the beginning had] been composed with utmost beauty, with a 
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primæval, God-like, resemblance. And he also taught us to venerate the image of God 
the Word incarnate, depicted with living human features, and this honourable sign of 
victory.15

The veneration of icons (Christ’s ‘image depicted with living human fea-
tures’) and crosses (the ‘honourable sign of victory’), according to John of 
Ōdzun, thus derives its meaning from the postulate that in the Incarnation the 
Creator manifests himself in human resemblance. He possesses this resem-
blance because he assumes not an ideal human form but ‘takes our form of a 
servant’. Yet John also specifies that by assuming our fallen humanity, God the 
Son restores it to ‘primæval resemblance’. The humanity restored by Son in his 
incarnation possesses, therefore, a double resemblance, to historical humankind 
and to the first human beings.

Here we approach a point that Armenian theologians often bring into focus, i.e. 
the juxtaposition of the Incarnation occurring ‘in these last days’ (Heb. 1. 2) with 
the first days of creation in Genesis, and the comparison of Christ’s humanity with 
that of the first human beings in Eden. The enduring interest in the link between 
protology and the Messiah’s advent is expressed, notably, in a series of para-Bibli-
cal legends transmitted in Armenian, in which we see Eve and other figures, alleg-
edly involved in the human origins, such as Melchizedek, appearing as visitors in 
the cave of Christ’s Nativity in Bethlehem16.

The theological stance expressed by John of Ōdzun in ‘Against the Paulicians’ 
may by clarified with reference to his tract ‘Against the Phantasiasts’ (i.e. aphthar-
todocetists, the extreme followers of Julian of Halicarnassus), his sermon ‘Against 
Mayragomets̔i’ (an Armenian aphthartodocetist writer) and the doctrinal canons of 
the council convened by the Catholicos at Manzikert (Manazkert in Armenian; the 
present-day Malazgirt in Turkey). In the tract and the sermon indicated he rejects, 
in particular, every alteration of the human nature assumed by the Logos, asserting 
the presence in Christ of ‘the natural and non-reprehensible feelings’ proper to the 
humankind17. Moreover, according to John, the life in Eden itself implied some 
forms of normative human experience18. 

Remarkably, in all three texts of John’s (the tract against the Paulicians and 
the two works against the aphthartodocetists), the doctrine contested is associ-
ated with Mani, which indicates that in the author’s eyes, the denial of Christ’s 
full consubstantiality with postlapsarian humankind and the rejection of what is 
material in Christian worship are kindred conceptually: both arise from the same 
religious understanding that he contests19. In his tract against the Paulicians, Ca-
tholicos explicitly claims that this sect follows Mani’s teaching20. In Byzantium, 
Paulicians were dubbed as Manichæans since the time of Theophanes the Confes-
sor (ca 760 – 817)21. Nina Garsoïan has aptly observed that once the Paulicians 
were classified as Manichæans, they could, as a consequence, be also accused of 
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aphthartodocetism, which in itself, however, does not represent a warrant of the 
views they really professed22.

In order to clarify John of Ōdzun’s teaching and to assess its political dimen-
sion, in the second part of this paper we shall focus on the council of Manzikert 
convened by the catholicos in 726. First, however, we should recall that at the 
council convened at the patriarchal see of Duin in 553,23 the rejection of the 
Chalcedonian Definition of Faith (451) by the Armenian Church was official-
ly confirmed. Thereafter, one of the major themes of theological controversy 
amongst the non-Chalcedonians was the ‘incorruptibility’ of Christ’s body. The 
question of the properties of Christ’s humanity closely correlated with another 
one, namely: which of the human experiences were to be qualified as corrup-
tion? This amounted to asking: was the human being been from the outset con-
ceived as susceptible to hunger, thirst, weariness, sadness, fear and suffering, or 
have these limitations resulted from the fall of Adam and Eve?

These subtle questions, which also pertained to the polemic against the Paulicians, 
possessed a distinctly Biblical, and para-Biblical, background. Indeed, the account of 
the two trees in Genesis (2. 9, 16  – 17; 3) reveals a discrepancy between the initial 
threat for disobedience and the actual punishment: the primordial couple does not die 
but is only expelled from the Garden. Does, then, the nature of Adam and Eve endure 
any change after their leaving of Paradise? And what does the restoration of human 
nature by Christ entail? That the later Biblical authors make almost no explicit refer-
ences to the first chapters of Genesis is, arguably, one of the reasons that prompted the 
profusion of later Jewish and Christian speculation about human origins, also orient-
ing the reflection on the salvation of the humankind and eschatology24. Of a particular 
relevance in this respect is the book of the Wisdom of Solomon, in which we read that 
‘God created man for incorruptibility (ἐπ᾽ ἀφθαρσίᾳ), made him to be an image of 
his own eternity (var. “his proper being”)’ (Wis. Sol. 2. 23), whereas in the following 
verse this incorruptibility is opposed to man’s mortality after his fall: ‘Nevertheless 
through envy of the devil came death into the world’ (ivi 2. 24).

One of the points of debate concerning incorruptibility was whether the incar-
nate Logos was constrained by human nature or he endured sufferings deliberately. 
John of Ōdzun examines this question extensively. His counsellor, Khosrovik the 
Translator (ca 670 – ca 730), who also took part in the council of Manzikert, stated 
thereafter in his ‘Doctrinal Chapters’ that Christ deliberately allowed his humanity, 
in certain circumstances, ‘to the extent that he wished, and when and where’ he so 
wished, to experience sufferings and other human limitations25. Another of their 
learned contemporaries, Stephen of Siwnik̔, though being absent at the council, 
articulated a close position, stating that by his sovereign decisions the divine Logos 
allowed his humanity to live ‘temporarily’ in a common human way, thus becom-
ing subject to human limitations26. This theology is also reflected in the acts of the 
council of Manzikert.
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The council was convened at a critical moment in the history of the Armenian 
and the West-Syrian Christianities. The wars that had followed the advent of Islam 
had caused considerable destructions in the Near East, contributing to the recip-
rocal isolation of the two Churches. The years preceding the convocation were 
especially marked by two events: in the years 693 – 695 the Umayyad Caliphate 
established direct political control over Armenia, whereas as an outcome of the 
ruthless campaigns conducted there by the Arabs between 699 and 705, the Arme-
nian princes’ autonomy was definitively suppressed27. The Church, which had not 
escaped violence either, acquired a new authority within the Armenian society; it 
gained at once legal, political and moral dimensions28. The Armenian Catholicos 
was recognised as the legal chief directly responsible to the Islamic authority29. 
Armenian sources tell us that at the beginning of his patriarchate, John of Ōdzun 
travelled to Damascus in order to negotiate the conditions of the dhimma (the le-
gal convention that regulated relationships between the Caliphate and the subdued 
‘Detainers of the Book’ [ahl al-kitab]) with Caliph Omar II (717 – 720)30.

The Miaphysite (or non-Chalcedonian) faith received support from the Cali-
phate against the Chalcedonian, pro-Byzantine, tendencies. The Caliphs supported 
the jurisdiction of the Churches within their communities, seeing in them institu-
tions able to assure civil control over the conquered populations. At the same time, 
the communications between different populations of dhimmi were hindered, also 
when such populations shared the same faith as did the West-Syrians and the Arme-
nians. The reciprocal isolation of various Christian populations led to their decline 
and fastened the process of Islamisation31. This situation must have been of primary 
concern for the conveners of the council.

Our main sources elucidating the history of the council of Manzikert are John 
of Ōdzun and two later Syriac writers: the twelfth-century West-Syrian Patriarch 
Michael the Syrian (d. 1199), in Syriac and in his Armenian adaptation made in 
1246 – 1247 (which is extant in two recensions: Jerusalem 1870 and 1871), and the 
thirteenth-century West-Syrian Catholicos (maphrian) of Mosul Gregory Bar-ʿE-
broyo, known as Barhebræus (1225/6 – 1286). Both Syriac chroniclers were born 
in Melitene, a city which had a mixed, Armenian and Syriac population, where they 
might, therefore, have access not only to Syriac, but also to Armenian sources. The 
information provided by these sources can be complemented by three Armenian 
chroniclers: Stephen of Tarōn (Asołik, writing at the very beginning of the eleventh 
century), the twelfth-century Samuēl of Ani and the thirteenth-century Kirakos of 
Gandzak (1200 – 1271).

If compared to the Syriac original, the Armenian version of Michael the Syrian 
stands out as an abridged text. It also offers us a slightly divergent account of the 
council and of the events that led to its convocation. It claims that on the eve of the 
council both the northern and the southern Armenia (the regions of Siwnik̔, Vaspu-
rakan and Sasun), as well as Caucasian Albania and the Jacobite Syriac-speaking 
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lands, abided in communion32. Although the actual state of affairs could be more 
complex, this claim must reflect the vision, and the aspiration, of many, both in Ar-
menia and the Syriac world. According to Michael, Syriac Christians of the region 
of Martyropolis declared before the Armenian Catholicos to acknowledge the faith 
of Gregory the Illuminator, with whose name the Christianisation of the Armenian 
kingdom ca 313/314 was commonly associated, as a criterion of orthodoxy33. This 
is not surprising if we take into consideration that the southern provinces of the 
Armenian Arsacid kingdom had a considerable Syriac-speaking population. Other 
sources also suggest that Gregory the Illuminator’s authority was recognised be-
yond the frontiers of the Armenian kingdom and the Armenian-speaking world. 
Therefore, the claim expressed in the Armenian version of Michael may reflect an 
enduring ambition of Armenian catholicoi.

Both Michael the Syrian and Barhebræus (who largely relies on Michael), af-
firm that the cause of the convocation of the council was the divergent opinions 
regarding Julian of Halikarnassos and his teaching of ‘incorruptibility’34. The Ar-
menian version of Michael tells, as Barhebræus does, about a travelling Syrian 
cleric (or of two clerics) from Martyropolis, who provoked a controversy between 
Syriac Christians and Armenians by claiming before the two prelates that, whilst 
the Jacobites professed the body of Christ to be ‘corruptible’, the Armenians fol-
lowed a ‘Julianite’ doctrine35. Others claimed before the Syrian patriarch that the 
Armenians were not only followers of Julian of Halikarnassos; according to those 
claims, the Armenians also asserted that Christ’s body was not subject to sufferings, 
whilst the human qualities of Christ’s body were merely apparent. That such an 
extreme current did exist in Armenia, is also known from other sources. The most 
famous figure of this current was John of Mayravank̔ (Yovhannēs Mayravanets̔i 
or Mayragomets̔i, 575?  –  645?) mentioned above: failing to explain the Gospel 
passage on Christ’s agony in Gethsemane, he famously attempted to suppress the 
pericope of the bloody sweat (Luke 22. 43  – 44) from Gospel codices36. Therefore, 
the ‘Julianists’ mentioned in sources may imply different doctrinal trends which do 
not necessarily reflect the ideas known to us from Julian’s own writings37.

Persecuted by his Catholicos, John of Mayravank̔ died in exile, a reason for 
which in some sympathetic Armenian sources he is qualified as ‘confessor’.  
Obviously, aphthartodocetism did not disappear in Armenia overnight, and a cen-
tury later it was still registered in the country side by side with Chalcedonian lean-
ings, so that John of Ōdzun found himself compelled to write a treatise against 
‘Phantasiasts’ (erewut̔akank̔). 

The polemic mentioned by Michael the Syrian and Barhebræus revived the 
controversy between the followers of Severos of Antioch (as the majority of the 
West-Syrian Christians were) and the Armenians, leading to a protracted epistolary 
exchange between the Armenian catholicos and the Syriac patriarch. Each asked 
the other to dispatch to him his definition of faith. Both were reciprocally recog-
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nised as orthodox. The old suspicions being, however, rekindled, it was eventually 
agreed to convoke a council which would examine the question in depth. 

Both Stephen of Tarōn and Michael the Syrian support John of Ōdzun’s claim38 
that he was the initiator of the council. They explain that the Armenian Catholicos 
exhorted the Patriarch Athanasius III of Antioch (724 – 740) to the unity of faith39. 
Michael and Barhebræus provide us with a significant detail about the long debate 
in Manzikert: while the Syrian party attempted to find various demonstrations of 
their position, the Armenians would let themselves to be persuaded exclusively 
by Biblical texts40. At this point, the Syrian bishops brought to John of Ōdzun’s 
attention Acts 13. 34, which convinced the Armenian party and became a suffi-
cient ground for agreement: ‘And as concerning that [God] raised [Jesus] up from 
the dead, now no more to return to corruption (μηκέτι μέλλοντα ὑποστρέφειν εἰς 
διαφθοράν), he said on this wise, I will give you the sure mercies of David’. The 
Syriac and the Armenian versions of this verse being compared, the locution ‘no 
more’ was found in both of them (                      ; ո́չ եւս դառնալոց 
է յապականութիւն), which implied that after his death Jesus faced ‘corruption’41, 
which however did not imply that his body underwent physical decomposition. 
This provided a common ground enabling the two parties to envisage a doctrinal 
agreement42.

The Syriac sources specify that an agreement was achieved precisely over the 
correct understanding of the notion of ‘corruption’, although this is not evident from 
the canons. Michael the Syrian specifies that, while excluding the extremes, both 
sides tried to avoid polemic over nuances in order to reach an agreement43. Thus, 
neither the names of Severus and Julian, nor those of their followers are mentioned 
in the acts of the council. Once the sides arrived at mutual understanding, each 
celebrated the Eucharist according to the opposite party’s rite, whilst the opposite 
party also communicated. Next, a synodical letter was edited, whose Syriac copy 
remained with the Armenians and whose Armenian copy was kept by the Syrians. 
Significantly, both the Armenian and the Syriac sources regard the agreement as a 
victory of John of Ōdzun, recognised as a hero of Church unity44.

The synodical letter is preserved by Michael the Syrian. It contains a profession 
of faith, in which the reality of sufferings and death, which the incarnate Logos 
underwent in a body capable of sufferings, is asserted. This profession of faith 
is followed by the list of the canons promulgated by the council. Ten canons are 
preserved by Michael and in Armenian sources45, but not in the Armenian Book of 
Canons which was for the first time codified by John of Ōdzun in 720. The Syriac 
and Armenian versions of the canons have recently been closely examined by S. 
Peter Cowe. They reveal a number of divergences some of which possess rather 
significant theological bearings46. 

Both versions affirm that Christ was united with our corruptible nature, and 
not with Adam’s prelapsarian nature. They also specify that Christ’s humanity was 
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incorruptible since the conception in Mary’s womb and that no ontological change 
in Christ’s humanity occurred with regard to its incorruptibility after the Resur-
rection. Contemporary Armenian authors, such as Stephen of Siwnik̔, also address 
this question, suggesting that the corruptible human nature assumed by the Logos 
was transformed by the virtue of the hypostatic union, being restored to Adam’s 
primordial state at its very moment47. The canons furthermore affirm that Christ’s 
body was subject to human feelings, suffering and death.

The importance of the council of Manzikert resides not only in the restoration 
of communion between two Churches, but also in the fact that it was promoted 
by separate ecclesiastical institutions established on the territories subdued to the 
Umayyad Caliphate, rather than by an overarching secular authority seeking polit-
ical cohesion48. The agreement was achieved in spite of the enduring attachment 
of each to its respective doctrinal formulations, which did not exclude future de-
bates49. Nevertheless, several documents show that these two Christian societies of 
Dar al-Islam now found themselves less isolated from each other. The document 
attesting the existence of communion between the two Churches a decade after the 
council of Manzikert is the Armenian ‘Martyrdom of Vahan of Gołt̔ǝn’ composed in 
744. It accounts of one Vahan, an Armenian youth imprisoned by Caliphal authori-
ties in 737 in Ruṣāfa (Sergiopolis), a residence of Caliph Hishām b. ʿAbd al-Malik 
(724 – 743). Vahan was eventually martyred there for his refusal to abjure Christian 
faith. The ‘Jacobite’, i.e. West-Syrian, community was more numerous in the city, 
and it was precisely a ‘Jacobite’ priest who, according to the account, visited Vahan 
in prison administering him communion50.

In the thirteenth century, upon recounting the events of the council of Man-
zikert, Barhebræus mentions doctrinal reproaches still addressed by Armenians to 
the Syrians. He does not specify the dates, yet his words indicate that at a certain 
point after the council, and in certain localities, controversies between the two com-
munities over the meaning of ‘corruption’ resumed51. Peter Cowe suggests that a 
partial rehabilitation of John of Mayravank̔ occurred in Armenia in the tenth and 
eleventh centuries, in a period characterised by doctrinal pressure from Byzantines 
and Georgians52. This, however, happened after a considerable lapse of time during 
which the council of Manzikert had enjoyed authority. The career of the learned 
West-Syriac preacher Nonnus of Nisibis (ca 795 – ca 865) in Armenia allows us 
to conclude that the event related in the ‘Martyrdom of Vahan’ was not an isolated 
case of solidarity. From a number of Syriac, Armenian and Arabic sources we gath-
er that between the years ca 816 and 862 Nonnus repeatedly travelled to Armenia, 
and especially in quality of an envoy of the Syriac Patriarch Cyriacus (793 – 817), 
of Severian persuasion. In Armenia he was welcomed by five Bagratuni princes 
who controlled regions as distant from each other as Sper in the north-west, Tashir 
in the north, Tarōn in the south and Gelak̔unik̔ in the north-east53. Nonnus’s ‘Com-
mentary on the Gospel of John’ was patronised in Armenia54, whilst in some Ar-
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menian recensions of the ‘Commentary’ its author is even qualified as a ‘saint’55. 
Eventually, in 862, Nonnus was invited to the council convened by Catholicos 
Zachary of Dzagk̔ (855 – ca 876) in Shirakawan and was involved in the elabora-
tion of its doctrinal acts56. These witnesses indicate that the council of Manzikert 
had enduring results and that its validity was recognised in a large part of Armenia 
at least until the later part of the ninth century.
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