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Genocide and the Karabagh Movement.

National Academy of Sciences, Republic 0
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The recent publication of Harutyun Maru-
tyan’s book opens up a new page of interdiscip-
linary research in the field-of Armenian studies.
Based primarily on his own fieldwork, the author
explores the visual representations of the Arme-
nian Genocide during the years of the Karabagh
Movement (1988-1990). To be more precise,
Marutyan’s narrative resembles a two-way road
where, on the one hand, a historical epoch is
revealed through the analysis of banners and
posters, while, on the other, the same banners and
poslers assume meaning through the author’s
interpretation of the historical context in which
they appeared. In comparison with a few similar
studies that had been previously done in different
countries primarily on the analysis of the posters,
cartoons, and banners prepared by professional
artists mainly for the print media, Marutyan’s
work is innovative in terms of its introduction and
investigation of “the popular perspeclive”, namely
the iconographic sources mostly, and often
spontaneously, produced by ordinary participants
of the Karabagh Movement. This research is also
valuable — as it is demonstrated in Dr. Levon
Abrahamian’s interesting introduction to the book
— due to its relevance to the realities of societal
development in present Armenia (while reading
the book, one can hardly resist the temptation of
drawing parallels and making connections
between the issues that Armenia faced during the
Karabagh Movement and the ones that challenge
Armenia today).

It is very important that fro
beginning the author makes his work grounded,
?resenting theoretical issues relating 10 his study
%n the first chapter of the book. The reader is
introduced to different theories and approaches

m the very
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social dimensions of collective and historical
memory, as well as to how collective mémoq
relates the past to the present. In talking about the
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and explored the area of his study, this is 1o 58Y»
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the commemoration events in the months (March
8, April 24, November 7) and years following
Sumgait, associated the Sumgait tragedy with and
“merged” it into the topic of the 1915 Genocide,
Second, Sumgait was made part of the
“international memory,” being juxtaposed, for
example, with the crimes of the World War 11 or
with the mass repressions in the Stalinist era.

In the next chapter of the book we learn
about the specific issue of emotional banners
spontaneously produced in Yerevan after the
Sumgait events. These banners, reflecting peop-
le’s grief, sorrow and suffering, the author argues,

. are analogous to the medieval and post-Genocide
Armenian literature devoted to the tragic events in
the course of the Armenian history. Especially
interesting is the examination of the banners
containing quotations from the Armenian poets
Sevak and Siamanto, as well as the analysis of
how the authors of the banners made connections
between the events at the beginning and at the end

of the twentieth century and transferred their

feeling of grief to the banners by using the
medium of the poetry,

The fi

society at those tumultuoyg times. First, Marutyan
argues that the Kar&ibagh Movement brought with
itself an understanding of constitutiona] rights of
the people, who, at first, vieweq “Perestroika” ang
“Glasnost” as opportunities for realization of their
aspirations. Second, the year 1988 also markeq
disillusionment with these democratic Processes
because of the Kremlin’s manipulations over the
Karabagh issue as well as the policy of Covering
up the realities of the Sumgait pogroms. This can
be well seen on the posters and banners of the
period, which carried a strong criticism of centra]
Soviet mass propaganda institutions, demanded
political evaluation of crimes and blamed Moscow
for the Sumgaig events. Finally, we learn that the
banners and posters reflected another reality of
Armenian society, hamely, the transformation in
the collective perceptiong of the idealistic image
of the Russian people and the Russian soldier as
the saviors of the Armenians, a fundamental
change which was caused by the involvement of

the Soviet armed forces in the suppression of the
Karabagh Movement.

The sixth chapter investigates another
essential change in the collective identity of the
Armenian society. Comparison of _the materials
marking the start and the closing phase of the
Karabagh Movement reveals an important shift in
the nature of the national self-concept. More
specifically, Marutyan's analysis demonstrates that
if the texts in the Genocide-related banners from
the year 1988 mostly contained pleading tones
(restoration of Justice, recognition of the
Genocide, and so on), the banners of the following
years emphasized the necessity for self-reliance
and armed struggle, as well as for the restoration
of independence,

The banners of that period also became the
ers of historical revisionism with regards to
the events related (o the cooperation of Russia and
Turkey at the beginning of the twentieth century,
Presenting this Cooperation as fatal for the
Armenian people, the banners — introduced
mainly by the members of (he Union for National
Self-Detenninalion — Marutyan writes, came as g
big surprise not only for representatives of the

Armenian historiography but also for society in
general.

Finally, the last chapter of the book stands
out in interpreting how the banners reflected the
ecological concerns rajsed at that time., It
demonstrates the ways the ecological problems
were equated to the topic of the Genocide, hence
given more weight (for example, the Metzamor
nuclear plant and the “Najrit» chemical factory
were presented as agents of perpetuation of the
1915 Genocide). Furthermore, the chapter may be
interesting for the reader — especially in the light
?f the present debates laking place in Armenja —
In its presentation of the banners expressing the
concerns  over the diminished role of (he
Al‘mnnian language. The book concludes with a
convincing Summary that, among other things, re-
emphasizes e thesis of a fundamenta] identity

change tha; ook place during the Karabagh
Movemenl, result i

pione
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