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As a result of the war initiated by Azerbaijan in 2020
and the subsequent actions that followed, including the
transition of Artsakh’s territories to Azerbaijani control,
the nine-month blockade of the Lachin Corridor prior
to the forced displacement of over 120,000 Armenians
on September 19, 2023, Azerbaijan has systematically
destroyed and continues to destroy the rich and unique
cultural heritage of Artsakh. This coordinated policy
strikesa blowtothe planet's cultural diversity, undermines
the concept of tolerance as enshrined in international
law, and fosters hatred and racial discrimination in
the region. These actions ultimately neutralize efforts
to establish a peace agenda, deepening divisions and
escalating tensions.

The article presents Azerbaijan's policy of destruction
and appropriation of Artsakh's cultural heritage from
2020 to 2024. It documents the instances of heritage
destruction, categorizing them by type, and discusses
the impact of this policy on the continuation of the
confiict, the fostering of intolerance, and the disruption
of the peace agenda.

International organizations have emphasized that
the destruction of cultural heritage is an ongoing war.
Azerbaijan is obligated under international law to
respect all cultural values, as stated in UNESCO's
principles, which recognize the contribution of every
nation's heritage to global diversity.

Azerbaijan's actions violate these obligations, further
hindering peace and reconciliation efforts in the region.
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The Destruction of Artsakh

Cultural Heritage

The deliberate destruction of cultural
heritage in conflicts has a devastating impact on
efforts to achieve peace, while the protection
of heritage or the prevention of its destruction
can positively influence peacebuilding processes.
In a report by the UN Special Rapporteur,
it is stated that peacebuilding is impossible
without deep and unconditional respect for
cultural heritage'. However, as we observe,
Azerbaijan continues to destroy and appropriate
Artsakh Armenian heritage even after the
complete ethnic cleansing of Artsakh.

Indeed, the 2020 44-day war was marked
by acts of destruction, desecration, and
appropriation of the irreplaceable cultural
assets of Artsakh. Over the past four years,
and even continuing to the present amid
periods of non-active military operations,
a systematic campaign against Armenian
monuments, churches, historic cemeteries,
and khachkars continues in Armenian
territories under  Azerbaijani  control.
Azerbaijan's destruction, deliberate targeting,
and desecration of Artsakh cultural heritage
violate the cultural rights of Artsakh
Armenians, obstructing their ability to
participate in cultural life, visit these sites,
use them for future education, and pass
them on to future generations. Cultural
heritage plays a critical role in cultural self-
expression, education, and the transmission
of knowledge between generations. Therefore,
its destruction hinders people’s access to
their cultural heritage and undermines their
future ability to engage in cultural practices,
rituals, and traditions.

brary.un.org/record/831612?In=en&v=pdf.

The obliteration of historical traces in
Artsakh occurs along two main directions:

Destruction of Cultural Heritage — This
includes the demolition of churches, khachkars,
monuments from the Artsakh independence
era, as well as memorials dedicated to the
Artsakh Liberation War, the Armenian
Genocide, and the Great Patriotic War. It
also involves the destruction of historical
cemeteries, entire neighborhoods and villages,
museums, collections, and monuments or
busts of cultural figures.

Appropriation of Cultural Heritage - This
refers to the systematic albanization,
islamization, azerbaijanization, turkification,
and russification of Artsakh cultural heritage.

The physical destruction of cultural heritage
is a deliberate policy employed by Azerbaijan
to completely or partially eliminate the
Armenian heritage in Artsakh. By destroying
churches in Artsakh, Azerbaijan severs the
spiritual bond of Artsakh Armenians with
these sacred sites, depriving them of vital
spaces for rituals and prayers, thereby
hindering their future ability to conduct
religious practices. Clear examples of such
heritage destruction date back to 2020, with
the complete demolition of the Holy Mother
of God Church (Zoravor Surb Astvatsatsin)’
in the town of Mekhakavan (Jabrayil), the
Saint Sarkis Church (Surb Sargis)® in the
village of Mokhrenis, and the Green Chapel,
Saint John the Baptist Church (Surb
Hovhannes Mkrtich)® in Shushi. Additionally,
the targeted shelling and dome destruction
of the Holy Savior Ghazanchetsots Cathedral
in Shushi®, along with the continued damage
to it® - such as the erasure of inscriptions,

K. Bennoune, UN Human Rights Council, Special Rapporteur in the Field of Cultural Rights; 2016, para. 72, https://digitalli-

> BBC News, 2021, March 26, Nagorno-Karabakh: The Mystery of the Missing Church. https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-eu-

rope-56530604, (accessed 16.11.2024).

Monument Watch, 2022, Azerbaijan destroyed St. Mokhrenes. Sargis Church, https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/azerbaijan-

destroyed-the-church-of-surb-sargis-in-mokhrenes-village/, (accessed 16.11.2024).

Monument Watch, 2021, June 4, Azerbaijanis Destroyed Shushi's Green Hour, the Dome and Bell Tower of St. Hovhannes the

Baptist Church, https:// monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/azerbaijanis-destroyed-the-dome-and-bell-tower-of-the-kanach-zham-

church/ (accessed 16.11.2024).

> Monument Watch, 2021, May 15, The lllegal Restorations of the Church of Saint Ghazanchetsots in Shushi. https://monument-
watch.org/en/alerts/illegal-recons truction-of-the-surb-ghazanchetsots-church-in-shushi/, (accessed 16.11.2024).

Extensive “restoration” construction activities are being carried out inside the Holy Savior Ghazanchetsots Cathedral in Shushi.

The dome has been dismantled, crosses have been removed from the gates leading to the courtyard of Ghazanchetsots, and
the angel sculptures have been taken down from the gate’s stone edges (See Monument Watch, 2023, Azerbaijan continues
the “restoration” of the Surb Ghazanchetsots (Holy All Savior) Cathedral in Shushi, https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/
azerbaijan-continues-the-restoration-of-the-surb-ghazanchetsots-holy-all-savior-cathedral-in-shushi/, (accessed 16.11.2024): On
October 7, 2024, a video was circulated by Azerbaijani media showing that the dome of the 19th-century church had been



destruction of Christ’s bas-relief, and
obliteration of cross symbols under the guise
of restoration — serve as stark evidence of
this policy.

In 2023, Azerbaijan turned the historical
layers of the Holy Mother of God Church
(Meghretsots, built in 1838 in Shushi) into a
pile of debris’, removed the cross from the
7th-century Vankasar Church®, toppled the
cross of the Stepanakert Cathedral®, and,
through construction interventions, erased
the unique inscriptions and cross engravings
from the medieval churches of Saint Sarkis
(Surb Sargis) and Saint Gregory (Surb
Grigor) in Tsar'®, among others.

Among the primary targets of Azerbaijan's
policy of Armenophobia, alongside churches,
are crossstones (khachkars), which have
faced widespread destruction. The crossstone
(khachkar), one of the most characteristic
and unique symbols of Armenian identity,
is both a product and an indicator of its
development". With their marvelous carvings,
the symbolism of the cross representing
salvation, and the enduring permanence
inspired by the stone, crossstones have
been and remain among the most revered

and, due to their abundance and outdoor
placement, the most accessible sanctities
of the Armenian people. Having traversed
over a millennium of historical development,
they also represent a contemporary cultural
manifestation, both through their historical
presence and the installation of hundreds in
Artsakh over the last 30 years®.
Azerbaijan's systematic campaign in this
regard is particularly underscored by the
destruction of several significant crossstones.
Among these are the crossstones of Arakel
village in the Hadrut region', destroyed
in 2020, those of the memorial complex
dedicated to the Hadrut city's freedom
fighters', the unique XIV-century crossstone
of the Lachin historical cemetery, and several
crossstones dating from the XV-XVI centuries .
Additionally, in 2022, the chapel of the
“Union of Karabakh War Veterans” and the
surrounding crossstones in Mataghis were
destroyed®, along with the unique XII-XIII
century'® crossstones of the Armenian-Greek
old cemetery in Shushi. The crossstones
dedicated to the Artsakh Liberation War in
Ukhtadzor, Hadrut region, and Vorotan city"
have also been demolished. The crossstone

altered. The Armenian church, subjected to inadmissible construction interventions and destruction, was transformed into a
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different structure, which Azerbaijani sources claimed to be a Russian church. It is worth noting that an inscription above the
southern entrance of the church stated that the cathedral was built with donations from the parishioners of Shushi; construc-
tion began in 1868 and was completed in 1887 (See Monument Watch, 2024, The Church of the Holy All Saviour in Shushi has
been defaced and desecrated, 07 october, https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/the-church-of-the-holy-all-saviour-in-shushi-
has-been-defaced-and-desecrated/(accessed 16.11.2024).

Monument Watch, 2023, November 24, Azerbaijan Turns the Historical Layers of the 19th-Century Meghretsots Surb Astvat-
satsin Church of Shushi into a Garbage Heap, https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/azerbaijan-turns-the-historical-layers-of-
the-19th-century-meghretsots-surb-astvatsatsin-church-of-shushi-into-a-garbage-heap/,(accessed 16.11.2024).

Monument Watch, 2024, Azerbaijan Removes Cross from Vankasar Church. February 10, 2024, https://monumentwatch.org/
en/alerts/azerbaijan-removes-cross-from-vankasar-church/,(accessed 16.11.2024).

Monument Watch, 2023, November 19, Azerbaijan Toppled the Cross in Stepanakert. 2023. https://monumentwatch.org/en/
alerts/azerbaijan-toppled-the-cross-in-stepanakert/,(accessed 16.11.2024).

Monument Watch, 2024, It was the Tsar Settlement’s Turn, February 27, 2024, https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/it-was-
the-tsar-settlements-turn/, (accessed 16.11.2024).

Mbwnpnujwu <., fuwgpuwn. dwagnudp, gnpdwnnypep, wwwnlbpwgnpnieniup, hdwuwmwpwunniup, Gplw, £ 9, https:/tert.
nla.am/archive/HA Y%20GIRQ /Ardy/2001-2011/petrosyan_ khachqgar_2008.pdf.

The khachkars installed over the past 30 years have been dedicated to public, economic, and political figures, as well as heroes
of the Artsakh Liberation War.

RA MFA Spokesperson Anna Naghdalyan. Press release on Twitter, January 12, 2021, https://twitter.com/naghdalyan/status
/13489226613181030407ref_ src=twsrc %5Etfw%7 Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7 Ctwterm%5E1348922661318103040%7 Ctw
gr%5E%7 Ctwecon%5SEs1_&ref_url=%3A%2F%2Fyerkirmedia.am%2Fhy%2Farticle%2F2021%2F01%2F12%2F31680, (accessed
16.11.2024).

Monument Watch, 2021, Destruction of the Memorial to the Soldiers in Hadrut, https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/destruc-
tion-of-the-memorial-to-the-soldiers-in-hadrut/,(accessed 16.11.2024).

Monument Watch, 2023, Destruction of the Cemetery and Khachkars in Lachin, https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/destruc-
tion-of-the-cemetery-and-khachkars-in-lachin/, (accessed 16.11.2024).

Monument Watch, 2022, Destruction of Khachkars Caused by Azerbaijan in the Occupied Territories of Artsakh, https://
monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/destruction-of-khachkars-caused-by-azerbaijan-in-the-occupied-territories-of-artsakh/(accessed
16.11.2024).

Medium. 2020, November 25, Church and Memorial Desecration in Post-ceasefire Nagorno Karabakh, https://medium.com/
dfrlab/church-and-memorial-desecration-in-post-ceasefire-nagorno-karabakh-87ece968af3f (accessed 16.11.2024).
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placed in the area of the Kavakavanq church
in 1995 has disappeared. On January 7, 2024,
it was revealed that the memorial crossstone
erected in October 2021 in memory of the
heroes of the Artsakh Liberation War on
Daniel Varujan Street in Martakert had been
destroyed'®, along with two crossstones
adjacent to the Aghanus village aghbyur in
Kashatagh'®.

The destruction of crossstones is a
multifaceted violation of the cultural rights
of the Armenians of Artsakh. As symbols of
Christianity, they also embody deeply rooted
historical and cultural values significant to
Armenian identity. Moreover, crossstones often
serve as communal gathering places and
sites for spiritual and cultural self-expression.

It should be noted that Azerbaijan's policy
of systematic destruction of crossstones
(khachkars) has deep roots, which were
executed in Nakhichevan. From 1998 to 2006,
under the guise of “peaceful conditions”?’,
the Azerbaijani army demolished and
leveled thousands of carved crossstones and
tombstones  with  heavy  construction
equipment, converting the area — once home
to unique historical and cultural cemetery
artifacts - into a shooting range. H. Petrosyan
mentions this in his article “The Iconography
of Julfa’ Khachkars”: “In the 17th century,
there were about 10,000 khachkars in Julfa.
By the end of the 20th century, approximately
3,000 remained. By the end of 2002, the
last khachkars of Julfa were eradicated due
to organized barbarism by the Azerbaijani

government”?.

Azerbaijan is systematically destroying
monuments that commemorate the liberation
struggle and victory of the Nagorno-
Karabakh War (1988-1994) and the memory
of the victims of the Armenian Genocide of
1915. This represents a violation of the cultural
rights of the Armenians of Nagorno-Karabakh.
Such actions erase elements of collective
memory, undermine the community's ability
to honor and remember historically significant
events, obstruct the transmission of heroic
narratives to future generations, and diminish
the sense of pride and unity. These actions
constitute a deliberate attack on historical and
cultural continuity, which forms the backbone
of community cohesion®. Prominent examples
of this chain of destruction include the
obliteration of the memorial complexes
dedicated to the freedom fighters of
Hadrut, as well as the memorials in Shushi
commemorating the Armenian Genocide,
the Nagorno-Karabakh War, and the Great
Patriotic War*®.

Furthermore, the wave of destruction did
not spare the monument adjacent to Saint
Astvatsatsin (Surb Astvatsatsin) Church?,
constructed in 1904 in the village of
Madatashen in the Askeran district, dedicated
to the victims of the Artsakh Liberation War.
In the village of Azokh in Hadrut, three
separate monuments were destroyed,
commemorating the victims of the Great
Patriotic War, the First Artsakh War, and the
Armenian Genocide®. Acts of desecration were
carried out in the villages of Zardanashen
and Avetaranots, while monuments dedicated

Monument Watch, 2024, Azerbaijanis Reportedly Damage Historical Khachkar Monument in Martakert City, https://monument-
watch.org/en/alerts/azerbaijanis-reportedly-damage-historical-khachkar-monument-in-martakert-city/(accessed 16.11.2024).
Monument Watch, 2023, Azerbaijan’s Destruction of the Spring-Monument in Aghanus Village, Kashatagh Region, https://mon-
umentwatch. org/en/alerts/ azer baijans -destruction-of-the-spring-monument-in-aghanus-village-kashatagh-region/(accessed
16.11.2024).

The deliberate destruction of cultural property is prohibited during peacetime as well as wartime under the Hague and Geneva
Conventions, as well as by UNESCO conventions that hold a mandate for the protection of cultural heritage, including the 1970
“Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Prop-
erty” and the 1972 “Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage”.

Mbwnpnujwt <. 2004, ninwih fuwspwnbnh wwwybpwgpnigniup. - MPL, Gpluwu, Ne 1, £o 19:

Stone, Peter G., ed. 2011. Cultural Heritage, Ethics, and the Military. Boydell & Brewer; Bennoune K. 2016, The Destruction of
Cultural Heritage Is a Violation of Human Rights — UN Special Rapporteur. - https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2016/03/
destruction-cultural-heritage-violation-human-rights-un-special-rapporteur.

Monument Watch, 2021. Destruction of the Memorial Devoted to the Genocide Victims in Shushi, https://monumentwatch.org/
en/alerts/destruction-of-the-me morial-devoted-to-the-genocide-victims-in-shushi/(accessed 16.11.2024).

Monument Watch, 2021. The Enemy Destroyed the School, the Cultural Center and the Memorial in Madatashen Village, and
Endangered the Church of Surb Astvatsatsin, https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/the-enemy-destroyed-the-school-the-cultur-
al-center-and-the-memorial-in-madatashen-village-and-endangered-the-church-of-surb-astvatsatsin/ (accessed 16.11.2024).
Monument Watch, 2021. Destruction of the Memorial Complex in Azokh Village of Hadrut, https://monumentwatch.org/en/
alerts/destruction-of-the-memo rial-complex-in-azokh-village-of-hadrut/(accessed 16.11.2024).

s

21

S

2]

2

N

2

@

2

®

2!

&



to the Artsakh Liberation War were destroyed
in the villages of Talish, Karin Tak, and
Mokhrenes®.

The monuments, including the cross-
shaped monument in Zangelan, newly erected
memorials in Mataghis and Talish®, the "Reborn
Talish" monument in the Talish village of
Martakert district’®, and those in Ukhtadzor
dedicated to the Artsakh Liberation War, were
also demolished. Similar actions targeted
memorials in Getavan and Krtijvan. The wave
of destructive intent by Azerbaijan, aimed at
erasing memory, extended even to monuments
dedicated to the Great Patriotic War and
those commemorating heroes and victims.
Among these was a bust of Marshal Armenak
Khanperyants (Sergey Khudyakov) of the
USSR Air Force and a MiG-17 fighter-jet
monument within the grounds of his
house-museum in Mets Tagher village™,
Hadrut district. In Shushi, the bust of Sovi-
et state and political figure Ivan Tevosyan®°,
a native of Shushi, was also demolished.
Additionally, the statue of Vazgen Sargsyan®',
National Hero of Armenia and Artsakh, was
subjected to vandalism and destruction.

In Stepanakert, monuments to notable
figures including Alexander Myasnikyan,
the Artsakh Hero Ashot Ghulian, the bronze
statue of Armenian SSR socio-political figure
Stepan Shahumyan, the bust of Anatoly
Zinevich, and the Eagle monument located
in the upper park of Stepanakert were all
obliterated, as well as the statue of Charles
Aznavour in the Armenian-French Friendship
Park.

After the war, the historical cemeteries of

Artsakh became targets for Azerbaijan, under
the guise of large-scale road construction
activities. Specifically, historical Armenian
cemeteries near the roads, such as the XVIII-
century cemetery in Sghnakh in Shosh
community*, Askeran district, and in Shushi,
were completely destroyed. The same fate
befell the Hadrut Brotherhood Cemetery
and the military pantheon in Stepanakert.
The graves of prominent figures of the
Artsakh Liberation War in the village of Togh
were also destroyed. In May 2023, historical
cemeteries in Lachin and Hadrut were
damaged by Azerbaijan, followed in November
by the destruction of cemeteries in Shushi.
Among them were masterpieces of funerary
architecture, with tombstones up to three
meters high, crowned with winged crosses,
now reduced to rubble. Additionally, the Old
Cemetery of Shushi, known for its ornate
tombstones, and the Armenian-Greek
cemetery, containing verified XII-XIII century
khachkars, were also devastated*’.

These destructions, beyond their significant
material losses, have deeply impacted the
Armenian community of Artsakh by infringing
on their cultural rights. The inability to connect
with, visit, or maintain these cemeteries has
inflicted profound psychological trauma upon
individuals and communities, intensifying
feelings of grief and helplessness. This erasure
of cemeteries severs connections between
generations, erasing family and cultural
histories and disrupting the region-specific
burial and mourning customs, thereby violating
the community's ability to observe these
rites.

¢ Artsakh Monuments, 2021, February 17, Facebook. https://www. facebook. com/artsakh.monuments/

posts/15738953394732037?_rdr (accessed 16.11.2024).
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Guseyn-zade, Rena. 2021, Facebook, November 18, https://www. facebook. com/rena.quseynzade/posts/3443529142348890

Krivosheev. 2020, https://archive.is/PkeTz (accessed 16.11.2024).
Monument Watch, 2021. Destruction of the Bust of Armenak Khanperyants and MIG-17 Fighter Jet in Mets Tagher Village,

https://monumentwatch. org/en/alerts/ destruction-of-the-bust-of-armenak-khanperyants-and-mig-17-fighter-jet-in-mets-tagher-

village/(accessed 16.11.2024).
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Sputnik Armenia. 2021. March 4, In Shushi, Azerbaijani vandals desecrated the bust of Hovhannes Tevosyan. https://armenias-

putnik.am/20210304/shushi-vandalizm-xshm-gorcich-hovhannes-tevosyan-26685429.html(accessed 16.11.2024)

3

cle/2020/11/18/27728. (accessed 16.11.2024).

3

iy}

tion-of-the-cemetery-of-syghnakh/, (accessed 16.11.2024).
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Yerkir Media. 2020. November 18. Sparapet's monument was desecrated in Shushi. https://yerkirmedia.am/hy/arti-
Monument Watch, 2021. June 9, Destruction of the cemetery of Syghnakh. https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/destruc-

Tigranyan A., The Armenian cultural heritage of Artsakh. Mechanisms for protection in the international system for preserva-

tion of heritage, Vem Series, No 6, Yerevan, Lusakn, 2023 pp. 134-149, https://orient.sci.am/archive/915/article-zc2EvGays

TPwBOUN9ktuMJir4Q1oxLZASgI6KpFX.pdf.
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The Azerbaijani campaign to erase
Armenian heritage has not spared entire
cities, historic districts, cemeteries, and
villages. One such act of destruction was the
burning®* of the XVIII-XIX century Yere Bazar*
district in Hadrut, Artsakh, and the complete
demolition of the village of Mokhrenis. In
April 2024, the village of Karin Tak in Shushi
was also destroyed, including its khachkars
and springs. The obliteration of entire cities
and villages constitutes a violation of cultural
rights, resulting in the erasure of cultural
heritage, the loss of intangible traditions,
and the distortion of collective memory.

The destruction of monuments and
museums is being carried out at an alarming
rate, violating the cultural rights of both the
community and individual creators. In addition
to the demolition of the historic XIX-century
Halivor Bridge, Azerbaijan has destroyed 51
sculptures located in the “Sculpture Park”
adjacent to the Shushi State Museum of Fine
Arts*®, damaged and dismantled the Shushi
State Geological Museum named after
Grigori Gabrielyants®, the Avetik Isahakyan
Library in Hadrut, the building of the
National Assembly of Artsakh, and other
structures®®.

Appropriation of Armenian

Cultural Heritage of Artsakh

Azerbaijan’s appropriation of Armenian
cultural heritage in Artsakh distorts histor-
ical facts and disconnects the community
from its past. This policy prevents Artsakh
Armenians from transmitting their identity

to future generations. Azerbaijan’s takeover
endangers around 4,000 monuments, in-
cluding medieval churches and monaster-
ies, now under Azerbaijani control. These
acts of cultural appropriation involve alter-
ing Armenian churches, denying Armenian
heritage, renaming cities, villages, and
streets throughout Artsakh, and reshaping
Armenian cultural sites to appear Islamized,
Turkified, or Russified. This includes modi-
fying cultural landscapes, misrepresenting
restoration efforts, and disrupting traditional
Armenian rituals.

Professor Lori Khachaturian and Adam
Smith of Cornell University note®® that
Armenian monuments in territories under
Azerbaijan’s control face a real threat of state-
sponsored destruction. “Heritage appropriation
is just as toxic to our understanding of the
human past as its silent demolition,” they
assert in a joint statement. Experts from
the Institute for War and Peace Reporting™
further warn that Azerbaijan might destroy
Armenian heritage while denying that
heritage’s connection to Armenian history.

Denying evidence of the indigenous
presence of the Armenians, claiming
ownership of Artsakh Armenians’ entire
cultural heritage, or attributing it to other
nations is a key aspect of Azerbaijan’s state
policy*. The country’s president, ministers,
diplomatic representatives, religious
communities, and “scientists” promoting
false Azerbaijani claims are committed to
this agenda. In cases of expropriation, they
often leave a monument’s exterior intact while

** Bakinskiy Nord. 2022. October 9. Twitter. https://t.me/bakinskiy_nord/15674? single(accessed 16.11.2024).
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In 2018-2019, the Hadrut Municipality undertook specific steps to transform the Yere Bazar district into a historical-cultural
reserve. Efforts were made to delineate the reserve's boundaries, study building designs, and prepare preliminary materials.
Monument Watch, 2021. Destruction of the Park of Sculptures of the State Museum of Fine Arts in Shushi. https://monument-
watch.org/en/alerts/destruction-of-the-park-of-sculptures-of-the-state-museum-of-fine-arts-in-shushi/ (accessed 16.11.2024).
Ararathau. 2021. Ararathau. 2021, August 18. Telegram. The destruction of the Grigori Gabrielyantsi State Museum of Geology
in Shushi. https://t.me/ararathau/9676 (accessed 16.11.2024).

Tigranyan A., The Armenian cultural heritage of Artsakh. Mechanisms for protection in the international system for pres-
ervation of heritage, Vem Series, No 6, Yerevan, Lusakn, 136-143 pp, https://orient.sci.am/archive/915/article-zc2EvGays
TPwBOUN9ktuMJir4Q1oxLZASgI6KpFX.pdf .
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stripping away its Armenian identity. They may
attribute it to Albanians, Turks, azerbaijanize
or russify it, alter its function, and disrupt
its transmission to future generations.
Sometimes, they erase historical inscriptions
to remove traces of Armenianness or create
new narratives about the heritage. This
damages the intangible aspects of cultural
value: history accuracy, authentic preservation,
and the right to educate future generations
with these cultural values.

Albanization of Armenian

Cultural Heritage in Artsakh

A theory developed in the mid-20th
century, which claimed that Christian Albanians
—a group that had disappeared from history
—were the ancestors of Azerbaijanis, now
holds a prominent place in Azerbaijan’s
state policy. The theory of Albanization* in
Azerbaijan has deep roots, tracing back to
the 1950s. At that time, Azerbaijani historian
and academic Ziya Bunyadov argued that
the ancient churches in Nagorno-Karabakh
were built not by Armenians, but by now-
extinct Albanians®. This theory aimed to
erase the historical roots of Armenians, limit
their right to live and create in the region,
and make room for Azerbaijan’s presence.

After the 44-day war, Azerbaijan’s President
llham Aliyev initiated a policy involving
2,000-3,000 Christian Udis in present-day
Azerbaijan to deny the Armenian origins of
religious buildings and structures in Artsakh.
This practice was based on the claim that the
Udis are the only Christian descendants of
the Caucasian Albanians, making them a
political tool as the bearers of Albanian
culture with the right to claim the Christian
heritage in Artsakh. Ignoring historic
evidence, Aliyev continuously organized
visits* of Udi community® representatives

to churches in the occupied territories,
disregarding the authentic ritual traditions
of the Armenian Apostolic Church. Notably,
videos*® distributed by Azerbaijani news
agencies show that during Udi divine
services or prayers, the main rites of the
Armenian Apostolic Church are desecrated.

Just days after the forced deportation of
120,000 Artsakh Armenians, Azerbaijan began
denying the Armenian origins of most
important Christian monastic complexes in
Artsakh, declaring them Albanian. Gandzasar,"
Amaras (dating back to the 4th-5th centuries),
and other significant churches have been
targeted for expropriation. Dadivank*® became
a target of Albanization immediately after the
war’s end. Despite the presence of around
200 Armenian inscriptions, Azerbaijan claims
Dadivank as part of Udi cultural heritage,
disregarding its Armenian origins.

On May 5, 2021, a video surfaced
suggesting that representatives of Azerbaijan’s
Udi Christian community should celebrate
church holidays and perform liturgies in
Dadivank. The spiritual leader of the Udis
stated that Dadivank is their church complex,
should have permanent priests, and that
the Muslim call to prayer (azan) should be
sounded there regularly.

Dadivank Monastery was the religious
center of the Vakhtangyans’ Princedom in the
Principality of Upper Khachen of Artsakh.
None of Dadivank’s components (architectural
design, sculpture, khachkars, and frescoes)
refer to Caucasian Albanian, Udi or non-
Armenian culture. Apart from the 100
Armenian inscriptions of Dadivank monastery
dating from the 12th to 17th centuries AD,
there are no words or letters in any other
language. The khachkars (cross-stones) of
Dadivank embedded in the walls predate the
buildings with the most recent dating to the

* Crombach, S. G. 2019, Ziia Buniiatov and the invention of an Azerbaijani past. Universiteit van Amsterdam, https://pure.uva.nl/

ws/files/40165626/Thesis.pdf (accessed 23.11.2024).

** Monument Watch, 2021, Azerbaijan's Policy of Islamization in Artsakh - Monument Watch (accessed 23.11.2024).
* Lagin rayonu, “Agoglan” mabadi, facebook, https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1051504228724280 (accessed 23.11.2024).
** Xudaveng va Agoglan mabadlari , facebook, https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=344815654057444 (accessed 23.11.2024).

“* Lyl wbinnud:

* Monument Watch, 2024, Expropriation of Gandzasar Begins, https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/expropria-

tion-of-gandzasar-begins/ (accessed 23.11.2024).

*® Monument Watch, 2021. May 15. Azerbaijan Claims that Dadivank Monastery Belongs to Udi Cultural Heritage. https://monu-
mentwatch.org/en/alerts/azerbaijan-claims-that-dadivank-monastery-belongs-to-udi-cultural-heritage/ (accessed 16.11.2024).
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17th century AD. According to Adam Smith®.
Armenian churches, specifically Dadivank,
could not have been created by Caucasian
Albania, a kingdom that fell around the 8th
century.

Despite historical evidence, attempts to
appropriate Dadivank persist. On September
18, 2024, Baku organized a visit for accredited
ambassadors and diplomatic missions in
Azerbaijan to the Karvachar region of
occupied Artsakh. During this visit, Ilham
Aliyev’s assistant, Hikmet Hajiyev, announced®®
that “Dadivank and other monuments will be
restored and regain their original appearance.”
However, “Azerbaijani restoration,” entails
the destruction of hundreds of Armenian
inscriptions, crosses, and khachkars, which
Azerbaijan openly considers fake. These
statements pose a significant threat to
Armenian monuments, as such “restoration”
would erase their historical and cultural
identity, along with their authenticity.

The world has already witnessed the
consequences of this approach. Exactly four
years after the repeated strikes and bombings
that violated customary laws of war on
October 8, 2020, Azerbaijan presented the
transformed appearance of the 19th-century
Holy Ghazanchetsots Church in Shushi.
Under the guise of restoration, the dome
of the historic church was destroyed and all
Armenian inscriptions were erased.

Several Armenian monasteries in Artsakh
have been reclassified as Albanian during
visits® by representatives of the Albanian-
Udian religious community. These include
Saint Khach Monastery in Vank village of
Hadrut, Holy Yeghishe Church in Mataghis

village, and St. Hovhannes Church in Togh
village of Hadrut region. In the Kashatagh
region, the Armenian church of Tsitsernavank®
was vandalized—members of the “Albanian-
Udi” community destroyed a unique glass pit
housing relics and performed rituals that go
against the sacred practices of the Armenian
Apostolic Church. Even the Armenian church
in Kavakavank, with its unique record dating
to 1742, faces the threat of Albanization.
These visits®® by “Albanian-Udi” community
representatives appear to herald the erasure
of the authenticity and history of Armenian
churches.

The president of Azerbaijan’s statements
attempt to deny the Armenian origin of the
church in Tsakuri village, Hadrut region.
He claims it is Albanian, asserting that the
khachkars were built during the years of
Armenian occupation and the inscriptions

added later. A subsequent statement,
contradicting fundamental heritage
preservation  principles, declares that

Azerbaijan must restore or reconstruct that
church—an apparent ploy to erase Armenian
traces and distort historical truth. To further
this agenda internationally, Azerbaijan
organized an exhibition in Warsaw®*. There,
Armenian historical churches includ-
ing Dadivank, Amaras, Gandzasar, and
Tsitsernavank were presented as Albanian.
The exhibition also featured rituals of the
“Albanian-Udian” religious minority being
performed in these Armenian churches.
Recently, Rizvan Huseynov, director of
the Caucasian History Center in Azerbaijan,
published videos® about the Gandzasar
complex. He claims that Armenians have

*9 L. Khatchadourian, A. Smith, The US can help prevent the destruction of cultural heritage in Nagorno-Karabakh. Here’s how,
Medium, 15 Dec, 2020, https://medium.com/cornell-university/the-us-can-help-prevent-the-destruction-of-cultural-heritage-in-
nagorno-karabakh-heres-how-b809b87a5e79 (accessed ' 01.09.2024):
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Hikmet Hajiyev, Twitter, 18 September, 2024, https://x.com/hikmethajiyev/status/18363541945774328727s=49&fbclid=IwY2x-

jawFYjQBleHRuA2FIbQIXMAABHfIYT4XuiYrjWtg-9Wm5SXQP7vgNG7Ze5fX-0mwYe_cauTHSZ5IUdTInnOg_aem_9MPAj9dsGW-

7W3hCyl11W)5w (accessed 23.11.2024).
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Monument watch, Udi propaganda as an expression of Azerbaijani politics, https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/udi-propagan-

da-as-an-expression-of-azerbaijani-politics/ (accessed 23.11.2024).

Monument watch, Representatives of the “Albanian-Udi” community of Azerbaijan desecrated and destroyed the unique pit

inside the Armenian church of the Tsitsernavank monastery in the Kashatagh region of Artsakh, https://monumentwatch.org/en/
alerts/representatives-of-the-albanian-udi-community-of-azerbaijan-desecrated-and-destroyed-the-unique-pit-inside-the-arme-
nian-church-of-the-tsitsernavank-monastery-in-the-kashatagh-region-of-artsakh/ (accessed 23.11.2024).
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Panorama.am, Uwwwntintlwwnynipjwt dhowqqujuwgdwt pwpngny’ Unppbigwup Yapwowpwnpnid £ hp hwdwp unp

wwwndnipiniu. Updhub Shgpwywu, https://www.panorama.am/am/news/2024/06/05/Upuhub-Shgpwiywu/3012024 (ac-

cessed 23.11.2024):



altered the church’s historical appearance,
“Armenized” it, and forged the inscriptions,
asserting that they are of Albanian heritage,
not Armenian. However, it is crucial to note
that the outer facades of the Gandzasar St.
Hovhannes-Mkrtich Church and its vestibule
beardozensof Armeniandonativeinscriptions.
These inscriptions provide valuable insights
into the political, spiritual, and economic
realities of medieval Artsakh. Dismissing
them as fake directly contradicts the history
of the region.

Researcher Yelena Hambardzumyan®®
points out that the discredited theory of
Albanization — or the continuous erasure of
Armenianness — served two purposes. First,
it aimed to eliminate any connections between
the now-extinct Caucasian Albanians and
living Armenians. Second, it sought to
establish a link with the now-extinct
Christian civilization, creating an ancient and
indigenous identity for Azerbaijanis in the
South Caucasus.

It's important to note that from the 8th
century AD, the Albanian Church’s system of
beliefs and rituals, including also its liturgical
language, was identical to that of the Armenian
Apostolic Church. In 1836, the Tsarist
government abolished the Albanian Church,
and the Christian Udi communities were
incorporated into the Shemakha Diocese of
the Armenian Apostolic Church. Until the
1990s, most Udis living in modern Azerbaijan
were followers of the Armenian Apostolic
Church.

Islamization of Armenian

Heritage of Artsakh

Azerbaijan’s policy of appropriation is
evident in the Islamization of Armenian
heritage, particularly impacting the cultural
heritage of Shushi®” and Hadrut. Since 2021,
various forums have been held in Shushi®?,
aiming to distort the city’s historical and
cultural identity by presenting®® it to the
international community and organizations
as solely Azerbaijani. On September 17,
2021, at the 38th International Meeting
of Turkish Ministers in Khiva, Uzbekistan,
Minister Anar Kerimov confirmed Baku’s
intention to declare Shushi the “Cultural
Capital of the Turkic World 2023"°.
Furthermore, in May 2024, a memorandum of
cooperation was signed®' in Shushi between
the Heydar Aliyev Foundation and ISESCO.
This agreement provides for the exchange of
experience in culture, science, and education,
the development of new technologies, and
the implementation of joint projects in
Shushi and other cities.

In Shushi, Azerbaijan constructed a mu-
seum, mosque, and square on the site of a
former Armenian Genocide monument,
which Azerbaijan had previously destroyed. In
September 2024, President Aliyev attended
the opening of “Flag Square,” built in 2021
where the Genocide memorial once stood.
Azerbaijani media reports that a “Victory
Museum”®  commemorating Azerbaijan’s
victory in the 44-day war will also be built

%> PussaH lNyceliHos, AnbaHckuii lanp3acapckuii MoHacTbipb. Argepe - 01.10.2024, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ueplv-

PZPP10 (accessed 23.11.2024).
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February 28, 2021, https://hyperallergic.com/614619/why-armenian-cultural-heritage-threatens-azerbaijans-claims-to-na-
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Monument watch, Azerbaijan is planning to declare Shushi “cultural center of the Turkic world”, https://monumentwatch.org/
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Monument Watch, 2022. May 27. About the conference organized in Shushi. https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/about-the-

conference-organized-in-shushi/ (accessed 23.11.2024); Monument Watch, 2024. May 13. New attempts have emerged aimed
at the Islamization of Armenian cultural heritage. https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/ new-attempts-have-emerged-aimed-at-
the-islamization-of-armenian-cultural-heritage/(accessed 16.11.2024).
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there. Furthermore, a new Shushi Mosque®® is
under construction, symbolizing Azerbaijan’s
“victory.” President Aliyev laid its foundation
stone in May 2021.

Since 2020, a new trend of Islamization®*
has emerged in Artsakh, affecting its historical,
cultural, and natural landscape. This state
policy is evident in the construction of new
mosques throughout the region. These
mosques, funded® by the Heydar Aliyev
Foundation, are being constructed in Shushi,
Hadrut, Karintak, Mataghis, Berdzor, and
Zangelan.

In Hadrut, Mataghis, and Karintak — areas
historically without a Muslim population —
mosques®® are being constructed on elevated
terrain. Notably, these new mosques span
Artsakh geography: one in Hadrut to the
south, another in Mataghis to the north,
and one in Karintak in the central region.
Moreover, a new mosque is under construction
in Berdzor, the town formerly known as
Lachin.

Hadrut®” is undergoing Islamization through
mosque construction and the official approval
of a project®® to convert Saint Harutyun
Church into an Albanian religious site. The
Azerbaijani government has posted a sign
indicating plans for excavations around the
church of the Holy Resurrection followed
by its restoration and the establishment of
a Caucasian Albanian cultural museum. This
effort appears to reframe the historically
Armenian Hadrut as part of an Islamic,
Azerbaijani heritage. The project®® also
includes “restoration” of the historical core
in Hadrut and several other monuments.

In this Hadrut settlement, which has long
had a predominantly Armenian population
and distinct Armenian cultural and religious
heritage, a new Azerbaijani identity is being
constructed at the expense of its original
history. As part of this narrative shift, a
mosque was built in Hadrut in 2021, despite
the city’s historical lack of a Muslim
population.

The destruction of cultural heritage

as the neutralization of peace

The international community has
recognized the critical role of cultural
heritage preservation in strengthening security,
development, and peace’®. On March 24,
2017, the UN adopted Resolution 2347,
emphasizing the importance of safeguarding
cultural heritage as a pathway to peace for all
humanity. The resolution condemns the illegal
destruction of cultural heritage, as well as the
looting and trafficking of cultural property
by terrorist groups during armed conflicts.
The denial of historical roots and cultural
diversity by such groups is considered a
factor exacerbating conflicts and an obstacle
to post-conflict reconciliation. The destruction
of cultural heritage undermines not only
security but also the stability, governance,
and social, economic, and cultural develop-
ment of conflict-affected states.

The Rome Criminal Court affirms that
evidence of attacks on cultural heritage can
indicate that the primary target of the assault
was the civilian population, given the collective
significance of cultural heritage for civil
communities. Furthermore, crimes against

3 Wnbxam Annes 3anomun cyHaameHT Hosoli Meuetn B LLywe, CBC TV Azerbaijan, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sAXPwm-

mlgmQ(accessed 23.11.2024).

®* Monument watch, Azerbaijan’s Policy of Islamization in Artsakh, https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/azerbaijans-policy-of-is-

lamization-in-artsakh/ (accessed 23.11.2024).

% Azertac, Prezident va birinci xanim Zangilan mascidinin agilisinda, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wdXZIpmmjd4 (accessed

23.11.2024).

¢ Monument watch, Foundation of new mosques in the Armenian settlements of Artsakh , https://monumentwatch.org/en/alerts/
foundation-of-new-mosques-in-the-armenian-settlements-of-artsakh/ (accessed 23.11.2024).

" Report, MpeanaeHT AsepbaiigkaHa: Y meHa 6bi10 MHOTO 3aMeyaHuii B CBA3N C reHnnaHom lagpyta, https://report.az/ru/vnutren-
nyaya-politika/prezident-azerbajdzhana-u-menya-bylo-mnogo-zamechanij-v-svyazi-s-genplanom-gadruta/ (accessed 23.11.2024).

®® The alienation of the historical Armenian identity of the city of Hadrut in Artsakh and the creation of a new “Azerbaijani identi-
ty”, 27 December, 2023, https://westernarmeniatv.com/en/culture_en/the-alienation-of-the-historical-armenian-identity-of-the-
city-of-hadrut-in-artsakh-and-the-creation-of-a-new-azerbaijani-identity/ , (accessed 23.11.2024).

%9 Sputnik Azerbaijan, MogroToBneHbl reHnnaxbl nocenkos Cyrosyiian u Fagpyt, 17 April, 2023, https://az.sputniknews.
ru/20230417/podgotovleny-genplany-poselkov-sugovushan-i-gadrut-453862618.html, (accessed 23.11.2024).

® UN General Assembly, Human rights of internally displaced persons, 2021, para. 3 https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UN-

DOC/GEN/N21/194/86/PDF/N2119486.pdf?OpenElement



cultural heritage may also suggest the
discriminatory nature of the attack’'.

The 2005 Faro Convention on the Value
of Cultural Heritage for Society emphasizes
the role of heritage in promoting peace
and resolving conflicts’. The civil society
organization Europa Nostra, linking heritage
protection with issues of peace and security,
emphasizes the importance of safeguarding
cultural heritage as a means of fostering
stability and harmony.

In 2021, the European Parliament adopted
Resolution No. 26937% on Armenian prisoners
of war. In its 16th point, the resolution
strongly condemns any acts of destruction of
Armenian heritage in Azerbaijan and calls on
Azerbaijan to restore damaged or destroyed
monuments. Furthermore, it emphasizes the
need for greater international involvement
in the region to ensure the protection of
global heritage. Additionally, addressing the
maintenance of peace in the region, the
resolution highlights the paramount role of
heritage preservation in establishing peace.

Conclusion

The  systematic  destruction  and
appropriation of Artsakh cultural heritage by
Azerbaijan from 2020 to 2024 represents a
calculated attack on the region’s identity and
a broader assault on global cultural diversity.
This policy undermines international legal
principles, including those enshrined in
UNESCO’s framework, which mandate the
preservation of cultural heritage as a shared
legacy of humanity. Beyond its cultural
consequences, Azerbaijan’s actions exacerbate
regional tensions, foster intolerance, and
disrupt the foundation for sustainable peace.

By targeting cultural heritage, Azerbaijan
not only erases the historical and cultural
footprint of the Armenian people in Artsakh
but also perpetuates an environment of hatred
and division, contradicting international
efforts toward reconciliation and coexistence.
The destruction of heritage is an ongoing
war that transcends physical damage,
inflicting lasting harm on cultural identity,
collective memory, and the prospects for
peace.

' ICC, Policy on Cultural Heritage, 2021, para. 64. https://www.icc-cpi.int/sites/default/files/itemsDocuments/20210614-otp-poli-

cy-cultural-heritage-eng.pdf.

7> Faro Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society, 2005, art. 9. hnnqws:
7 Stiu European Parliament resolution on prisoners of war in the aftermath of the most recent conflict between Armenia and
Azerbaijan (2021/2693(RSP)), https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/RC-9-2021-0277_EN.html.
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ApmuHe TurpaHsH

Mnadwuli Hay4HbIl compyOHuk uccnedosamensckozo yeHmpa Ambepo, Al Y
BE3OMACHOCTb U/ BbI30BbI

MOJMTUKA ABEPBAMAHA NO YHUUTOMEHMIO U NPUCBOEHUIO KYJIbTYPHOTO
HACNEOMNA APLLAXA KAK HAPYLULEHUE MUPHOMW NOBECTKU

B pe3ynbrate BoiiHbI, HauaToll AsepbaiigaHom B 2020 rogy, v nocnepyrowmnx [eicTBuiA, BKItOYan
nepexop, Tepputopuii Apuaxa nop, KoHTponb AsepbaiifaHa, AeBAaTrMecAYHoO 6nokaabl JlaunmHcKoro
Kopupopa u BblHyMAeHHoro nepecenenua 6onee 120 000 apman 19 ceHtabpa 2023 ropa, Asepbaii-
OXaH cUCTeMaTUHecKn YHUYTOKaeT boratoe 1 yHUKanbHoe KynbTypHoe Hacneave Apuaxa. DT1a cKoop-
OVHUPOBaHHaA MONUTUKA HAHOCUT yAap Mo KyabTYpHOMY pa3HOObpasuto MnaHeTbl, NOApPbIBAET KOH-
LLeNLVIo TONEPaHTHOCTM, 3aKPErIEHHYIO B MeMAyHapOLHOM Nnpase, U CrocobCTBYET pacnpocTpaHeH o
HEHaBMCTW U PacoBOli AUCKPUMMHALMN B PETMOHE. DTU AEWCTBUA B KOHEYHOM WUTOre HeliTpanusytot
YCUINA MO YCTaHOBNEHWIO MUPHOIA MOBECTKM, YraybnAloT pasfeneHue n yCunmBatoT HarpAMEeHHOCTb.
B cratbe npepcrtaBneHa nonutuka AsepbaiifmaHa Mo YHUUTOMEHWIO W MPUCBOEHWIO KYNbTypPHOrO
Hacnepua Apuaxa ¢ 2020 no 2024 ron. B Heli [LoKyMeHTUpYLOTCA ClydYau YHUUTOMEHUA Hacneus,
KnaccupuumMpyrotca no Tuny u obcyxpaeTca BAMAHUE 3TON MONMUTUKM Ha MPOJOMMEHUE KOH(PNNKTA,
cofelicTBre HETEPNMMOCTM U HapyLLeH1e MUPHOIA nosecTku. MexayHapoaHble opraHu3aLum nogyep-
KWBAIOT, YTO YHWYTOMEHME KyNbTYPHOro Hacineaua — 3TO NpofjomKarollanca BoiiHa. AsepbaiifmaH
0b6sA3aH Mo MexyHapoAHOMYy NpaBy yBamaTb BCe KYNbTYpHble LLEHHOCTU, KaK yKasaHo B MpuHLMNax
FOHECKO, KoTopble npusHatoT BKNaf, Hacneana Kaxaol Hauum B MupoBoe pasHoobpasue. [lelicteua
AzepbaiifmaHa HapyLLatoT 3Ti 0bA3aTenbCTBa, YTO elle bonblie NPenATCTBYET YCUAMAM MO yCTaHOBe-
HUIO MUPa U NPUMUPEHUIO B PETUOHE.

Kniouesble cnosa: Apyax, KyabmypHoe Hacnedue, yHUYMoMXeHue, NpucsoeHue, MUPHAA NOBECIMKA,
Hemepnumocmb, pacosas OUCKpUMUHAYUs, mex0yHapoOHoe npaso, AsepbalioxaH
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