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Abstract:
This article discusses the life and works of three Armenian families of ceramic artists emigrating from Kütahya in Turkey and settling in Jerusalem since 1919. These artists belong to Jerusalem’s long-standing Armenian community, which in the twentieth century has grown smaller and become marginal to the main power players in Palestine and Israel. Nonetheless, their art has permeated the canon of taste in Israel through its creation of a world of eastern and local elements and has also served to represent this taste to the outside world. The assiduous presence of Armenian ceramics can be attributed to its multiple layers of idyllic images: birds, deer, fish, trees, flowers, and specific Bible stories. These images can be interpreted similarly by Jews, Christians and Muslims alike as religious symbols of hope and faith, and as narrative expressions of paradise and beauty.

Keywords:

Armenian ceramics, Jerusalem, Kütahya

Historical and Cultural Context

The life and works of three Armenian families of ceramic artists immigrating from Kütahya and settling in Jerusalem since 1919, presents a micro-history of cultural interactions in two geographical settings during the past century.
 

The city of Kütahya in Turkey, birthplace of the Armenian ceramic artists, members of the Ohannessian, Balian and Karakashian families, has been the center of a unique ceramic industry since the post-medieval period, with Armenian artists in its vanguard since the eighteenth century. As early as the fourteenth century, and mainly in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, one could discern large groups of Armenian artists creating ceramic tiles for wall decoration used in churches and mosques, as well as ceramic ware.

Extensive evidence of Kütahya ceramic practice, at least since the seventeenth century, is provided by the numerous ceramic tiles made by Armenian artists and sent as gifts to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the Cathedral of St. James in Jerusalem. Figurative in part and painted predominantly in blue, green and yellow strokes, these tiles still decorate the walls of the Cathedral of St. James; they are characterized by elaborate drawings, and only some of them accommodate multiple figures.

Kütahya art is occasionally mentioned in texts addressing traditional ceramics, but the most methodical study of Armenian church tiles in Jerusalem is that of John Carswell.

After the establishment of the new Republic of Turkey, production of ceramics in Kütahya was taken up by Turkish craftsmen, focusing mainly on imitations of Iznik ceramic. The Iznik ceramic industry traditionally served courtly and other patrons, and has developed a vocabulary of forms and patterns with diverse meanings, identifiable schools, etc. The major scholars of the Iznik School – John Carswell, Julian Raby, and A. Lane 
 – have dedicated studies to Iznik art: its history, artists, trends, and intricate affinities to various patrons.

The body of studies, evolving in the early twentieth century, set out mainly to describe, catalogue, and date ceramic art in Iznik, Kütahya and other loci in Turkey between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. Little attention was paid to the social or conceptual study of this ceramic corpus. The scholars regarded the production of ceramics in the nineteenth century as an inferior craft that imitated the ancient patterns. Production in the twentieth century was similarly perceived as mass production. It is for this reason that the Armenian ceramics of Jerusalem were also omitted from the scope of that research, and the unique contribution of this art form to the pottery tradition on the one hand, and to the city of Jerusalem on the other, was never explored. While Jerusalem is mentioned in reviews and research pertaining to the ceramics of Iznik and Kütahya in the sixteenth to seventeenth centuries, no Jerusalem-based twentieth century ceramic artists are mentioned in them. Scholars studying the tradition also avoided mentioning groups of twentieth century Armenian artists from Kütahya for political reasons.

This is despite the fact that the Armenian ceramic artists in Jerusalem continue the artistic tradition of their Kütahya ancestors, and form – to the best of my knowledge – a singular group of families. The way of life and artistic work of these families for three generations can attest to and shed light on unfamiliar aspects in the history of ceramic art in Kütahya. Furthermore, the Armenian ceramics of Jerusalem represent a way of life and work seldom encountered in the twentieth century; they reflect worldviews held by inhabitants of the Old City of Jerusalem and its unique ambience.

The Armenian ceramics of Jerusalem have been alluded to in a number of essays and articles in the daily press, but only rarely were they studied in depth. In 1986 Ha’aretz Museum in Tel Aviv staged the show The Armenian Pottery of Jerusalem, an inceptive, trailblazing exhibition in the study of the Jerusalem school of Armenian ceramics, never before featured as a unique art form. In the exhibition catalogue, curator Yael Olenik traced the history of this school in Jerusalem from its beginnings. She presented the works by at least two generations of Armenian ceramic artists since 1922.

In the exhibition and catalogue,
 Olenik presented mainly the tools, and reviewed the formal tradition and possible sources of these workshops. In addition, she laid an initial infrastructure for a future study of the school of Armenian ceramics. At the same time, Olenik, like many other scholars, tended to ascribe this tradition to that of Islamic painting in Iznik and Kütahya, and neglected to delve into its differences from the new practice of the workshops in the local studios.

In January 2000, Eretz-Israel Museum in Tel Aviv held another exhibition, Birds of Paradise, dedicated to the work of Marie Balian. The show endeavored to place her work within the three generation long tradition of Armenian ceramics in Jerusalem. The present writer was the curator of the exhibition and catalogue.

Excepting these two catalogues, no scholar has explored Jerusalem’s Armenian ceramics in depth. Nor has a comprehensive study been published, despite the fact that ever since its emergence, these artifacts, like the pottery art of Iznik and Kütahya, have been purchased in great numbers; they have been presented as official gifts to distinguished guests, and used to decorate the Residence of the President of Israel.

The study of the unique artistic production of these families in Jerusalem will concentrate on the following issues:

a)
How did a new social setting shape a new identity?

b)
How is this new identity reflected in the images and subjects of their ceramic production?

c)
How does a socially marginal group influence mainstream consumption?

The purpose of this paper is to present the work of the Armenian ceramic school as a distinct artistic form, with its own unique chronology and development.

In the nineteenth and, particularly, the twentieth centuries, tile painting and glazed pottery from Iznik and Kütahya, like their counterparts from Persia and Central Asia, have been understood and evaluated quite differently in the Western world and in the East. The West saw these objects as magnificent handicrafts to be collected and preserved. Indeed, in the collections of leading European museums, this pottery was exhibited as the expression of traditional collective creation and as pieces noted for their particular beauty and charm. However, the ceramics was generally rated as traditional and stereotypical, even in those cases where the names of the creators were mentioned. It seems to me that in the East the painters of ceramic tiles considered themselves as artists and not as craftsmen, despite never having formulated a conceptual artistic theory. And, indeed, David Ohannessian (1884-1963), the founder of the Jerusalem school, expressed his artistic awareness in newspaper interviews and other documents.

I would argue that Jerusalem ceramics constitute a distinct artistic expression, which has its own unique place in the history of the production of artistic glazed vessels and that we should recognize the unique role of the painter in the workshops of this art form. The painter creates autonomous drawings and sketches, which might or might not be used to decorate the tiles and vessels. Therefore, the investigation of the painter’s working routines is essential, as is the study of his/her artistic conceptions and expressive methods.

As an art historian, I have adopted the methods and attitudes of art history in my current analysis. This study is first and foremost chronological, tracing the development of the artist as a creative thinker. Secondly, it is iconographic in that it attempts to understand the images used by the artist and to interpret their role and significance. And finally, the study seeks to comprehend the artist’s pictorial traditions and individual visual language. Moreover, it is my contention that in the craft of traditional vessel painting, it is possible to differentiate between a craftsman who mechanically paints inherited conventional patterns and forms and an artist who, working within tradition, develops traditional pictorial schemes to serve as his own visual, dynamic and variable language. Such traditional work creates new images that can be perceived as variations on a theme but that do not necessarily reflect a dynamic outlook. It seems to me, however, that such changes in design and subject matter reflect the development of an individual rather than conceptual artistic consciousness.

The Move to Jerusalem

The three Armenian ceramic artists’ families led by David Ohannessian the painter and his partners Nishan Balian the potter (1882-1964) and Megerdish Karakashian the painter (1895-1963) were invited in 1919 to the Holy Land by the newly founded Pro-Jerusalem Society for the purpose of renovating the tiles of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem.

Beyond the concern over the disintegration of the sixteenth century tiled walls of the Dome of the Rock, the invitation of these artists expressed the ambitions of the new British Mandatory Government of Palestine – as formulated by the architect Charles Ashbee, secretary of the Pro-Jerusalem Society - to restore the production of the traditional crafts such as ceramics, glasswork, weaving, etc, thus conferring upon Jerusalem the image of a Mediterranean city, and fulfilling the Western concepts of Jerusalem as a ‘city of the East’.

Charles Ashbee, who was active in the British Arts and Crafts Movement in England, introduced upon his arrival in Jerusalem a romantic concept of the East and an artistic tradition forged in England at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The three years of his service as architect and secretary to the Pro-Jerusalem Society (1919-1922) were crucial to the city. Ashbee’s architectural concept strove to create Jerusalem as a city of multi-leveled images, anchored both in the Christian religion and in the romantic conceptions of the East. 

David Ohannessian and his disciples Nishan Balian and Megerdish Karakashian brought with them an ancient artistic tradition from their native city of Kütahya. There they had mainly worked for Muslim patrons, for whom they provided glazed ceramic tiles and vessels that expressed a very different perception indeed. In Jerusalem these artists found a new reality, integrated into the ancient Armenian community, and produced Armenian ceramics for Christian, Muslim and Jewish patrons. The new reality, the need to become part of the city’s life, and the new sources of inspiration, led these artists to produce an art that differed in several focal aspects from their ancient tradition. The combination of their new patrons’ wishes and their artistic work in a new location engendered a unique creativity that differed from that still taking place in the artistic centers from which it had been exported. In 1922, Karakashian and Balian left Ohannessian’s workshop and together founded a workshop of their own on 14, Nablus Road.

David Ohannessian explicitly regarded himself as an artist, the founder of the Jerusalem school of ceramics, and so did his younger associates. This was in contrast to Charles Ashbee and the pro-Jerusalem society who wrote and spoke of the Armenian artists as ‘The Humble Craftsmen’.
 The works of David Ohannessian, who remained in Jerusalem until 1948, were extremely attached to the Iznik and Kütahya traditions and to models of the Sultan palace. In his work, Ohannessian depicts trees and flowers (primarily cypress trees) based on patterns depicted at the Harem of the Topkapi Palace in Istanbul. His rich colors, surrounded by contours, rely on a confrontation between deep blues on a white background, reds and blacks.

I believe, however, that Ohannessian was aware of the Christian symbolic significance of the buildings he decorated in Jerusalem. The Rockefeller Museum’s Fountain (fig.1 and fig.2), completely covered with a cloud-studded sky, represents a return to ancient Christian symbolism with the dome representing the dome of heaven and the waters of the fountain, Jesus Christ the source of life. The same constellation of stars appears on ceilings of ancient Christian burial chambers and baptismal chapels. The cypress images represented on each side of the fountain at the St. John’s Hospital are constructed in two sets of triptychs and thus are bestowed with the new symbolism of the tree of life. Thus Ohannessian transformed the traditional language into a universal Christian form appropriate to the Jerusalem buildings.

The Major Motifs of the Karakashian-Balian Workshop (‘The Common Workshop’)

From 1920 through the 1960s, the common workshop of Karakashian-Balian developed toward establishing its own independent and extensive vocabulary of forms. This new repertoire although in constant dialogue with central elements in Ohannessian’s work, used them in new contexts alongside introducing Armenian and local sources. The new images comprise pictorial systems made both for tiles and for pottery vessels (fig.3); often, the same picture was adapted for both. The Karakashian-Balian repertoire of forms used only few images from the traditional repertory of form of Iznik and Kütahya, integrating them in a novel way into the new composition. Their patterns are however more profuse and linear, the outlines thicker and do not merge with the surrounding colors.

It is my contention that from its inception, the Karakashian-Balian workshop stressed ancient Christian elements, thus distancing itself from the traditions of Iznik and Kütahya, which focused mainly on depicting flowers and branches. I believe that this inclination toward a new repertoire of images reflected the new reality in which the workshop’s artists lived in Jerusalem within their indigenous Armenian Christian community. The first monumental work of the Karakashian-Balian workshop was done for the Armenian graveyard on Mount Zion. It is a series of six large panels installed in an open gallery wall forming the backdrop to large stone sarcophagi forming the patriarchal tombs. The northern and western sections of the gallery are paved and roofed and the ceramic arched panels are set in the thickness of the wall (fig.4). 

This work was produced in the early 1930s after abandonment of the enterprise for which the Armenian artists had been invited to Jerusalem – the repair of the tiles on the Dome of the Rock and preparation of new ones. The first panel is installed on the short side of the entrance gate and appears to have been made by David Ohannessian (fig 5), but the other five panels were done by Karakashian and Balian (fig.6). All six panels feature a magnificent cross in the center. Since early Christianity the image of a cross, planted in the sky, has been perceived as a symbol of victory over death and a gateway to paradise. The cross appears in the monumental works of Early Christianity such as the mosaic dome of the fifth century mausoleum of Galla Placidia in Ravenna and the apse mosaic in the sixth century church of Sant' Apollinare in Classe in the same city. It also appears in mosaic floors in Early Christian churches in Palestine and Jordan and is even found on coins and graves. The image of the cross is a most prominent element on Armenian Hatchkars (stone panels serving as votive panels donated by pilgrims and as tomb stones in Armenia) since the twelfth century. In the ceramic panels Karakashian-Balian have quoted the patterns of such Armenian tombstones. Thus the Hatchkar’s cross appearance on the tiles panels serving as background to the Patriarchs’ graves appears to serve as a symbol of the resurrection and triumph of the Church. It is possible that this work in the Armenian cemetery constituted a conscious statement of a commemorative nature, thus declaring their identification with their old-new community.

Furthermore, in the routine of the Balian-Karakashian workshop, two local mosaic pavements served as source of inspiration and model for the workshop: the Bird Mosaic from the Armenian sepulchral chapel near the Damascus Gate in Jerusalem, dating from the sixth century, and the mosaic in the Umayyad Palace near Jericho. Alongside these two prominent formal sources of the workshop, a broader corpus of mosaic pavements from the Holy Land and Jordan, provided a world of additional images routinely used.

The Armenian Bird Mosaic (fig.7)

The iconographic cycle of the mosaic, discovered in 1895, is structured around a central axis. An amphora interlaced with vine scrolls is placed at the bottom of the picture, and a peacock is depicted heraldically on either side of the amphora. Above the amphora, along the entire central axis, the following images are placed one above the other: a basket of fruit, a pelican, a bird in a cage, and, at the very top, two birds. Pairs of birds, male and female, are arranged along the axis. An Armenian inscription appears at the top of the mosaic: ‘To the salvation of the souls of all the unknown Armenians, whose names only the Lord knows’.

These images had symbolic significance in the language of early Christian art. The vine scrolls symbolized the blood of Christ. The image of the bird in the cage represented the soul imprisoned within the body. The basket of fruit was a sign for the flesh of Christ, while the birds were common images of the believers’ souls.

The strong relationship between the Armenian ceramic workshop and the subjects and images of the Armenian Bird Mosaic may be attributed to the Armenian inscription at the top of the mosaic. The Bird Mosaic is also a constant reminder of the dead and their association with the heavenly Jerusalem. This mosaic pavement is associated with a large group of mosaics with the same pictorial scheme used in synagogues as well as in churches, for example in Ma`on, in the Monastery of Lady Mary in Bet Shean, in the churches on Mt. Nebo in Jordan, etc.

The initial works of the Karakashian-Balian workshop borrowed from the birds mosaic its scheme as well as its images. On some occasions, its entire pattern would be included in the drawing on one vase. On others, the birds would nest inside the framework of the vine scrolls (fig.8). Thus, a rich and varied repertoire of imaginary birds developed within this formal and ancient framework of Christian symbolic significance. These bird images might have had different meanings depending upon the audience - as simple narratives, as symbols, or as ongoing symbolic narratives.

The Mosaic of the Umayyad Palace in Jericho

This mosaic depicts the tree of life as a spreading apple tree, with two gazelles peacefully grazing on the left and a lion attacking a gazelle on the right (fig.9). This mosaic belongs to visual traditions adopted by the Umayyad dynasty. In this set of images, the tree, serving as the tree of life, separates the just, as represented by the grazing gazelles, and the evil and sinful element, as symbolized by the attacking lion. Becoming a central motif for the Karakashian-Balian workshop the specific side on which the symbols of good and evil were placed was no longer significant, and the image of the tree itself underwent small yet numerous changes.

Bucks, gazelles and young deer, grazing in the meadow or standing alone looking upwards, also became a major motif for the workshop (fig.10). 

These images, which had been adopted in the artistic repertoire of the Umayyad Palace, were common already in Early Christian art. The deer, which symbolized the spirit of the believer (‘like a deer, my soul languishes for water’, Psalms 42:1) often were depicted in baptismal churches near the images of pools and springs that symbolized the fountain of life. Deer were also often depicted intertwined among acanthus scrolls, where they symbolized renewed life. The Karakashian-Balian workshop adopted this image though it was not ordinarily used in traditional pottery from Iznik and Kütahya. 

The Role and Function of the Paper Designs in the Workshop’s Routine

The Karakashian-Balian workshop worked according to ancient practices, with the painter playing a central role. The master painter would first paint on paper. Then, his designs were transferred working in the workshop to the vessels and then colored. For special orders, the painter would prepare a pencil or a watercolor sketch. And, of course, there were cases where the painter would paint directly onto the vessel, confirming his autonomy as creator and designer. The differences and variations between the primary design on the paper and its copying onto a vessel and the art of drawing directly onto the vessel or tile have not yet been investigated and should be the subject of future study. 

These designs are the treasury of the workshop and the archives of its vocabulary of forms. They enable the usage of old designs in modern times and their combinations with new inventions.

The Separation and Creation of the Balian and Karakashian Workshops

When Setrak Balian (1922-1996) and Stephan Karakashian (b. 1929) separated in 1964, the common property - paints material and paper designs - were divided between them. Numerous equal designs were given to each of the workshops (they were on hand as such designs on paper were executed by several workers at the same time). This fact enabled the future artists to develop their work from the same point of departure. While the symbolic meanings were perceived similarly by both new workshops the development of their common heritage was different.

Marie Balian’s Work during the First Period

Marie Balian was born in 1927 in Lyon, France, to the family of Armenian immigrants who came from Kütahya to Lyon in 1919. They were far relatives of the Balian family and so Setrak Balian came to meet Marie in Lyon. Marie came to Jerusalem in 1954, when she married Setrak Balian. Though she had studied painting in Lyon, she did not work at the workshop until the early 1960s, when Stephan Karakashian and her husband, Setrak, went their separate ways, each setting up an independent workshop. Then, at the age of thirty five and the mother of three children, Marie began her career as the designer at the Balian workshop.

Marie Balian’s oeuvre can be divided into three major periods:

· First period, 1964-1975: Marie Balian begins work at the Karakashian-Balian workshop and initiates her search for a personal repertoire of forms and images within the workshop’s traditional pictorial schemes.

· Second Period, the 1980s: Marie Balian begins to concentrate on painting large panels that are composed of several units rather than on smaller tiles, experimenting with the depiction of new subjects and images in this monumental medium. She also begins her attempts to paint larger vessels.

· Third Period, the 1990s: Marie Balian develops her tile painting into unique compositions and drawings on very large panels.

The Iconography of Marie Balian - Central Motifs in her Work

· Birds

Birds are a central theme in Early Christian art, in Armenian manuscripts, and in Islam during later periods, primarily the Ottoman Empire. In early Christianity, birds symbolize the soul of the believer. In Islam as well, birds are thought to have greater significance than mere creatures in nature as human images almost completely disappeared, and birds appear as a parable for human beings, though without any specific catalogue of types and forms. The fantastic and legendary nature of the bird’s tail or fan and its way of walking through the setting are spontaneously expressed. Thus, birds, which have been part of the repertoire of visual arts in Persia and Turkey during long artistic periods, also play a significant role in Marie Balian’s early works. As she developed as an artist, her use of bird images intensified, not only in her depiction of their varied and imaginary images but also in their placement within the picture. Birds have become living souls that adopted human characteristics, such as coquetry, fraternization, boastfulness, etc. Their tails serve both as body and as parable, and they become the subjects of fanciful and variegated beauty, constituting a moving element in the picture that breaks up static situations with its colorful lines.

Marie Balian continues to use the patterns of the sixth century Armenian mosaics throughout her work. She plays with the images of vine scrolls and birds, sometimes renouncing one form or another and sometimes distinguishing specific elements. Birds perching in grapevines also appear in one of her huge jugs from the mid-1990s. The work that she appears to favour in particular is a pair of peacocks standing with heraldic posture over an amphora. While in various mosaics these peacocks appeared far away from each other, they have been transformed by Marie Balian into a new image. Their large tail fans and heads face outward from the center of the picture rather than inward, and their fans appear to be made of lace. This composition was created when Marc Chagall visited Marie’s studio in the 1970s together with Jerusalem’s mayor, Teddy Kollek. Chagall praised the work, which since then has been known as the ‘Chagall Peacocks’ and has become a central image of the workshop. 

Furthermore, birds in Marie Balian’s work appear either as individual entities or in pairs on plates. On the panels, they often appear in flocks. Her work demonstrates an infinite variety of birds, atop one another or next to each other. Moreover, there are numerous examples of individual birds. In some pictures, the bird appears as a strange creature standing on two long, erect legs, with its wings resembling a colorful map. Often, the body of the bird resembles a pinecone, with marvelous square-shaped feathers and head combs.

· Deer and Gazelles 

Animals from the deer family have appeared in Marie Balian’s work from the beginning, as they were part of the vocabulary of forms used in the Karakashian-Balian workshop. Gazelles and young deer, ancient Christian symbols, gained new momentum in Marie Balian’s work (fig.11). Previously, animals were presented as completely static creatures placed on a background of flowers and leaves. In Marie Balian’s work, these animals transmit—whether she places them in groups or as individuals—movement and action. 

· Fish and their Significance

Fish are a traditional theme in ancient Christianity, symbolizing the souls of the believers who were ‘fished out’ by the Disciples of Christ. In the East, fish were symbols of fertility. Fish were part of the repertoire of forms used in the Karakashian-Balian workshop. They continue to appear frequently in the vessels created by Marie Balian, usually presented on a light blue background and represented as small creatures. In her most recent work, ‘The Journey’, the fish are given new dimensions and individual forms and colors.

· Human Images

Balian’s early work features Biblical figures that are usually painted on individual tile panels. The most prevalent characters are Noah in the ark, Jonah and the whale, and St. George and the dragon. It seems to me that in these scenes, the fantastic elements (for example, the ark, the large whale, and the dragon) are prominent. These elements emphasize the mythological aspect of the story rather than the religious. From the stories of King Arthur, Marie also adopted the mounted knight fighting the lion. The knight is depicted as a legendary rider, sometimes dressed in outlandish eastern garb. This legendary horseman is an image that appears in traditional Persian tile painting. In discussing this image, however, Marie Balian mentioned the stories of King Arthur and explained that she was familiar with the stories of the knights and the Holy Grail from her schooldays in Lyon. Her rider was created from her own mythology and looks like a flying rider.

· Trees

Since the 1980s, specific trees - cypress, grape, almond, palm - have been playing an increasingly important role in Marie Balian’s work as isolated and independent charged images. Traditionally they appear primarily on tile paintings. In ancient Christianity and Islam, individual solitary trees represent landscape and nature or are depicted instead of broad landscapes to symbolize eternal life.

The age-old image of the palm tree was used regularly in early Christianity, appearing in different versions through the Middle Ages in the mosaics at Ravenna (sixth century CE), Rome (ninth - twelfth centuries), Monreale and Palermo in Sicily (twelfth century), and many other places as well. The palm tree has also become a common image for life in Israel. Marie Balian created her own unique palm tree, which is part of her personal vocabulary of forms.

· Flowers

In addition to the traditional colorful images of flowers, Marie Balian developed images of wildflowers, such as thistles, anemones and ears of corn, each with erect boughs. These images are drawn using contour lines that are thicker and bolder than those used to draw carnations, hyacinth and other flowers from the Iznik tradition.

The flower images reveal an ongoing inventive ability and openness to varying languages of forms. Throughout her career, Marie Balian designed vessels featuring abstract floral and arabesque shapes, produced using limited color spectra, such as blue and black, and often only blues and greens. These works, on the one hand, retain their allegiance to the traditions of Iznik-Kütahya. On the other hand, they reveal the depth of expression in freeform lines and the rhythms and design conceptions of a harmonious ornamental world. This artistic development can be traced. In a plate painted in the 1970s, Marie Balian constructed a limited spectrum of colors using blues and blacks and ornamental shapes created through circular and cyclical motions weaving in and out. In the blue inflorescence of plate (fig.12) and vase (fig.13), she intensifies the traditional vocabulary of forms, imparting the power of renewed growth.

· The Signature’s Meaning

Marie Balian’s signature has developed from a general house of Balian signature to her own individual signature in Armenian and in English.

The Artistic Language of Marie Balian
In Marie Balian’s early works, it is already possible to detect efforts to draw gazelles and birds in motion. In contrast with the static images of the Karakashian-Balian workshop, Marie Balian presents her animals in motion, with their heads turned, running and galloping. Her birds also move, lifting and bending their heads. Not only do the images themselves move; Marie has also begun to develop a personal handwriting, characterized by a moving, wavy, and feminine line. In addition, she has a well-shaped vocabulary of images whose meanings must be understood. Her composition is ostensibly symmetrical, but in actuality, simultaneous narratives unfold on each side and at the top and bottom of the drawing.

The changes are of primary importance. The world that Marie depicts is no longer symmetrical, but rather has taken into consideration an infinite variety of parallel events. Her affinity for conflict, for the equivocal and for distance, echoes in her fantastic and legendary compositions of objects. Nonetheless, her yearning and desire is to intuitively create a world that is legendary in its beauty. The world created by Marie Balian’s art is one of sensual beauty built through the harmony among the forms and the splendor of the light shining on the glazed tile.

Beauty as a sensual and idyllic quality is alien and foreign to twentieth century Western art, which is concerned primarily with the individual and radical expression, with the debating of conventions and, primarily, with the conscious deconstruction of traditional representations of beauty. The art of Marie Balian in Jerusalem sought to create a beauty that would reflect divine acts in material objects. Thus, her description of extensive and dazzling vegetation serves as a Fata Morgana, a mirage in miniature. The objects themselves also function on several levels: on the sensual level of touch, on the aesthetic level, as a vision of paradise, and on the symbolic level, as a promise.

In a country, where the landscape is barren, arid, and desolate, dressed in concrete and cement, the ceramic art of Marie Balian enables us to touch a material object that functions as a garden in the desert (figs. 14-18).
The Art of Stephan Karakashian

In 1964 Stephan Karakashian and his brother Berj left the workshop they shared with Setrak and Marie Balian and set up their own workshop in the Via Dolorosa, while the Balian family continued to live and work in the old workshop at 14, Nablus Street.

Through almost the entire forty years of his creative work, Stephan has preserved central designs passed on to him by his father and from the common workshop. He has focused on the precise painting of those designs, but produced them in a changing spectrum of colors and on tiles and vessels in a variety of forms.

I believe that in addition to the ongoing and intimate dialogue between Stephan Karakashian and the common workshop, in which his father was the painter, he also found a source of inspiration in one particular group of Iznik’s ceramic artists. This group, dated by Raby to the mid sixteenth century,
 developed the motif of a flowering cherry tree, its branches spreading across the whole plate. The blossoms are drawn with simplicity in a variety of colors. A similar group from the same period also produced birds (generally one bird in a thicket of leaves). Karakashian journeyed to Istanbul in the 1970s, and his repeated encounters with the ceramic paintings there most certainly reinforced his affinity.

The diligent study of the Iznik lexicon of forms by Stephan, is expressed in frontal depictions of garlands of flowers, in the main shown inside small jugs placed at the bottom of the picture. The flowers are smaller and a multitude of leaves appear on the branches. In addition, the motif of bunches of grapes, so typical to a certain group of Iznik’s ceramic artists, is also manifested by Stephan, albeit in his own independent style.

The Most Prominent Designs of the Karakashian Workshop
The focal designs that appeared in work produced by the Karakashian workshop were those of arabesques; birds nesting in the thicket; flowers and vine tendrils (figs.19 and 20); fish, flowers; orderly branches of grapes; a fawn with upward gaze; and biblical scenes, most of which were freely copied from eighteenth century tiles in the Armenian church of St. James.

· Birds

In all the examples of birds depicted by Stephan Karakashian the birds dominate the scene. Some of Karakashian’s birds can be compared to the traditional Iznik designs of the sixteenth century, but they became the central motif of the composition. Karakashian's portrayal of their spread feathers endows them with central and independent importance as a meaningful image.

Main Bird Designs:

1. A crane flying with fantail, neck and beak stretched upward and orange flowers around its neck. Appearing to move as the plate is rotated. The crane image appears on a hexagonal tile created by the common workshop. It is based on a drawing on an ancient bowl, discovered in Fustat (Old Cairo) in Egypt and now in the Islamic Museum of Cairo. 

2. A fabulous white bird, strutting across a landscape of tendrils. Its fantail is erect, composed of circles borne on stalks. It faces a branch with small leaves, drawn in a half-circle. 

3. A long-tailed bird of paradise, the tail in three sections. The neck is curved like that of a swan. This bird is painted in various colours but always against a white background, with the tree on which it perches designed as colourful tendrils, mostly comprising upper and lower twines with flowers among them.

4. A pair of peacocks with necks entwined and two enormous spread tails, portrayed as an autonomous element in the form of huge leaves, containing colourful circles. This design can be compared with the Iznik design in which two birds stretch out their beaks to one another.

5. Spread-tailed peacock, displayed frontally. The fantail serves as a medallion within which is a design of round forms (fig.21).

6. Four birds (fig.22) and six birds (fig.23) – two designs taken from the Armenian Bird Mosaic.

7. Two tiny long-tailed birds on two branches of a flowering tree with blue and yellow blossoms. The tails are depicted in bold, almost graphic, lines.

8. A single bird on a flowering branch. The tree branches are shown frontally and rise upwards like a candelabra. The bird’s tail and plumage are detailed, concrete and in myriad colours.

9. A bird in flight with a fantastic tail, its two long trains sweeping out into the pictorial space from within the mass of feathers. The tail and feathers also constitute a charged image, recalling a wild plant, flames or emerging spring’s streams (fig.24).

10. Fish and birds together. A unique combination by Stephan Karakashian on one plate: creatures of the skies and the earth united in one space. In the centre of the plate, on a blue background, are three white fishes contained in a circular frieze. The fish appear to be flying in their movement. Encircling the plate are small birds with spread wings, their bodies resembling those of the fish.

Karakashian’s birds are an expression of his style: strong outlines, determined and bold, offering an intensive and powerful expression. The colors are local and heavily layered. One prominently colorful group is that of the above-mentioned bird designs in white against a blue, pale blue or even orange or green background. White bird images, also with the addition of several secondary colors on tail and wings, convey a sense of mystery and legend.

Karakashian turn the birds into a static element, endowing his painting with a characteristic lack of movement. Even the crane flying with outspread wings, painted in white against a blue background, is depicted as an emblem of ‘flying crane’ and not as a celebration in the sky. These same birds receive additional meaning when appearing as colorful birds against a white background. This change in the artist’s palette enables a transition from the mystery of white birds to a depiction of nature in spring. Karakashian’s bird images are isolated and stylized. The components endow them with a symbolic character. The fixed, static and isolated forms draw the observer’s curiosity and demand an inquiry into their significance. To characterize Stephan Karakashian’s personal hand writing one should compare his works with those of his father in the common workshop. (Karakashian, by the way, in an interview in March 2000, emphasized that he learned his art from always having his table adjacent to that of his father 
).

To conclude, in his work Karakashian tends to select individual motifs and turn them into the main theme of the new composition, thereby enhancing their importance.

Artist and Workshop - Consciousness and Identity

The parallel work of the Armenian ceramic painters, Stephan Karakashian and Marie Balian, each with their own workshop artists, enables a singular examination of the similarities and differences in the creative paths of the two artists: one can follow their approach to identical designs that each had received when the first generation common workshop separated; the ways in which each of them preserved traditional designs; the methods of introducing changes and developments; their paintings and artistic concepts, and the link between the two artists and the paintings being carried out in their workshop.

Studies of the work of artists in the Middle Ages, and even during the Renaissance, do not always provide sufficient information on the designs available to the workshops, on the approach of the workshop’s master to the various levels of workers, or their attitude to the art of the master. The ability to follow the works of Marie Balian and Stephan Karakashian throws light on the work methods of earlier periods of artistic workshops.

First and foremost one can see how a particular design was preserved over the generations, and a design that we recognize from the common workshop of the 1930s, still exists in the present workshops of 2001. As noted, the designs were developed or preserved in different ways. Furthermore, one can see new connections of old designs, also familiar from the common Balian-Karakashian workshop.

One can easily identify the master artist’s style. The works of Marie Balian, for example, are prominent in their linear movement, combination of colors, complex composition of several planes and figures. Her vessels have several sides: face, back and sides, and her plates have two sides: top and bottom. In contrast, Stephan Karakashian’s works usually select only one major image, spread over its entire face of the utensil, generally on the lower, emphasized part of the picture. In addition, his works are characterized by few images, symmetrically arranged over the area.

Regarding this latter aspect, we shall examine the design of the spread-winged phoenix, created by Megerdish Karakashian in the common workshop. Stephan Karakashian too, as well as Marie Balian, each returned to this design according to their own perceptions. A comparison between the two is highly revealing. Stephan’s phoenix (fig.25), to which he returned many times on both plate and tile paintings, shows a long white neck, very sharp beak and outspread wings across the plate or tile, matching the frame design: the round frame of a plate or the square one of a tile. The wing feathers are colored schematically in orange, blue, white and pale blue. The plumage is in pale blue and black. The bird’s long neck resembles that of a fabulous swan, thrusting out from its body, in effect creating geometrical shapes that match the plate and its directions.

Marie Balian’s phoenix (fig.26) - a design seldom repeated - is painted on a plate with a white background. The bird is smaller than the surface of the plate and each side features bunches of colorful flowers. The bird’s wings are not carefully colored; quite the opposite: the black outlines of the frame are created in swift, impressionistic brush strokes. Balian’s aim is to depict the bird as flying between the colorful flowers, in strict contrast with Stephan Karakashian’s phoenix, whose neck stretches out from the almost autonomous forms of the wings, integrating as one with the plate.

 Today the Balian ceramic enterprises address various groups of consumers. Two internet sites serve the Balian factory in Jerusalem, www.armenianceramics.com  and www.palestinianpottery.com. 

The Karakashian ceramics addresses a wide traditional very faithful clientele and additional visitors and tourists to the old city of Jerusalem. The work routine however in Nablus Road did not change; and Marie Balian’s son, Nishan, runs the projects and Marie occasionally contributes new designs.
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