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ANNUAL WINTER BREAK

The Mirror-Spectator’s last 2025 issue 
is dated December 27. After a week’s 
break we return with the issue of 
January 10.  Happy Holidays!

By Irakli Machaidze
Armenia is reassessing its national se-

curity foundation with the evident aim of 
replacing military might with economic 
power as the central pillar for ensuring 
sovereignty.

Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan is a 
leading advocate of remaking Armenia’s 
security architecture. “When the army is 
your primary tool for security, you could 
say you have no security at all,” he said 
at a September conference dedicated to 
security issues. “The military should be 
the last tool in the security system. And 
the more tools you have before it, the 
better.”

Pashinyan wants to make a strong econ-
omy the most powerful instrument in his 
national security toolkit. The $500-mil-
lion plan to build the region’s first arti-
ficial intelligence hub in Armenia high-
lights Pashinyan’ strategy. The initiative 
took a major step forward in November 
when US regulators approved the transfer 
of advanced Nvidia Blackwell GPUs. 

The project, led by Firebird, a startup 
apparently bankrolled by an ultra-wealthy 
member of the Armenian diaspora, is 
backed by the Armenian government.

The operating model gives Yerevan a 
substantive stake in how future AI capa-
bilities develop in the region. That matters 
as AI moves deeper into sensitive sectors 
such as healthcare, finance and national 
security. AI has been described as the 21st 

century version of electricity, with GPU 
farms compared to generators: Armenian 
officials and experts believe that building 
a big lead in this area will foster a deep 
sense of security.

see AI, page 3

Syunik’s Iranian Consulate 
General Celebrates Third 
Anniversary, Cementing 
Armenian-Iranian Relations
By Aram Arkun
Mirror-Spectator Staff

KAPAN, Armenia — The Consulate 
General of the Islamic Republic of Iran 
in Kapan, the capital of Armenia’s south-
ern-most province of Syunik, celebrat-
ed its third anniversary with an evening 
event on October 16. A delegation from 
the Iranian embassy in Yerevan came for 
the occasion, and guests included most of 
Syunik province’s high level Armenian 
officials. 

Sherly Avedian, the director of the cul-
tural division of the consulate general 
and a translator, as well as representative 
of UNESCO in Iran concerning the his-
torical Christian churches there, read a 
welcoming statement in Armenian. She 
is author of the bilingual Persian/English 
book Armenian Churches in Iran (Tehran, 
2024).

Avedian noted the many cultural and 
educational activities, including joint fes-
tivals, exhibitions, and concerts carried 
out through the work of the consulate 
general over the last three years. She cit-
ed agreements signed between Armenian 
and Iranian universities and educational 
institutions and reciprocal touristic pro-
grams. Those who go to Iran, she ob-
served, get to see the Iranian-Armenian 
community and its cultural, historical and 
spiritual heritage. 

The consulate general helped facilitate 
the construction of the Meghri-Kajaran 
road, Avedian said, and it followed the 
work of the two Iranian contractor con-
structions companies at the border of 
Syunik and Iran. It maintained good re-
lations with the Armenian police and pa-
trol services to help Iranian travelers and 
truck drivers. 

Avedian concluded by expressing ap-
preciation on behalf of the consulate gen-
eral for the assistance shown by Syunik’s 
investigative officials, medical centers, 
municipal and provincial government 
officials, cultural and sports centers, and 
other local institutions. 

see IRAN, page 6

Acting Ambassador Bahram Taheri 
of the Islamic Republic of Iran being 
photographed while speaking (photo 
Aram Arkun)

In pivoting to AI, Armenia is striving to take advantage of its strong educational 
tradition in such areas as mathematics and engineering, as well as its vibrant 
tech and innovation sector (photo gov.am)

Exploring National Security Dimension of 
AI Development in Armenia

Priests Forced Out of Gyumri Church for Service Attended By Pashinyan
By Satenik Kaghzvantsyan

GYUMRI (Azatutyun) — Priests 
serving at the main church of Gyumri 
were forced to leave it ahead of a mass 
on Sunday, December 7, held there by 
renegade clerics as part of Prime Min-
ister Nikol Pashinyan’s intensifying ef-
forts to depose Catholicos Karekin II.

Pashinyan attended it along with 
scores of his political allies and govern-
ment and law-enforcement officials.

Pashinyan has made a point of attend-

ing weekly liturgies in different church-
es in recent weeks in a bid to step up 
the pressure on the supreme head of 
the Armenian Apostolic Church. Parish 
priests that presided over those services 
deliberately failed to mention Karekin 
in their prayers and sermons, breaking 
a centuries-old rule. Two of them have 
already been defrocked by the church’s 
Mother See in Echmiadzin as a result.

Stoking opposition accusations of 
abuse of power, Pashinyan admitted 

last week that the National Security 
Service (NSS), the former Armenian 
branch of the Soviet KGB secret po-
lice, has been trying to have liturgies 
censored this way.

see GYUMRI, page 3

Police and other security personnel guard the entrance to the Holy Mother 
of God Cathedral, Gyumri, December 7, 2025

Pashinyan Proposes 
Playing National Anthem 
Before Armenian Liturgies
By Xandie (Alexandra) Kuenning

Armenian Prime Minister Nikol 
Pashinyan has suggested that the 
choirs in all Armenian Apostolic 
churches perform the national an-
them prior to Sunday morning ser-
vices. The proposal comes amidst 
increasing tensions between the 
government and the Church ahead 
of the 2026 parliamentary elections.

Pashinyan first wrote a short post 
on Facebook on the evening of 
Sunday, December 7, with his sug-
gestion, writing that the Armenian 
Apostolic Church was established 
“by the state, by state decision” in 
301 AD.

see ANTHEM, page 3
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news from armenia
Dust Levels Exceed 

Safe Limits in Yerevan
YEREVAN (PanARMENIAN.

Net) — Yerevan’s Hydromete-
orology and Monitoring Center 
has published the results of atmo-
spheric air quality monitoring for 
the period from November 26 to 
December 2, 2025. According to 
the report, dust concentrations in 
several parts of the city exceeded 
the maximum allowable limits.

However, testing showed that 
sulfur dioxide levels across all 
districts remained below the max-
imum allowable concentration 
during the monitoring period.

Masked Men Attack 
Former MP

YEREVAN (PanARMENIAN.
Net) — Lawyer Ruben Melikyan 
said that a violent assault was car-
ried out against former MP Mihran 
Hakobyan in the parking lot of Ye-
revan’s Dalma Mall on December 
8. He described the incident as a
“bandit-style attack,” stating that
the assailants wore masks and am-
bushed Hakobyan from behind.

“Mihran sustained bodily inju-
ries and is now being transported 
to Izmirlian Medical Center,” Me-
likyan wrote. He added that such 
attacks could have been prevent-
ed if law enforcement had proper-
ly investigated the 2021 grenade 
attack near Hakobyan’s home.

According to the Ministry of In-
ternal Affairs, police received a re-
port from Izmirlian Medical Center 
letting them know of Melikyan’s 
injuries.

The incident is under investiga-
tion.

Church Urges Return 
To Tradition after 

Political Intervention
YEREVAN (PanARMENIAN.

Net) — The Mother See of Holy 
Echmiadzin on December 8 issued 
a strong condemnation of recent 
developments involving state au-
thorities, including law enforce-
ment, intervening in church rituals.

The statement says these ac-
tions were carried out under the 
leadership of the prime minister, 
violating both church canons and 
Armenia’s Constitution, offend-
ing believers, and sowing division 
within the Church.

“By bypassing the spiritual au-
thority of the diocesan primate and 
disregarding ecclesiastical order, 
the participation of any bishop in 
such services constitutes a serious 
canonical violation, as happened 
at the Cathedral of the Holy Moth-
er of God (Yot Verk) in the Shirak 
Diocese,” the statement reads.

The Mother See urged the bish-
ops who breached canon law to 
cease their misguided conduct and 
refrain from making false and mis-
leading public statements. They 
were called to return to the canoni-
cal framework, uphold centuries-old 
traditions of the Armenian Apostol-
ic Church, and act solely within the 
spiritual domain, with full aware-
ness of their mission and duty as 
successors in the apostolic lineage.

YEREVAN (Panorama.am) — Artsakh’s 
Cultural Heritage Ombudsman Hovik Ava-
nesov says the destruction of its historical 
sites under Azerbaijani control is accelerat-
ing despite international concern.

Speaking to Panorama.am on Saturday, 
December 6, Avanesov said satellite mon-
itoring shows a growing number of cases 
of systematic vandalism targeting cultural, 
religious and architectural monuments.

According to him, some incidents are 
openly documented by Azerbaijani state 
media. He cited the demolition of the for-
mer foreign ministry building in Stepa-
nakert on September 2, the date marking 
Artsakh’s independence, carried out with 
heavy construction machinery.

Avanesov said methods of destruction 
are evolving and now include widespread 
fires. Large-scale blazes that broke out 
across multiple settlements from late June 
reached areas containing more than 100 

historical monuments, including forest-ad-
jacent cemeteries where headstones and 
inscriptions were damaged. New fires were 
reported in Kashatagh and Karvachar dis-
tricts in late November.

“This is not accidental. Fires are also used 
to erase evidence of vandalism,” he said.

Avanesov added that Islamic heritage 
has also been targeted, pointing to the de-
struction of the mosque in Aygek village, 
documented through satellite imagery. He 
said many demolitions are carried out un-
der the pretext of construction or renova-
tion, echoing practices he says were used in 
Soviet-era Shushi, where historical stone-
work was repurposed as building material.

He also raised concerns about reported 
archaeological excavations at several sites, 
including the Azokh cave, which Armenian 
experts warned could distort the historical 
record.

Avanesov said Azerbaijani officials have 

openly signaled plans to remove monu-
ments and buildings constructed between 
the 1980s and 2023, citing alleged seismic 
or architectural issues, claims he dismissed 
as unfounded.

“The entire cultural heritage in Artsakh 
is at risk of complete eradication,” he said, 
arguing that the losses carry global signif-
icance. “By destroying these monuments, 
Azerbaijan is striking at world civilization.”

He urged international organizations to 
move beyond issuing statements and adopt 
mechanisms capable of curbing further 
damage.

Avanesov also voiced alarm over the fate 
of Stepanakert’s Memorial Complex, which 
remains sealed off, and said Azerbaijani 
social media users repeatedly call for the 
destruction of the We Are Our Mountains 
monument, a widely recognized symbol of 
Artsakh, and for the conversion or demoli-
tion of two churches in Stepanakert.

YEREVAN — Repat Armenia’s Engage 
Armenia Forums, funded by the H. Hov-
nanian Family Foundation, have become 
the first Armenia-based initiative to travel 
directly to Diaspora communities world-
wide. In less than two years, over 1,300 di-
asporans have been engaged across seven 
countries — the UK, The Netherlands, Bel-
gium, France, Switzerland, the UAE, and 
now Germany. This November, the Forum 
brought 13 organizations and 15 speakers 
from Armenia to Munich, Frankfurt, Co-
logne, Hamburg, and Berlin, engaging over 
400 participants and proving Germany to 
be one of the tour’s most impactful stops.

Launched in 2013 as Imagine Armenia 
and reintroduced in 2024 as Engage Ar-
menia, the initiative responds to a simple 
reality: Armenia needs active global in-
volvement, especially in uncertain times. 
The tour travels directly to Diaspora com-
munities: to open doors, remove barriers, 
and ensure that every Armenian no matter 
where they live can take part in strengthen-
ing the homeland.

Five Days, Five Cities, Hundreds En-
gaged Across Germany

The Engage Armenia Forum in Germany 
was held from November 4-8, 2025, across 
Munich, Frankfurt, Cologne, Hamburg, 

and Berlin. Every morning, the team of 15 
speakers from Armenia boarded an early 
train to the next city — a demanding five-
day journey that welcomed over 400 par-
ticipants, the majority being professionals 
between 25 and 45 years old. The turnout 
far exceeded expectations, confirming a 
strong and growing interest in meaningful 
engagement with Armenia. Despite Ger-
many not being the most obvious choice, 
with vast distances and varying community 
structures, it quickly proved to be one of 
the most impactful destinations yet. 

“The world isn’t a giant Bundesliga. We 
can’t just sit in the stadium and watch. Na-
tions that succeed are the ones that solve 
their own problems. No country owes us 
guarantees — but together, we can build 
our own,” said Sevan Kabakian, director 
of Birthright Armenia, during his opening 
speech.

Throughout the tour, participants ex-
plored opportunities in volunteering, edu-
cation, tech, entrepreneurship, healthcare, 
culture, and repatriation, with especially 
high interest in business development, in-
vestment, and professional volunteering. 
Attendees also echoed a core message em-
phasized at each stop: Armenia’s security 
depends not only on military strength, but 

on people stepping forward and contribut-
ing skill, stability, and connection.

One participant in Berlin shared a pow-
erful personal experience: “I came to Ar-
menia three years ago to offer my help and 
support, but no one really understood what 
I hoped to contribute. Today, you came to 
where I live and answered all the questions 
I had back then. I was nearly in tears with 
happiness listening to each pitch. I will 
definitely join AVC to volunteer and put 
my skills to use — it’s exactly what I want-
ed to do three years ago.”

Organizations that participated included: 
Birthright Armenia, Teach For Armenia, 
TUMO – David Breuer; Big Mind Acad-
emy, VIA Fund / Impact HUB, Health For 
Armenia, eqwefy, Optimize Consulting, 
reArmenia Academy, M.A.M Education-
al Movement, Primavera Foundation and 
Repat Armenia.

All events were hosted by Nelly Polia-
kov (H. Hovnanian Family Foundation).

With seven countries reached in two 
years, the tour is preparing for new desti-
nations — with Canada now under consid-
eration for 2026. Wherever Armenians are 
ready to engage, Engage Armenia will con-
tinue building the bridges that bring them 
closer to the homeland.

Azerbaijan Expanding Destruction of Artsakh Cultural Heritage, Ombudsperson Warns

Speakers in Hamburg

Engage Armenia Reached Its 7th Country in Two 
Years Meeting Diaspora Where They Live
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GYUMRI, from page 1 
In a joint statement issued on Saturday, 

all 29 priests of the Shirak Diocese of the 
church comprising Gyumri reaffirmed their 
allegiance to Karekin, saying that they 
will not bow to government demands to 
avoid any public reference to him. They 
denounced the impending “seizure” of the 
city’s Holy Mother of God Cathedral, also 
known as the Church of the Seven Wounds.

“The Seven Wounds has survived two 
Turkish occupations and will survive this 
as well,” read the statement.

One of the signatories, Farther Nshan 
Panfyorov, said afterwards that unnamed 
security officials told him and the other 
clerics serving at the cathedral to hand in its 
keys. He said they refused while deciding 
to seal the church’s doors with paper and 
leave it on Saturday night.

Officials opened the doors the following 
morning ahead of the mass led by anoth-
er priest brought in from another region 
of Armenia. Predictably, the latter failed 
to mention Karekin or the jailed primate 
of the Shirak Diocese, Archbishop Mikael 
Ajapahyan, during the ensuing service held 
amid unusually heavy police presence in 
and around the church located at the main 
square of Armenia’s second largest city.

Several believers chanted Karekin’s 
name during the service. At least two of 
them were forcibly removed from the 
19th-century church moments later. A num-
ber of other citizens were unable to enter 
the church guarded by many untrained po-
lice and plainclothes officers.

Meanwhile, the Gyumri clergy held a 
Sunday mass at a larger church close to the 
Seven Wounds. It was packed with hun-
dreds of local residents.

“A liturgy performed by brute force is 
not a liturgy,” Panfyorov told reporters 

after Pashinyan and his entourage left the 
Seven Wounds.

Parliament speaker Alen Simonyan, one 
of the officials accompanying Pashinyan 
in Gyumri, denied that the local cathedral 
was seized by the authorities in breach of 
the Armenian constitution guaranteeing the 
church’s separation from the state. He reit-
erated government demands for Karekin’s 
resignation that have been backed by a doz-
en bishops and archbishops. Four of those 
clergymen were also present at the Gyumri 

service attended by Pashinyan.
The Catholicos again rejected those de-

mands late on Saturday as he was greeted 
by hundreds of supporters at Yerevan’s 
Zvartnots airport on his return from a visit 
to Switzerland and France. He also decried 
“baseless and trump-up accusations” lev-
eled against Archbishop Arshak Khacha-
tryan last week.

Khachatryan, who heads the church’s 
Mother See Chancellery, is the fourth se-
nior clergyman loyal to Karekin and critic 

of Pashinyan arrested in nearly six months.
Citing the latest arrest and other “re-

pressions against clergy,” the Mother See 
announced later on Sunday the postpone-
ment of an emergency conference of bish-
ops scheduled for December 10-12. The 
gathering was due to “examine the latest 
developments surrounding the Armenian 
Apostolic Holy Church.”

The ancient church, to which the vast ma-
jority of Armenians belong, has at least 55 
bishops and archbishops around the world. 

In a statement issued on December 3, 27 
of them condemned the 11 other bishops’ 
government-backed revolt against Karekin.

The number two figure in the church 
hierarchy, the Lebanon-based Catholicos 
Aram I of the Great House of Cilicia, on 
Monday, December 8, similarly denounced 
the Armenian government’s “unconstitu-
tional and unacceptable” campaign, saying 
that it could “lead not only the church but 
also the nation and the country to self-de-
struction.”

Priests Forced Out of Gyumri Church for 
Service Attended By Pashinyan

Pashinyan Proposes Playing 
National Anthem Before 
Armenian Liturgies
ANTHEM, from page 1

On the morning of December 8, he 
followed up with a short video during 
which he discussed his reasoning fur-
ther, pointing to a specific passage in 
the liturgical text.

“There is such a passage in the text 
of the liturgy of the Armenian Apos-
tolic Church, and with it the priests, 
in fact, start the liturgy: ‘O Council, 
deep, inaccessible, without begin-
ning, who adorned your upper state, 
the order of the fiery ones, in the veil 
of unapproachable light, with unsur-
passed glory.’ In other words, we are 
talking about the upper state, about 
the state. And the sounding of the na-
tional anthem before the liturgy will 
establish the connection between the 
upper and inner states,” Pashinyan 
argued.

He added that the presence of the 
Armenian state flag at the entrance or 
inside churches should also be dis-
cussed, noting it was an “accepted 
practice” in a number of other coun-
tries.

In recent weeks, Pashinyan has 
been attending services every Sunday 
across Armenia, as well as frequently 
sharing Psalms on social media and 
emphasizing Christian ethics in pub-
lic.

On Sunday, Parliamentary Speaker 
Alen Simonyan spoke to journalists in 
Gyumri about the situation, claiming 
that there was only one solution to the 
conflict between the government and 
the Church.

“That solution is inevitable. The 
problem today is that Ktrich Ner-
sisyan [Catholicos Karekin II] does 
not understand that with his behavior 
he is causing great harm to the Arme-
nian Apostolic Church and the state, 
trying to fight against the inevitable,” 
Simonyan said.

He also suggested that the next lit-
urgy should be held in the Mother See 
of Holy Etchmiadzin.

“This is my personal opinion, I 
don’t know what the Prime Minister 
thinks about it, but I think he came to 
spend his time there,” Simonyan said.

On December 5, another high-rank-
ing member of the clergy — Arch-
bishop Arshak Khachatryan — was 
detained amidst the escalating rift 
between the Church and the govern-
ment. Khachatryan is accused of ar-
ranging the planting of drugs in the 
backpack of a demonstrator at a 2018 
protest against Karekin II.

The detentions began in October, 
when Armenia’s security services 
raided several diocesan offices and 
detained over a dozen clerics, in-
cluding Bishop Mkrtich Proshyan, a 
cousin of the Catholicos, on charges 
of inciting unrest. Those arrests, too, 
were condemned by the church as 
state intimidation.

The Catholicosate has repeatedly 
accused Pashinyan’s administration 
of encroaching on its independence 
and using state agencies to under-
mine it. Pashinyan, for his part, has 
accused church officials of meddling 
in politics, aligning with opposition 
forces, and threatening the country’s 
stability.

(This story originally appeared on 
the website www.oc-media.org on 
December 8.)

AI, from page 1
“Armenia was not able to import these 

kinds of goods [GPU chips] from the US 
before and now we have a very interesting 
dynamic,” said Leonid Nersisyan, a de-
fense analyst and research fellow at APRI 
Armenia. Developing AI capabilities is 
“kind of defending Armenia from being in 
such a weak position, such as it was after 
2020.” 

Nersisyan was referring to the year Ar-
menia experienced an overwhelming defeat 
against Azerbaijan during the first phase of 
the Second Karabakh War. The Armenian 
military proved no match for an upgraded 
Azerbaijani force, which employed drones 
to great effect for the first time in the annals 
of global warfare.

In pivoting to AI, Armenia is striving to 
take advantage of its strong educational 
tradition in such areas as mathematics and 
engineering. The country is also seeking to 
tap into diaspora expertise. Today, global 
firms like Nvidia, Cisco, Adobe, Synopsys 
and many more have operations in Yere-
van. 

With limited natural resources, the coun-
try’s investors and educators have increas-
ingly turned to tech as a driver of growth 
and global integration, and the sector now 
includes more than 1,200 tech companies 
with a combined annual turnover of more 
than $2 billion, according to local nonprofit 
Bootcamps. 

“The larger the economy you have, the 
more you can invest in your armed forces,” 
Nersisyan said. “The [Nvidia deal] actual-

ly opens the door for other deals, so local 
companies may be interested in having 
more advanced American technology for 
their products and that can also have some 
extensions to defense technologies too.”

Armenia is signaling it is not rushing 
blindly into the AI field; officials are pur-
suing partnerships with a range of inter-
national players. In addition to the Nvidia 
chips for the planned data center, the coun-
try is exploring AI and innovation cooper-
ation with China within the framework of 
their strategic partnership. In early 2025, 
the Ministry of High-Tech Industry also 
signed an agreement with France’s Mistral 
AI, Europe’s only serious challenger to US 
and Chinese AI giants.

Meanwhile, earlier this year SpaceX’s 
Starlink launched its services in Armenia. 
In a region where conflicts with Azerbaijan 
have repeatedly targeted communication 
lines, satellite Internet is not just a conve-
nience, it is resilience.

While AI might provide a big boost for 
Armenia’s defense capabilities, regional 
observers generally agree Armenia’s na-
tional interests are best served by focus-
ing on developing trade possibilities, not 
striving to achieve strategic parity with 
long-time enemy Azerbaijan in the hopes 
of recovering Karabakh. 

“Armenia is not in a position to compen-
sate for the large capacity gap between it-
self and Azerbaijan – which should not just 
be seen in isolation, because Azerbaijan 
in practice has access to the technological 
capability of the Turkish military as well,” 

Svante E. Cornell, the Director of the Insti-
tute for Security and Development Policy, 
told Eurasianet.

Given the provisional peace deal signed 
in August between Armenia and Azerbai-
jan, Cornell indicated that Russia now is 
Armenia’s main security threat. “The best 
course of action is to work for the rap-
id opening of trade routes, which would 
boost Armenia’s economy and its ability to 
strengthen its independence versus Russian 
continued influence in the country,” he said

Considering the current strategic balance 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan, AI is un-
likely a game-changer in the defense realm. 

“Azerbaijan’s advantage comes from 
years of investment in drones, precision 
weapons and close cooperation with Turkey 
and Israel,” said Zaur Shiriyev, a non-res-
ident scholar at the Berlin-based Carnegie 
Russia EurasiaCenter. “Advanced chips do 
not turn into weapons on their own, and 
they do not replace procurement, training, 
alliances or the broader strategic environ-
ment.”

“Where the new [AI-driven] infrastruc-
ture can help is in civilian resilience. It can 
improve cybersecurity, strengthen the pro-
tection of critical infrastructure and sup-
port more efficient public services,” Shiri-
yev continued. “These benefits contribute 
to overall stability, but they should not be 
confused with changes in military power.”

(Irakli Machaidze is a contributing writer 
covering the South Caucasus for www.eur-
asianet.org, where this story originally ran 
on December 5.)

Exploring National Security Dimension of AI in Armenia

Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan and other officials attend a church service in 
Gyumri, December 7, 2025
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By Jackie Abramian

In 2020, the Republic of Azerbaijan un-
leashed a 44-day war–with Turkey’s full 
military support and Israeli armament–
against the indigenous Christian Armenian 
population in its disputed enclave of Na-
gorno-Karabakh (Artsakh in Armenian). 
Over 5,000 Armenians were killed, and 
thousands were injured and displaced. With 
countless families devastated by the loss of 
livelihoods and loved ones, many Artsakh 
Armenians fled to neighboring Armenia, 
creating a wave of disenfranchised and dis-
illusioned youth who had lost family mem-
bers and hope for the future.

“The inspiration for FightLife came from 
a deep recognition of the extent to which 
Armenia’s youth desperately needed a 
positive, healing space in the aftermath of 
the devastating 44-day war in 2020. Many 
young people were struggling with trau-
ma, loss of loved ones, lack of direction, 
and limited opportunities available to them 
outside of the country’s capital. The gym 
was founded not only as a sports center, but 
as a place of character building and moral 
grounding with a mission to provide young 
people a safe place to channel their ener-
gy, and realize their future potential,” said 
32-year-old founder of the FightLife Inter-
national Christian sports movement, Georg 
Ayvazyan. FightLife International is a part-
ner with Fellowship of Christian Athletes 
(FCA).

What began as a single FightLife gym 
in Armenia’s northern frontier, and the 
third-largest city of Vanadzor, has multi-
plied into four gyms (with more underway) 
— three in Armenia and one in Lebanon. 
FightLife’s Lebanon branch engages the 
Armenian diaspora youth, “strengthening 
cultural and spiritual ties across borders,” 
said Ayvazyan.

Some 300 youth athletes ages 5 to 18 
are trained by 13 coaches whose athletic 
and academic backgrounds include sports 
science, boxing and martial arts. Several 
trainers hail from a cadre of former nation-
al-level competitive athletes, while others 
hold degrees in physical education.

FightLife athletes have achieved top 
recognitions at national and international 
competitions, for their skills and athletic 
discipline. At the national Mix Fight cham-
pionships they earned top scores against 
Armenia’s best young fighters. Internation-
ally, at the IMAFF Abu Dhabi Youth World 
Championship 2025 and the GAMMA 
tournaments in neighboring Georgia, they 
advanced to the Budosan World Cup in 
Russia, where their performance matched 
top international athletes.

“Several of our youth have earned po-
dium finishes and medals, proving that 
world-class talent can grow out of small, 
community-driven programs,” Ayvazyan 
said proudly.

Lacking local or federal government 
funding, FightLife relies on the monthly 
membership of $26 and additional contri-
butions from donors. Its annual operating 
budget of nearly $94,000 barely covers 
rental fees for the four gyms’ equipment 
and maintenance, coaching salaries, and 
other operating expenses. Private dona-
tions and community support supplement 
the trainers’ modest salaries. Prioritizing 
sustainability and accessibility over profits, 
FightLife ensures accessibility for all youth 
regardless of their financial standing. No 
one is “turned away due to financial hard-

ship,” underscores Ayvazyan.
“Given the scale of impact, this remains a 

lean operation, heavily reliant on donations 
and voluntary support,” Ayvazyan said.

A Faith-Based Sports Sanctuary
As the first nation to accept Christianity 

as a state religion in AD 301, the Christian 
faith has been front and center, and integral 
to the national identity of the Armenians. 
This faith was further cemented for the sur-
vivors of the Ottoman Empire perpetrated 
Genocide of 1915, during which 1.5 mil-
lion of the three million Armenian popula-
tion was massacred. It’s the last century’s 
first, fully documented, yet least recog-
nized Genocide.

Grounded in Christian values, Fight-
Life’s daily training interlinks faith with 
a focus on “perseverance, humility, and 
respect for others.” Providing athletes and 
their families a “strong moral compass,” 
it reinforces discipline, while centering 
the youth “away from crime, addiction, 

and hopelessness.” Ayvazyan believes the 
faith-based training empowers the youth 
to accomplish and reach their potential re-
gardless of challenges faced.

“Our Christian principles — of respect, 
forgiveness, and service to others — are 
the foundations of our community, where 
athletes feel supported not only physically 
but spiritually. Families are reassured by 
knowing their children are in a safe envi-
ronment where faith is as central as fitness. 
This framework has helped parents see 
FightLife as more than a gym; it is a trusted 
institution shaping future leaders with dis-
cipline, compassion, and resilience,” said 
Ayvazyan.

As a sanctuary, FightLife is a healing 
outreach to those traumatized by the grave 
losses during the 2020 war, and Azerbai-
jan’s consequent ethnic cleansing in 2023, 
which forcibly displaced over 120,000 in-
digenous Armenians from their ancestral 
homeland. The displaced refugees were 
resettled across neighboring Armenia and 
other countries. Fifteen-year-old Erik Bagi-
yants’ displaced family settled in the city 
of Vanadzor. One of eight children, Bagi-
yants, who lost his father in the 2020 war, 
found it challenging to be among strangers 
in Vanadzor. When he found FightLife’s 
community, he found “strength and pur-
pose” which encouraged his faith.

“I have chosen to fight harder, grow 

stronger, and carry the memory of my fa-
ther as a motivation. For me, FightLife is a 
second family and the path toward reaching 
my dreams,” said Bagiyants.

A Ray of Hope Amidst Dire Social 
Challenges

Two of FightLife’s three gyms in Ar-
menia are in Vanadzor, a city of 100,000, 
and one of the country’s most socially and 
economically challenged cities. Over the 
past five years, they city’s crime rates have 
reached nearly 40 percent. Petty theft, sub-
stance abuse, and street violence dispro-
portionately impact the young population, 
who face higher unemployment and limited 
access to constructive social outlets.

“FightLife offers an alternative path: 
a place where discipline and sport can 
counteract the exterior social pressures, 
transforming potential vulnerability into 
strength and leadership,” explains Ayva-
zyan.

While most members at the Vanadzor 

gym are local youth, many travel long dis-
tances daily from the surrounding regions. 
Among them is fifteen-year-old Hamlet 
Darchinyan who travels 14 miles daily 
from his northern hometown of Spitak.

As the epicenter of the December 1988’s 
6.8 magnitude earthquake, Spitak, Armenia, 
was leveled into rubble. The 11,000-pop-
ulated city still carries the traumas of the 
devastating aftermath of the most destruc-
tive earthquake in the Soviet Union’s histo-
ry, which left 25,000 dead, 20,000 injured, 
and half a million inhabitants in the region 
homeless.

“Hamlet’s parents work as bakers in 
Russia and sacrifice a significant portion of 
their earnings to cover his daily taxi fees, so 
he can maintain his training. This sacrifice 
is worth it for his parents, who see Fight-
Life’s positive impact on their son’s faith, 
character, discipline, and future,” Ayvazian 
said Hamlet’s father didn’t take his son to 
Russia seeing how FightLife’s impact on 
his son’s growth has made him “a stronger, 
better version of himself.”

This March, FightLife opened a third 
gym in the northern rural village of Tsagh-
kahovit. With just over 2,000 in popula-
tion, the village sits on the slopes of the 
4090-meter-high Mount Aragats — the 
highest point in the Republic of Armenia.

Guided By Personal, Lived Challenges
Born in Russia, Georg Ayvazyan and his 

mother moved to Vanadzor when he was 
3, having just lost his father in a car acci-
dent. With the city steeped in youth drug 
and alcohol addiction and street violence, 
Ayvazyan took up martial arts at age 13 
for self-defense and to stay clear of the 
crime-ridden influences.

Following the 2020 war, Ayvazyan saw 
the younger generation’s demise into the 
“darkness of addiction and street violence.” 
Leading a team, he established the first 
“Christian martial arts gym” in Vanadzor, 
naming it FightLife. It provided the youth 
training and guidance for a healthier life-
style, away from addiction and violence–
forces which Ayvazyan withstood as a 
youth.

Ayvazyan is also the father to two 
daughters and an 11-year-old son who is 
a mixed martial arts fighter at the Fight-
Life Vanadzor gym. He proudly recounted 
his team’s faith-based sportsmanship at a 
recent international competition when a 
FightLife athlete defeated his Azerbaijani 
opponent and celebrated the win without 
too much fanfare. When Ayvazyan no-
ticed the young Azerbaijani fighter’s coach 
harshly reprimanding him for losing the 
match, he approached the young athlete, 
and extending “a true spirit of sportsman-
ship” assured him of future victories.

“In choosing compassion, we demon-
strated that even in the midst of national 
conflict, humanity and respect must pre-
vail,” said Ayvazyan.

With emphasis on “Sport, Nation and 
Faith,” Ayvazyan hopes 10 additional 
FightLife gyms will soon sprout across ru-
ral regions “where youth lack spiritual di-
rection and safe, structured environments.”

“Greater participation in international 
competitions will give young athletes the 
exposure and experience needed to elevate 
their careers and demonstrate the unbreak-
able spirit of the Armenian people. At its 
core, FightLife is not simply a set of gyms 
— it is a movement that provides young 
Armenians the tools to overcome trauma, 
build character, and find hope amidst dif-
ficulties. Every punch, every training ses-
sion, every victory in the ring carries a larg-
er meaning: that strength, when guided by 
faith and respect, can transform lives and 
communities,” Ayvazyan cited the transfor-
mational powers of FightLife in Erik Evoy-
an’s life.

Following his army service completion, 
Evoyan got involved in alcohol abuse and 
destructive behaviors to cope with his 
trauma as a veteran. Finding the FightLife 
community gave him a fresh start, a new 
direction with intense discipline, training, a 
newly discovered faith in God, and uncon-
ditional support from the FightLife com-
munity. Replacing alcoholism with boxing, 
Evoyan reinvented his lifestyle, and focus-
ing on perseverance, earned the 2024 and 
2025 Suzuki Boxing Championship in Po-
land.

“No matter how dark your past, there is 
always a way forward through hard work, 
discipline, and faith,” said the twenty-four-
year-old Evoyan, now one of FightLife’s 
inspiring coaches who shares his story of 
resilience, motivating other young athletes. 

(This article originally ran in euronews-
week.co.uk in November. Jackie Abramian 
is committed to amplifying the work of 
women peace-builders, change makers and 
social entrepreneurs. She is a social enter-
prise advisor and the founder of Global 
Cadence consultancy.)

FightLife Heals Armenia’s Disenchanted 
Youth With Sports and Christian Values

FightLife training seminar organized with FCA, led by Christian champion Nate 
Marquardt, was held in Yerevan’s Olimpavan gym
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Malkhas Amoyan 
Among Contenders for 

2025 Best Wrestler
YEREVAN (Panorama.am) 

— The United World Wrestling 
(UWW) has announced the short-
list of contenders for the 2025 Gre-
co-Roman Wrestler of the Year. 

The nominees include Malkhas 
Amoyan (77 kg), a Paris Olympics 
bronze medalist, two-time world 
champion and four-time European 
champion.

Iranian wrestlers Mohammad-
hadi Saravi, Saeed Esmaili, Ghol-
amreza Farokhi and Uzbek wres-
tler Aytjan Khalmakhanov are also 
among the contenders.

US Envoy Links Peace 
Deal to Armenia–Turkey 

Border Opening
YEREVAN (PanARMENIAN.

Net) — Tom Barrack, US Ambassa-
dor to Turkey and Special Envoy on 
Syria, this week stated that a peace 
agreement between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia could create hope for the 
reopening of the Armenia–Turkey 
border, as reported by RFE/RL.

Barrack emphasized Turkey’s 
strategic role in the South Cauca-
sus, saying it is vital for both Arme-
nia and Azerbaijan.

“If we expand the corridor from 
the Caspian Sea to the Mediterra-
nean, it will allow us to solve all 
regional energy issues,” he noted.

Georgia Waives Fee on 
First Azerbaijani Oil 
Shipment to Armenia
YEREVAN (PanARMENIAN.

Net) —  Georgia’s Ministry of 
Economy and Sustainable Devel-
opment announced on December 
8 that it will not charge transit fees 
for the first shipment of Azerbaijani 
oil products to Armenia. The move 
is described as a one-time decision.

Earlier, Azerbaijani media re-
ported that Georgia had allegedly 
demanded $92 per ton for allowing 
oil to transit to Armenia, according 
to Sputnik Armenia.

“On December 5, the Government 
of Georgia received a request from 
partners regarding a one-time transit 
of fuel from Azerbaijan to Armenia 
via Georgian territory. By decision 
of Prime Minister Irakli Kobakhidze, 
Georgian Railway has been instruct-
ed to carry out this shipment free of 
charge,” the statement said.

The ministry emphasized that 
Georgia remains a reliable and stra-
tegic partner for both Armenia and 
Azerbaijan and continues to sup-
port regional peace and stability.

Earlier, during a forum in Doha, 
Hikmet Hajiyev, foreign policy 
advisor to Azerbaijan’s president, 
stated that Baku and Yerevan are 
discussing potential exports of oil 
and oil products from Azerbaijan to 
Armenia. 

On November 28, Armenia’s 
Deputy Prime Minister Mher Grig-
oryan attended the 12th meeting of 
the border delimitation commis-
sions in Gabala. However, neither 
side reported that topics beyond 
border issues had been discussed.

INTERNATIONAL 

ISTANBUL (SCF) — Journalist Tuğçe 
Yılmaz, editor of the Bianet news website, 
appeared in an İstanbul court on Decem-
ber 2 on charges of “insulting the Turkish 
nation and the Republic of Turkey,” in an 
article featuring interviews with Armenian 
youths who refer to the mass killing of Ar-
menians in the final days of the Ottoman 
Empire as genocide.

The charges stem from Yılmaz’s article, 
“Armenian Youth in Turkey Speak: Mourn-
ing That Has Lasted 109 Years,” published 
on April 24, 2024. The article was referred 
to authorities through a complaint filed via 
the Presidential Communication Center 
(CİMER), according to the Agos newspa-
per.

The first hearing at the Istanbul 2nd 
Criminal Court of First Instance drew a 

large group of observers, including repre-
sentatives from Reporters Without Borders 
(RSF), the Committee to Protect Journal-
ists (CPJ), the Media and Law Studies 
Association (MLSA) and the Turkish Jour-
nalists’ Union (TGS). The next hearing is 
scheduled for April 21, 2026.

Yılmaz told the court she believed the 
complaint came from someone with biased 
views on a historically contentious topic 
such as the Armenian genocide, warning 
that prosecuting her in a period of dialogue 
with Armenia sends a chilling message to 
the press.

Her lawyers argued that the CİMER 
complaint lacked a legal basis to justify a 
prosecution, calling the case an instance of 
judicial harassment of a journalist. They 
said references to the Armenian genocide 

fall under protected speech, citing rulings 
by Turkey’s Constitutional Court and the 
European Court of Human Rights.

Yılmaz was taken to a police station on 
June 3 to provide a statement and testified 
before a prosecutor the following day, say-
ing her article merely relayed the views 
of those she interviewed and denying any 
wrongdoing.

Turkish courts have previously ruled 
that using the term “Armenian genocide” 
falls within the scope of free expression. 
On July 2, 2024, journalists Haluk Kalafat 
and Elif Akgül were acquitted of similar 
charges of “publicly insulting the Turkish 
nation” over six Bianet articles published 
between 2015 and 2019.

(This article originally appeared on 
www.stockholmcf.org on December 3.)

By Muriel Mirak-Weissbach
Special to the Mirror-Spectator

WIESBADEN, Germany — Music lov-
ers in Wiesbaden greeted the Armenian 
State Symphony Orchestra with enthusi-
astic applause on November 27, when the 
renowned ensemble performed the tenth in 
a series of 15 concerts, on a whirlwind tour 
through the Federal Republic. Under the 
baton of conductor Sergey Smbatyan, the 
orchestra performed a short piece by Alex-
ander Artunian, followed by two works by 
Pyotr Tchaikovsky for piano and orchestra, 
with virtuoso Olga Scheps at the keyboard.

Beginning on November 16 in Göppin-
gen, the musicians played in large cities 
like Mannheim, Dortmund, Nuremberg, 
Cologne, and Essen, as well as smaller cit-
ies, Kempton, Erkelenz, and Vilbel. Their 
programs were varied, as were the soloists; 
in addition to Olga Scheps, pianist Vladi-
mir Aćimović performed in some concerts; 
Darius Preuss on the violin and Raphaela 

Gromes on the cello were two further solo-
ists. Accordingly, some concerts featured a 
violin concerto by Aram Khachaturian, or 
a cello concerto by Edward Elgar. In all the 
concerts, Tchaikovsky concertos and sym-
phonies were featured, with cello, violin, or 
piano. It was an ambitious project! 

In Wiesbaden, their program began with 
Tonakan naxergank (Festive Overture for 
Symphony Orchestra) by Alexander Ar-
tunian, followed by Tchaikovsky’s Piano 
concerto No. 1 in B flat minor, Op. 23. 
After the intermission, the orchestra pre-
sented Tchaikovsky’s Symphony No.1 in G 
minor, Op. 13, Winter Daydreams. 

The concert hall was transformed into 
“a venue for musical magic,” as a pre-
view put it. And soloist Scheps confirmed 
it in her performance of the well-known 
and extremely moving piano concerto. 
Tchaikovsky’s symphony, which conclud-
ed the program, developed the magical 
quality of the Winter Daydreams, por-

trayed through musical images that com-
bine the wintry atmosphere with romantic 
harmonies. The audience responded with 
thunderous applause, which led con-
ductor Smbatyan to offer as an encore, a 
Khachaturyan waltz. His playful mode of 
conducting this, at times allowing the mu-
sicians to play without direction, brought 
rapturous applause again from the grateful 
Wiesbaden music lovers. 

Musicians as Performers and  
Educators 

The orchestra, conductor Smbatyan, and 
pianist Scheps are world class musicians. 
The Armenian State Symphony Orchestra 
was created by Smbatyan, who is current-
ly artistic director and principal conductor. 
Committed to the idea of the unifying pow-
er of music, Smbatyan founded the State 
Youth Orchestra of Armenia (SYOA), at 
the age of 18. That ensemble, which per-
formed in prominent international festivals, 
was the precursor to today’s symphony or-
chestra. Those who joined the ASSO were 

young and talented musicians united by a 
commitment to enhance cultural awareness 
in Armenia and share the uplifting power 
of classical music, with a vast and varied 
repertoire. The orchestra performs more 
than 50 concerts a year, in cooperation 
with a large number of world class artists. 
It has played in major concert halls in Par-
is, Berlin, Moscow, The Hague, Brussels, 
Hamburg, and Madrid. In 2020, the or-
chestra toured Europe with violin virtuoso 
and Artist-in-Residence Maxim Vengerov, 
with outstanding performances hosted on 
renowned stages. 

Equally important as its concert activ-
ities, and crucial to guaranteeing conti-
nuity and development of classical music 
performance, the orchestra and conductor 
Smbatyan have devoted major efforts to 
educating the younger generation of Ar-
menians. In the framework of the DasA 
educational-cultural project, they have 
been generating interest in classical music 

among teenagers in Armenia. (DasA – the 
name: Das means lesson in Armenian, and 
A is the La note of the musical scale, the 
beginning of the “musical alphabet.”) The 
exciting project launched by Smbatyan and 
the orchestra in 2018, offers music lessons 
and extracurricular meetings to high school 
students, to acquaint them with classical 
music and the intellectual, spiritual, and 
emotional joy it provides. Since its in-
ception DasA has given lessons to 67,000 
students in 173 public schools in Armenia, 
and the orchestra has observed an increase 
of 30-40 percent more youngsters in their 
concert audiences. 

Smbatyan himself is well known in 
Armenia and abroad, and has been hon-
ored with several awards; in 1916, then-
RA President Serzh Sargsyan named him 
“Honored Artist of the Republic of Arme-
nia,” and a year later the Yerevan Mayor 
presented him with a Gold Medal. In 2015, 
he had received the “Order of Arts and Let-
ters of France” granted by the Minister of 
Culture and Communication of France.

Born in 1987 in Yerevan, into a family 
of musicians, he started playing the violin 
with his grandmother, then studied with 
renowned violinists Bagrat Vardanyan and 
Zakhar Bron. In 2009, he graduated from 
the Moscow Conservatory and the Yerevan 
Komitas State Conservatory, and received 
his Ph.D. in Fine Arts from the Institute of 
Arts, a division of the Armenian National 
Academy of Sciences. In 2012, he gradu-
ated from the Royal Academy of Music in 
London.

Music as a Unifying Force
Smbatyan’s musical activities have 

embraced important social and political 
themes. In September 2016, in a project of 
his own, he conducted the inaugural concert 
of the All Armenian Choir and Orchestra 
“Generation of Independence.” There were 
1144 Armenian musicians from different 
regions of Armenia and Artsakh who per-
formed together.  And in 2015, the centen-
nial of the Armenian genocide, he founded 
the  24/04 World Orchestra for Peace in 
2015, and 2 years later, the Pan-Armenian 
Symphony Orchestra. Smbatyan has also 
supported charitable projects, spreading 
music in nursing homes, orphanages, and 
universities throughout Armenia.

Olga Scheps, born in Moscow, came to 
Germany as a child and is a German citi-
zen. Like Smbatyan, she grew up in a mu-
sical family, and started piano lessons at the 
age of four. She gave her first concerts as a 
youngster, and soon won prizes at German 
competitions for young musicians in 1999 
and 2001. Since then she has performed 
worldwide, playing with leading orchestras 
and in music festivals throughout Germany. 

Armenian Symphony Tours Germany

Turkey Puts Journalist on Trial over Article on Armenian Genocide

Sergey Smbatyan and the members of the Armenian State Symphony Orchestra
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IRAN, from page 1
After her statement, a six-minute film 

was shown depicting the activities of 
the consulate general, which can also be 
viewed on Facebook (www.facebook.com/
reel/1537956357645229). 

Acting Iranian Amb. Bahram Taheri, 
speaking in Persian, with Avedian translat-
ing, praised the activities of the consulate 
general. He stressed that Armenians and 
Persians have enjoyed over two thousand 
years of relations, which have been neigh-
borly through good times and bad. In fact, 
he said that the relations between the two 

countries are so strong that no third party 
can come between them. 

Taheri said that the visit of Iran’s presi-
dent, Dr. Masoud Pezeshkian, to Armenia 
in August 2025 was transformational for 
relations between the two countries. Trade 
between the two countries is important. 
This year it is estimated that it will exceed 
$900 million and hoped it will reach $1 bil-
lion [in 2024 it was $737 million], but Ta-
heri said that taking into consideration the 
$3 billion trade target of the two countries’ 
leaders, various obstacles to trade must be 
overcome. 

The bridge over the Arax River connect-
ing the two countries is not sufficient, he 
said, so it is foreseen that a second bridge 

would be built in the near future. Mean-
while, the work conducted by Iranian tech-
nical and engineering companies on road-
ways in Armenia, Taheri said, approaches 
the value of $700 million. A 32-km-sec-
tion of the North-South Highway between 
Agarak and Kajaran is in the course of 
rapid construction by them, he said, and 
the tunnel being completed near Kajaran 
will make the connection between the two 
countries easier. 

Taheri said that work on a third electri-
cal power line between the two countries 
has been rapid over the last 2-3 years and is 

largely completed.  
He said that there were 

too many cultural and edu-
cational exchanges for him 
talk about, so he only men-
tioned two notable events: 
the Navasard Armenian-Ira-
nian cultural and culinary 
festival (which took place 
for the fourth year in Si-
sian in Syunik province in 
August) and the Armenian 
National Philharmonic Or-
chestra’s concert in the his-
toric site of Persepolis, Iran, 
in September of this year.  

Taheri declared the Is-
lamic Republic of Iran has 
always worked for the es-
tablishment of a lasting 
and real peace between the 
Armenian and Azerbaijani 
republics and that the issues 
of the region must be solved 

by the countries of the region in regional 
formats without outside intervention. He 
emphasized that Iran would not tolerate the 
presence of external forces in the region 
and that the republics of Iran and Armenia 
are fully capable of securing the safety of 
all their borders. 

“Syunik Province is an inseparable and 
invincible part of the Republic of Armenia,” 
he stressed, with a special significance for 
Iran as the gateway for Iran to Armenia and 
even to the markets of Europe. Of course, 
he added, for Armenia it is the gateway to 
Iran and south and southeastern Asia. 

Next, Syunik Governor Robert Ghu-
kasyan was invited to speak and he ex-
pressed thanks (in Armenian) for all the 

work of the consulate, stating that Iran and 
Armenia are good neighbors, working side 
by side. He noted in particularly that it was 
thanks to the activities of the consulate 
general that the introduction of Persian lan-
guage classes in all schools in Syunik was 
being considered.

Iranian Consul General Morteza Abedin 
Varamin then spoke in Persian, translated 
by Avedian. He declared that three years 
passed by very quickly and though much 
has been done, there is still more to be ac-
complished. One piece of good news he 
stated was that Armenian citizens will be 
able to go to Iran with their own cars. 

Several students from Kapan State Col-
lege of the Arts gave a performance with 
traditional instruments as part of a musical 
interlude, after which framed certificates 
of appreciation were distributed to a large 
number of Armenian government officials 
and leaders of various cultural, medical and 
sports institutions in the audience. 

At the end of this process, Avedian de-
clared on behalf of the staff of the consulate 
general their appreciation of Varamin, who 
even risked his life at times during his peri-
od of service. Fr. Avatik Martirosyan of Va-
hanavank Monastery in Syunik was asked 
to present him with a souvenir plate from 
Syunik. Martirosyan conveyed the bless-
ings of Bishop Makar Hakobyan, Primate 
of the Diocese of Syunik, before express-
ing his own wishes.

After the reception, each guest received 
a present of a framed ceramic square tile 
bearing the images of the local Mt. Khu-
stup and Mt. Damavand (the highest peak 
in Iran, located about 50 km. northeast of 
Tehran). 

Varamin Interview
In a brief interview with the Mirror-Spec-

tator in English after most guests left the 
event, Varamin explained that few Iranians 
actually live in Syunik Province. It was ba-
sically a transit route for both Iranians and 
Armenians. He said that every day between 
500 to 900 Armenians travel to Iran, not 
just from Meghri or other cities in Syunik 
but even from Yerevan. Some just cross the 
border, buy some things and come back, 
whereas others go further to cities like Jul-
fa, Tabriz or even Tehran, he said.

Iranians who come to Armenia as tour-
ists often come for holidays like New Year 
or Vardavar. In the summer, he said, hun-
dreds and even thousands of Iranians might 
come. He recalled one day when 40 buses 
of Iranian tourists came to Armenia. 

Meanwhile, he said that around 500 
trucks each day cross the borders of both 
countries. One of the primary duties of 
the consulate general, as noted during the 
event, is to help with the issues of their 
drivers, whether accidents, repairs, or oth-
er personal issues. Varamin also said that 
sometimes if something happens to Arme-
nians in Iran, the consulate general would 
try to help them too. 

He said that if you ask Iranians in Iran, 
they will say that Armenians, especially 
those living in Iran, are very good and hon-
est people. He then mentioned the prom-
inent poet Parvin Etesami (1907-1941) of 
Tabriz, Iran, who had written a famous 
poem about Armenians. This poem was 
recited by the Iranian ambassador when 
President Pezeshkian had visited Armenia. 

Varamin suggested looking up the trans-
lation of the poem. It turns out that the 
poem states that a preacher asks his son 
what makes a person a Muslim. He an-
swers, honesty and not harming but helping 

people. The preacher then says that there-
fore in their city there was only one Mus-
lim and he was an Armenian (Christian).

Varamin said, “We are proud of having 
such a minority in Iran as our citizens, Ira-

nian citizens.” 
Varamin said that aside from Kapan, the 

consulate general does work in other cit-
ies of Syunik. It organized one festival in 
Goris, the second largest city in Syunik, 
while a sister city relationship was signed 
this year between Goris and the Iranian 
city of Nain, which is in Isfahan province. 
Furthermore, he said work is underway to 
arrange a sister city in Iran for Sisian in 
Syunik Province.

When asked when the second bridge over 
the Arax River might be built, Varamin said 
that if it were up to him, he would do it to-
day, or at least this year. When pressed, he 
said he thought it would be built at the lat-
est next year. 

Varamin has been to Yerevan and other 
parts of Armenia outside of Syunik. Having 
lived in Kapan for three years, he said that 
it’s unique and the people are very nice. He 
said, “I feel the culture is closer to that of 
Iran.” He said there are some expressions 
used like “jigar jan,” an expression of en-
dearment literally translated as “liver soul,” 
which are similar to that Iranians use, and 
in general there are similar approaches to 
life, so that Iranians can feel very comfort-
able in Kapan. 

Varamin said that his appointment as 
consul general continues until the first of 
the Iranian New Year, and after that the Ira-
nian government must decide whether to 
prolong it. 

Varamin had a specific message for Ar-
menians living in the US, which he said 
was on his mind for months now. He said 
it was his desire to bring Armenian Amer-
icans to Armenia and then from Armenia 
to Iran, where they could visit the Arme-
nian monasteries of St. Thaddeus (Sourp 
Tadeos) and St. Stepanos in northwestern 
Iran, and if they want, go deeper into Iran. 
He said, “I think Armenians can — not just 
in the US but all over the world – play a 
very important role in improving relations 
between Iran and other countries. I don’t 
talk about governments but people.”

He said that short trips can be arranged 
to religious and other important places for 
Armenians not only from the US but also 
in France, Russia and other countries, and 
perhaps he would accompany them for the 
first trip. “By this,” he said, “we can some-
how help the world be in peace.” 

Syunik’s Iranian Consulate General Celebrates Third 
Anniversary, Cementing Armenian-Iranian Relations

The courtyard of the Iranian Consulate General seen from outside (photo Aram 
Arkun)

Consul General of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran Morteza Abedin Varamin (photo 
Aram Arkun)

A commemorative ceramic tile depicting the Arme-
nian Mt. Khustup and Iranian Mt. Damavand togeth-
er was given to guests (photo Aram Arkun)
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ANCA Condemns 
Reckless Trump 
Pardon of Corrupt 
Rep. Cuellar

WASHINGTON —  The Arme-
nian National Committee of Amer-
ica (ANCA) condemned President 
Trump’s pardon of Congressman 
Henry Cuellar (D-TX), who was in-
dicted in 2024 for accepting nearly six 
hundred thousand dollars in Azerbai-
jani bribes in exchange for advancing 
Azerbaijan’s interests in Congress at 
the direct expense of the Constitution-
al rights of Armenian Americans.

“Trump’s pardon of Congressman 
Cuellar is a free pass for foreign 
bribes, a billboard atop the White 
House announcing to the world that 
it’s pay-to-play in Washington,” said 
ANCA Executive Director Aram 
Hamparian. “It’s Azerbaijan First 
foreign policy, at the expense of the 
American people.”

On December 3, President Trump 
announced on Truth Social his “full 
and unconditional PARDON” of 
Cuellar and his wife, Imelda. In his 
post, Trump characterized the federal 
indictment as political persecution, 
claiming that “Crooked Joe used the 

FBI and DOJ to ‘take out’ a member 
of his own Party after Highly Re-
spected Congressman Henry Cuel-
lar bravely spoke out against Open 
Borders.” Trump made no mention 
of the detailed evidence presented in 
the Justice Department’s indictment 
documenting years of corrupt pay-
ments from Azerbaijan’s state-con-
trolled oil company in exchange for 
legislative favors.

The ANCA is continuing its call 
on the U.S. House of Representatives 
to expel Henry Cuellar, condemn 
Azerbaijan’s brazen interference in 
American democracy, and enact stat-
utory measures to prevent ongoing 
attempts by Azerbaijan’s corrupt Ali-
yev regime to rig U.S. foreign policy 
in its favor. To contact Congress, vis-
it anca.org/expel

“President Trump’s reckless par-
don underscores the importance of 
investigating Azerbaijan’s foreign 
influence operations in Washington, 
DC,” said Hamparian. “Cuellar’s 
crimes — a serious as they are — 
represent the tip of the iceberg. Con-
gress needs to expel him immediately 
and root out Baku’s bribery schemes 
across our government.”

see CUELLAR, page 9

Community News
Human Rights 
Attorney Lenna 
Hovanessian is 
Running for Clark 
County Commission

LAS VEGAS — On Wednesday, 
December 3, community advocate 
and human rights attorney Lenna Ho-
vanessian announced her candidacy 
for the Democratic nomination for 
Clark County Commission District 
F. Hovanessian announced her candi-
dacy after witnessing the struggles of 
everyday Nevadans facing unafford-
ability, the high cost of living, exor-
bitant housing rental and sale prices, 
and lack of job growth opportunities. 

“At a time when too many Neva-
dans are struggling to find job op-
portunities, being priced out of their 
homes and struggling to get by, we 
need to enact policies that will directly 
improve affordability for Nevada fam-
ilies and build a brighter future,” said 
Lenna Hovanessian.  “No Nevadans 
should be priced out of their commu-
nity or denied their opportunity at suc-
cess - we need leaders who fight for 
policies, job opportunities and infra-
structure that benefit every Nevadan. 
As a Commissioner, I plan to invest 
in public school education, build more 
housing, improve healthcare and cre-
ate the new jobs that Nevada families 
critically need. I am running to be a 
champion for Nevada families on the 
Clark County Commission.”

Hovanessian came to America as a 
young child, fleeing a civil war that 
ripped her country apart and killed 
thousands of innocent civilians. She 
was determined to honor the sacri-
fices her parents made to take her to 
safety and start a new life, so Lenna 
committed herself to education. She 
earned her undergraduate degree from 
UCLA and entered Southwestern Law 
School inspired to fight the injustice, 
corruption and destruction that she 
witnessed in her youth.

For more than 20 years, Lenna has 
called Las Vegas home, raising her 
children here alongside her husband, 
Dr. Armen Hovanessian. Over the 
past decade, she has led state-wide 
efforts to improve the public school 
curriculum and co-drafted Nevada’s 
Holocaust and Armenian Genocide 
Education Bill, which became law 
in 2021. She has also worked at the 
federal level with Congressional lead-
ers- including Representative Dina 
Titus—on drafting federal sanctions 
legislation addressing war crimes and 
political hostages.

Lenna has advocated for more re-
sources for students and teachers, and 
the need to hold CCSD accountable 
for the educational commitments they 
have made to families. Lenna is run-
ning for Clark County Commission 
because she has seen how Southern 
Nevada families are struggling with 
affordability and housing costs. She 
knows how high the grocery bills have 
risen, how hard it is to find a home 
you can afford to rent or buy, and how 
tough it has become to find a job. As 
a County Commissioner, she believes 
we need to fight for our community 
and deliver lower costs and more op-
portunities for families so that every 
Nevadan can have a better quality of 
life and a shot at the American Dream.

Funding Hope by 
Playing Ball

MCLEAN, Va. (Fairfax County Times) — For the 
past 35 years, McLean resident Tom Vartanian has 

played senior baseball for a cause. Before this year, that cause was the Special  
Olympics. This year, the 76-year-old has created a non-profit that is closer to 
his heart. Play Ball for Peyton’s Pals is Vartanian’s fundraising initiative to raise 
money for rare disease research and programs at Johns Hopkins  Children’s Cen-
ter in Baltimore.  

Earlier this year, Vartanian’s two-year-old grandson, Peyton, was hospitalized 
for a week at Inova Fairfax. Peyton’s initial diagnosis came in  March. A more 
detailed diagnosis, a rare endocrine condition that will require lifelong monitor-
ing, took months.  

“I don’t know that people understand the unbearable pain of dealing with an in-
fant or a toddler who has a life-altering condition. It is sort of beyond imagination 
until you’re there,” said Vartanian. “There are a lot of children  that they treat that 
can’t afford the kinds of services and programs that you  need to both deal with 
the child and deal with the caregivers and the  family.”  

It had become clear to Vartanian, his wife Karen, and their family that Peyton’s 
journey would be a long-term process. He realized that what most people in situ-
ations like this need is hope.  

“It’s very difficult to get through the days without hope. And the way you give 
yourself hope and the way you give others hope is by doing something about it 
and, you know, taking some action, whether it’s effective or not,”  said Vartanian. 
“In my case, this is the action.”  

Vartanian shared his fundraising idea with Allie Boge, associate director of 
development at Johns Hopkins Children’s Center. When she asked him what his 
target goal was, she was astounded when he answered, $25,000 or $30,000.  

“I think what’s really neat is that Tom, when we first started talking, he said,  
you know, I want to help my grandson, but I realize my grandson’s not the only 
one who is up against these challenges. So I want to help other kids like him,” 
said Boge.  

She added that philanthropic funding is more critical now than ever, especially 
for rare disease research projects. Private funding helps empower scientists to 
use their skills, knowledge, and talents to find cures and treatments for patients at 
their children’s center.  

Vartanian’s initial goals were low. To date, he has raised about $47,000 to sup-
port Johns Hopkins Children’s Center, $45,000 of that came in before he even 
played an inning of ball.  

As of November 17, Vartanian had already played 77 innings. So far, his stats 
are great. After nine games in Phoenix, Ariz., and Fort  Myers, Fla., his team, The 

see VARTANIAN, page 11

Tom Vartanian and his grandson

By Kristin Johnson

Rep. Henry Cuellar 



Charles R. Kochakian, 87, passed away 
on November 24, 2025, at his home, sur-
rounded by his loving family. Charles 
was born in Salem, MA. After marrying 
the love of his life, Elizabeth, with whom 
he shared 63 wonderful years, the two of 
them made their home in Andover, MA, 
and spent their winters in Boca Raton, Fla.

Charlie graduated from Merrimack Col-
lege with a B.S. in electrical engineering 
and later earned his M.S. in aeronautics 
and astronautics from the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology. He enjoyed a dis-
tinguished 40-year career at the Charles 
Stark Draper Laboratory in Cambridge, 
MA, where he served as program manager 
for the ICBM Guidance Programs and as 
chief of the Laboratory Instrument Evalu-
ation Test Operations Division. His work 
contributed to all deployed strategic mis-
sile guidance systems for both the US Air 
Force and Navy. Throughout his career, he 
published numerous papers, received sev-
eral awards, and worked alongside bril-
liant leaders in his field.

After retirement, Charlie was instru-
mental in establishing an RFID laboratory 
at Merrimack College in North Andover. 

The college subsequently offered a course 
in radio frequency identification (RFID) 
technology, which he taught, training stu-
dents in its applications. He was a lifelong 
member of AIAA and IEEE and a licensed 
Professional Engineer in the Common-
wealth of Massachusetts. Charlie proudly 
served the United States in the National 
Guard. 

He was a devoted lifelong member 
of the Armenian Church and a longtime 
member of Holy Cross Armenian Church 
in Lawrence, MA, where he served for 
many years on the Parish Council and as 
its chairman. He also served as a Diocesan 
delegate of the parish. In recent years, he 
was an active parishioner of St. Gregory’s 
Armenian Church in North Andover, MA. 
For over 50 years, Charlie was a dedicated 
member of the Knights of Vartan Arakadz 
Lodge of the Merrimack Valley, where he 
served as both Commander and Advisor.

Charlie was an avid runner and golf-
er, and a devoted fan of all Boston sports 
teams — especially his beloved Boston 
Bruins and New England Patriots. A proud 
athlete himself, he played high school 
football for Salem, MA, where he served 

as team captain. He cherished family vaca-
tions, particularly summers spent togeth-
er on Cape Cod and in Maine. He loved 
tending to his yard and was known for his 
remarkable ability to fix anything. Charlie 
treasured being involved in his grandchil-
dren’s lives, never missing an opportunity 
to attend their sporting events and school 
activities. Always ready with guidance 
and support for his children, grandchil-
dren, and anyone who needed him, he 
approached every problem with patience, 
meticulous care, and heartfelt understand-
ing.

Charlie had deep confidence in his med-
ical team at Dana-Farber — both in Bos-
ton and Methuen — as well as at the Lynn 
Cancer Institute in Boca Raton. He held 
great affection for the doctors, nurses and 
staff who cared for him, and they adored 
him in return. During his time in hospice 
care, the compassion and respect shown 
by the visiting nurses brought tremendous 
comfort to him and to his family. His loved 
ones remain profoundly grateful to all who 
supported and cared for him.

Family was the cornerstone of Charlie’s 
life. He is survived by his devoted wife, 
Elizabeth, and their loving sons: Robert 
and his wife Susan of Salem, NH; James 
and his wife Michelle of Andover, MA, 
and Fort Myers, FL; and Stephen and his 
wife Kimberly of North Andover, MA. He 
was predeceased by his parents, Roopen 
and Mary Kochakian, and his brother, 
Robert V. Kochakian. He leaves behind 
his sister, Rosalind Malone, and her late 
husband, Edward, of Burlington, MA; his 
brother, Rev. Fr. Garabed Kochakian, and 
his wife, Roberta, of West Bloomfield, 
MI; and his brother, Richard, and his wife, 
Cindy, of Port Matilda, PA.

Charlie was the beloved grandfather 
of Matthew Kochakian of San Francisco, 
CA; Dr. Nicholas Kochakian of New York, 
NY; Isabella Kochakian of Los Angeles, 
CA; and James Kochakian of Fort Myers, 
FL.

He is also survived by his brother-in-law, 
Edward Annaian, and his wife Janet of An-
dover, MA; sisters-in-law Maryann Afari-
an of North Andover, MA, Maria Annaian 
of North Andover, MA, and Rose Annaian 
of Methuen, MA. He leaves his godsons, 
Gregory Afarian and Michael Kochakian, 
as well as many beloved nieces, nephews, 
and cousins. He was predeceased by cher-
ished family members Khatchik Afarian, 
Michael Annaian, John Annaian, and Ros-
ie Annaian, as well as his beloved godson, 
Peter Afarian.

The funeral service was conducted by 
Rev. Fathers Stephan Baljian, Khachadoor 
Kesablyan, Vart Gylozyan, Sevak Gabrie-
lian, Tateos Abdalian, Tadeos Barseghyan, 
Kevork Arakelian, Arakel Aljalian and 
Charlie’s brother Garabed Kochakian on 
Monday, December 1, 2025, at St. Greg-
ory’s Armenian Church, North Andover, 
MA 01845. In lieu of flowers, donations 
may be made to St. Gregory’s Armenian 
Church at www.saintgregory.org.
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James “Jack” Giragosian, CPC		     Mark J. Giragosian

576 Mount Auburn St., Watertown, MA 02472, Tel: 617-924-0606
www.giragosianfuneralhome.com

GLENDALE, Calif. — The Rev. Dr. 
Zaven Avak Kahana Arzoumanian died on 
December 4, 2025. He was 92.

Fr. Zaven was a unique and remarkable 
servant of the Armenian Church, serving 
as a priest for some 70 years, with more 
than 40 of those in the Western Diocese. 
In addition to his pastoral service, Fr. 
Zaven served on the Diocesan Council, 
and was a member of the Diocesan Unity 
Committee.

His ministry had many facets. He was in 
his natural element in the social setting of 
parish life. But he was equally at home in 
the quiet vocation of scholarship. Through 
a lifetime of study, he became deeply 
knowledgeable about the Armenian Chris-
tian heritage, approaching its holy tradition 
with reverence and humility; treating it as a 
precious treasure. Most of all, he sought to 
share that treasure with others who would 
benefit from its ageless wisdom.

In his generation, Fr. Zaven was one of 
a handful of learned people who could ex-
press the church’s ancient teachings in the 
language of the modern world. His contin-
uation of Patriarch Ormanian’s Azgapatum 
— the definitive work on the history of the 
Armenian Church — was a tremendous un-
dertaking, which will be viewed with admi-
ration and gratitude by future generations 
of Armenian Christians.

His family originated in Everek (near 
Kayseri) in historic Armenia; but his father 
Yeghia was forced to flee that city, and ar-
rived in Cairo in 1922, where he opened a 
tailor shop. Yeghia Arzoumanian married 

Serpouhi Nishanian, and the couple had six 
children. Decades later, Fr. Zaven would 
point to the dozens of descendants of that 
family as proof that the Genocide planners 
had failed in their murderous intentions.

Fr. Arzoumanian was born in 1933, and 
baptized with the name Taniel. He went to 
Cairo’s Kalustian National School, learning 
four languages. His grandfather Hagop (au-
thor of the 1935 History of Everek) would 
take him to church on Sundays. Young Ta-
niel saw his mother’s brother ordained as a 
priest in 1945; and in 1949, at the age of 16, 
he was himself accepted at the seminary of 
the Catholicate of Cilicia. As a student in 
the Faculty of Theology, Taniel had an op-
portunity to meet some of the intellectual 
luminaries of the Armenian world, includ-
ing Catholicos of Cilicia Karekin Hovsepi-
an and writer Arshag Tchobanian.

In 1954, he was ordained a celibate 
priest, and given the priestly name Zaven. 
From this time, he became a witness to 
events that shaped the Armenian Church in 
the latter half of the 20th century (including 
the contested election of the Catholicos of 
Cilicia in 1956); Fr. Arzoumanian would 
later draw on these experiences, and his 
own historical research, for his voluminous 
continuation of Archbishop Malachia Or-
manian’s Azgapatum.

In pursuit of education he traveled to 
Europe and America, studying at the Uni-
versity of London, and later at Columbia 
University (where he received his doctor-
ate in Armenian history in 1983 with his 
translation of the History of Ghevond the 

Eminent Vardapet).
Fr. Arzoumanian’s pas-

toral service began among 
the Armenian community 
of Ethiopia (1957-1959), 
and continued in the United 
States. For some 20 years, 
he served the Eastern Dio-
cese as a pastor in Philadel-
phia, PA: first at Holy Trin-
ity Church in Cheltenham, 
and then at St. Sahag and St. 
Mesrob Church in Wynne-
wood.

In 1984, Fr. Zaven took 
on the pastorship of the 
Armenian Church com-
munity in Florida. He was 
instrumental in founding 
the state’s first Armenian 
Church: St. David Church 
of Boca Raton. By this 
time, he had received dis-
pensation to marry, and 
with Yeretzgin Joyce be-
side him Der Zaven devot-
ed his energy to building 
the fledgling church into 
a vital member of our Di-
ocesan family. Yeretzgin 
lent her talents to the par-
ish choir and the Women’s Guild, and 
received the affection of all through her 
kind and pious presence.

After Der Hayr’s retirement in 2002, the 
Arzoumanians moved to California, where 
Fr. Zaven served the community of Pasade-
na for several years during the construction 
of that city’s St. Gregory the Illuminator 
Church.

With the formal conclusion of his ca-
reer as a parish priest, Fr. Zaven dedicated 

himself to research, lecturing, and writing 
some 17 books—among them his 2017 
memoir, Reflections in Retrospect: Mem-
oirs of a Pastor’s Six Decades of Service, 
published by the Western Diocese.

Fr. Zaven is survived by his wife Yn. 
Joyce; and by a large, intergenerational fami-
ly of surviving siblings, nephews, and nieces.

Funeral services for Fr. Zaven will take 
place on Thursday, December 18 at St. 
Gregory Armenian Church in Pasadena.

Rev. Dr. Zaven Arzoumanian (1933-2025)
Longtime Pastor in Western Diocese

Charles R. Kochakian
Engineer Devoted to Family, Church and Knights of Vartan



CUELLAR, from page 7
The Indictment: Nearly $600,000 in 

Azerbaijani Bribes
The federal indictment against Rep. 

Cuellar and his wife Imelda, unsealed in 
May 2024, presents extensive evidence that 
Rep. Cuellar accepted at least $598,000 in 
bribes from two foreign entities: an oil and 
gas company wholly owned and controlled 
by the Government of Azerbaijan, and a 
bank headquartered in Mexico City. The 
indictment accused Cuellar and his wife of 
laundering foreign bribe payments through 
Texas shell companies, disguising their 
arrangement with consulting contracts for 
which Imelda Cuellar performed little or 
no legitimate work.

The indictment explicitly states: “With 
respect to Azerbaijan, in exchange for the 
bribe payments, Henry Cuellar promised 
to influence U.S. foreign policy in favor of 
Azerbaijan. Henry Cuellar agreed, among 
other things, to influence a series of leg-
islative measures relating to Azerbaijan’s 
conflict with neighboring Armenia; to in-
sert language favored by Azerbaijan into 
legislation and committee reports govern-
ing certain security and economic aid pro-
grams; to deliver a pro-Azerbaijan speech 
on the floor of the House of Representa-
tives; and to consult with representatives of 
Azerbaijan regarding their efforts to lobby 
the United States government.”

Internal communications revealed by the 
indictment show Azerbaijani diplomats re-
ferring to Cuellar as “El Jefe” (“The Boss”) 
and acknowledging his central role in ad-
vancing their foreign influence operations 
in Washington. In response to an Azerbai-
jani diplomat’s request for assistance with 
U.S. legislation, Cuellar indicated his read-
iness to help, stating he would “try [his] 
best” to influence legislative outcomes in 
Azerbaijan’s favor.

Blocking Aid to Artsakh, Undermin-
ing Armenian American Advocacy

According to the indictment, Cuellar’s 
corrupt actions had tangible and devas-
tating consequences for Armenian com-
munities. On multiple occasions, Cuellar 
communicated directly with Azerbaijani 
officials to discuss strategies for overriding 
Armenian American interests in Congress. 
The indictment details how Cuellar agreed 
to block amendments advanced by mem-
bers of the Congressional Armenian Cau-
cus that would have secured humanitarian 
relief for Artsakh (Nagorno-Karabakh) or 
strengthened U.S. support for Armenia.

In one particularly egregious instance 
documented in the indictment, on Septem-
ber 1, 2017, an Azerbaijani diplomat texted 
Cuellar a screenshot of an amendment to 
fund efforts to clear land mines in the Na-
gorno-Karabakh region — efforts that were 
supported by Armenian Americans and op-
posed by Azerbaijan. Cuellar replied: “I see 
it. We work on it.” The diplomat respond-
ed, “Thank you Boss!”

In text message exchanges during the 
summer of 2020, as tensions between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia escalated toward 
open war, Cuellar repeatedly promised 
Azerbaijani diplomats he would “add Rid-
er on bases” and assured them, “I have 
another amendment I may add this week” 
to advance Azerbaijan’s interests against 
Armenia.

The indictment further uncovers how 
Rep. Cuellar agreed to insert pro-Azerbai-
jan speeches into Congressional records 
and to advance legislation that would un-
dermine U.S. aid to Nagorno-Karabakh 
(Artsakh). In one email, Cuellar promised 
Azerbaijani contacts to “set up a meeting” 
with U.S. defense officials to discuss mat-
ters benefiting Azerbaijan, directly linking 
his legislative actions to the bribes re-
ceived.

“Rep. Cuellar not only betrayed the trust 
of his South Texas constituents – by taking 
foreign money to obstruct our community’s 
right to petition our government – he cheat-
ed Americans of Armenian heritage from 
all across our country of our Constitutional 
right to honest representation,” the ANCA 
noted in a September 2025 letter to the U.S. 
Attorney. “By conspiring to rig U.S. for-
eign policy in favor of authoritarian Azer-
baijan, Rep. Cuellar undermined American 
support for Armenian Christians, enabling 
Azerbaijan’s genocidal ethnic cleansing of 
Artsakh.”

Armenian Americans as Victims Un-
der the Crime Victims’ Rights Act

In September 2025, the ANCA formally 
called upon U.S. Attorney Nicholas J. Gan-
jei to recognize Americans of Armenian 
heritage as victims of Congressman Cuel-
lar’s criminal conspiracy with Azerbaijan 
under the Crime Victims’ Rights Act (18 
U.S.C. § 3771). This designation would 
permit Armenian American community 
representatives, including the ANCA, to 
submit victim impact statements and en-
sure the harms they suffered are factored 
into any sentencing or restitution decisions 
in the case.

In the letter to the U.S. Attorney for the 
Southern District of Texas, ANCA Exec-
utive Director Aram Hamparian under-
scored that Rep. Cuellar’s alleged corrup-
tion deprived Armenian Americans of their 
constitutional right to petition their govern-
ment and to participate in the democratic 
process free of foreign manipulation.

“Congressman Cuellar’s actions harmed 
Armenian Americans by undermining the 
free exercise of our constitutional right 
‘peaceably to assemble, and to petition the 
Government for a redress of grievances,’ 
covertly conspiring with a foreign entity 
to reduce the impact of our advocacy as 
American citizens on the U.S. legislative 
process,” explained Hamparian in the let-
ter.

Trump’s pardon effectively denies Ar-
menian Americans their right as victims to 

see justice served and to have their harms 
acknowledged in sentencing proceedings.

A Decades-Long Pattern of Azerbaija-
ni Influence Operations

The ANCA has, over the past three de-
cades, warned of Azerbaijan’s efforts to 
buy influence in Washington, with Rep. 
Cuellar serving as a linchpin in these oper-
ations. As early as 2013, Cuellar accepted 
trips to Azerbaijan arranged by intermedi-
aries later convicted of concealing Azerbai-
jani state sponsorship. From there, his ties 
to Azerbaijani oil companies deepened into 
what prosecutors laid bare as a years-long 
bribery scheme.

In January 2013, one of Cuellar’s orga-
nizations sponsored Rep. Cuellar and his 
wife to travel to Istanbul, Turkey and Baku, 
Azerbaijan at a cost of $26,125. Shortly 
after the Cuellars returned to the United 
States, Azerbaijani officials discussed re-
cruiting Cuellar to promote Azerbaijan’s 
interests in Congress. An Azerbaijani dip-
lomat emailed the director of the Azer-
baijani oil company’s Washington, D.C. 
office, noting that Cuellar had just been ap-
pointed to the Appropriations Committee’s 
Subcommittee on State, Foreign Opera-
tions, and Related Programs, and writing: 
“[t]he good news is that Cuellar was just 
in Baku.” The diplomat continued, “[w]
e need to work with these offices to make 
sure we build an anti-[Representative-1] 
coalition”—referring to a member of the 
Congressional Armenian Caucus.

The magnitude of Azerbaijan’s global in-
fluence operations was first exposed by the 
Organized Crime and Corruption Report-
ing Project in its report on the “Azerbaijani 
Laundromat” — which found that, between 
2012 and 2014, over $2.5 billion was laun-
dered through slush funds into the accounts 
of European politicians and international 
organizations to suffocate criticism of the 
Azerbaijani regime’s abuses and promote 
Azerbaijan’s image on the world stage.

In 2013, reports revealed that a congres-
sional delegation to Azerbaijan involv-
ing 10 members of Congress and over 30 
staffers had been paid for without their 
knowledge by SOCAR, the state-owned oil 
company of Azerbaijan. The trip was the 
subject of an Ethics Committee investiga-
tion and ultimately led to the indictment of 
the delegation’s organizer, Kemal Oksuz, 
who worked closely with Cuellar to con-
nect Azerbaijani oil executives with U.S. 
business leaders and elected officials.

Undermining U.S. Interests and Dem-
ocratic Principles

In a June 2024 Huffington Post op-ed 
calling for Cuellar’s expulsion, ANCA Pol-
icy Director Alex Galitsky and National 
Grassroots Director Gev Iskajyan wrote: 
“As a matter of principle, Cuellar’s alleged 
transgressions should have warranted 
strong action regardless of which govern-
ment he had scandalous dealings with. But 
the fact that Cuellar appears to have chosen 

to act on behalf of a regime engaged in the 
torture of prisoners of war, the execution of 
civilians, the systematic destruction of Ar-
menian cultural heritage, and the blockade 
and forced displacement of 150,000 Arme-
nian civilians last year demonstrates a con-
tempt not only for our democratic process 
but for the principles of human rights and 
international law that supposedly underpin 
U.S. foreign policy.”

The op-ed continued: “In light of the 
gravity of the charges against Cuellar, both 
Republicans and Democrats must realize 
there’s much more on the line than control 
of the House of Representatives. As the 
U.S. hemorrhages credibility on the world 
stage amid its abject failure to uphold the 
principles of democracy and human rights 
it proclaims to hold dear, the refusal to 
expel Cuellar will only signal to Azerbai-
jan—and other abusive regimes—that U.S. 
democracy is for sale.”

Trump’s pardon sends precisely that 
signal: that foreign bribes to members of 
Congress will be tolerated, that American 
democracy can indeed be purchased by au-
thoritarian regimes, and that there will be 
no accountability for betraying the Ameri-
can people’s trust.

Call for Congressional Action
The ANCA emphasized that Trump’s 

pardon makes Congressional action even 
more urgent. While the pardon may shield 
Cuellar from criminal prosecution, it does 
nothing to restore the integrity of Congress 
or accountability to the American people. 
The House of Representatives retains its 
constitutional authority – and duty – to ex-
pel members who have fundamentally be-
trayed their oath of office.

The ANCA is continuing its nationwide 
#ExpelCuellar campaign, demanding Cuel-
lar’s immediate removal from Congress. 
The initiative rallies grassroots activists 
across the country to press their Represen-
tatives to vote for Cuellar’s expulsion, to 
demand a House Ethics Committee investi-
gation into Azerbaijan’s broader foreign in-
fluence operations, and to bar Azerbaijani 
officials and registered foreign agents from 
access to Capitol Hill until a full account-
ing of this corruption is delivered.

Armenian Americans and all concerned 
citizens are urged to visit anca.org/expel 
to contact their Representatives, demand 
Cuellar’s expulsion, and share resources 
with their networks.

“Recognizing Armenian-Americans as 
victims of Cuellar’s conspiracy is not just 
symbolic – it’s a concrete step toward jus-
tice and accountability,” added Hamparian. 
“Trump’s pardon makes that impossible in 
the courts. But Congress can still act. Only 
by expelling Cuellar and dismantling Azer-
baijan’s illicit influence operations can we 
restore faith in the integrity of U.S. policy 
on issues of concern to Americans of Ar-
menian heritage and our many allies across 
our great nation.”
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ANCA Condemns Reckless Trump Pardon 
Of Corrupt Rep. Henry Cuellar
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ALTADENA, Calif. — Twenty four years ago, when 
former Nor Or editor Hagop Boghosian, a dedicated 
member and leader of Tekeyan Cultural Association 
serving in Lebanon and Los Angeles, passed away in 
California, his wife, Anitsa Boghosian and family de-
cided that all donations in lieu of flowers would be 
allocated to a fund managed by the Tekeyan Cultural 
Association of USA and Canada Central Board. 

The board decided that the annual proceeds from this 
fund were to be designated as prizes for students at Va-
han Tekeyan School in Yerevan, awarded annually to 
those who wrote the best compositions on topics pro-
posed by the teachers. The Tekeyan portfolio, which in-
cludes Boghosian Fund, is directed and managed by the 
treasurer Maro Bedrosian, who meticulously followed 
every year that the proceeds are used for the intended 
purpose.

Hagop Boghosian believed deeply in Armenian val-
ues, particularly in the importance of educating the new 
generation while preserving the Armenian language 
and encouraging youth to write and express themselves 
in Armenian.

For 24 years, the interests from this fund have been 
allocated annually to the top three graduating students 
at Vahan Tekeyan School in Yerevan who submit the 
best compositions, administered through Anitsa Bog-
hosian and teachers. 

At the time, a classroom at the Vahan Tekeyan School 
in Yerevan was named after Hagop Boghosian.

The purpose of these prizes is to encourage students’ 
knowledge of the Armenian language, foster creative 
and written skills, support the development of nation-

al identity and critical thinking skills and preserve the 
memory and values of Hagop Boghosian. Throughout 
these years, the themes of the compositions have been 
decided by the teachers. 

The fund continues to support the students every 
year. 

Mayda Kuredjian
Altadena, California
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VARTANIAN, from page 7
Mudville 9, is 6-3. Vartanian has been 
batting .600, and he has an impressive on-
base percentage of .732.  Vartanian splits 
his time between third base and the pitch-
er’s mound. All of that is fun, but what the 
money can do is truly important.  

“Nobody questions how expensive can-
cer treatment is for kids,” said  Stephanie 
E. Green, MD, MS, a pediatric endocri-
nologist at Johns Hopkins  Children’s 
Center. “We feel for those kids. We have 
a heart for those kids.  That’s what I want 
everyone to feel about pediatric obesity 
— that it’s not a choice. There are choices 
we make that worsen it, … that’s true, but 
it’s not  a choice to have a slower metab-
olism and an appetite that doesn’t match 
it  because there’s a dysregulation in the 
brain.”  

Green added that the funds raised will go 

towards both research for endocrine con-
ditions and programs. One of those pro-
grams is the Healthy  Families Program, 
a multi-disciplinary clinic that covers be-
havioral psychology, nutrition, culinary 
medicine, and group personal training. The 
program goal is to help the child and the 
entire family.  

Vartanian believes there is a lot of pri-
vate-sector money that could be directed 
towards research. He took on this project 
because he loves baseball and believes his 
job is to connect private funds to kids who 
need them.  

“One of the things that gives you hope 
is finding research, finding tools, and find-
ing out you’re not alone,” said Vartanian. 
“Anybody who’s ever got a disease, one 
of the things that’s important is finding out 
you’re not alone,  because that’s critical to 
having hope.” 

Funding Hope by Playing Ball

Tom Vartanian (Dianne Klimek-Rovner photo)

The principal of the Yerevan school, Dzovinar Martanyan, is surrounded by students and teachers at 
Boghosian Classroom 

Tekeyan Cultural Association’s Hagop 
Boghosian Fund Marks 24th Year

ADVERTISE IN THE MIRROR
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Isabel Bayrakdarian 
Thrills in Carnegie 
Hall in Tribute to 
Catholicos Aram I
By Florence Avakian

NEW YORK — It was both a spiri-
tual and unforgettable evening of mu-
sic and emotion — for the 30th anni-
versary of Catholicos Aram I of the 
Great House of Cilicia. Weill Recital 
Hall at Carnegie Hall on November 
13 was packed as celebrated soprano 
Isabel Bayrakdarian came on stage 
dressed in demure grey lace gown, 
accompanied by harpist Ellie Cho-
ate, flutist Ray Furuta, and on duduk 
Mher Mnatsakanyan.

The three-part program, with no in-
termission, included “Marian Chants, 
Hymns and Children’s Prayers,” play 
songs and lullabies by the legendary 
Komitas Vartabed, and more recent 
play songs and lullabies from histori-
cal Armenia and the diaspora.

The program was carefully and 
profoundly planned by noted sopra-
no Bayrakdarian, who has written 
that “the seeds of this special project 
were planted at a young age, when I 

would often listen to my mother sing 
prayers, lullabies and songs from a 
place that seemed far away yet inex-
plicably familiar. I know how pow-
erful these songs and hymns are and 
how they can heal and soothe the 
soul. They remind us that we all come 
from the same source and that we are 
all related and forever connected.”

The second section of the per-
formance was dedicated to the play 
songs and lullabies of Komitas 
Vartabed — many of them unknown 
to most people but heartfelt and pro-
found. Bayrakdarian explained that 
before the Genocide they were re-
corded and unheard. But after the 
Genocide, they were recorded by his 
students and survivors and sorrowful-
ly recalled.

As the program became more cel-
ebratory, the singer reappeared in 
more colorful gowns, adding to the 
increased feeling of joy and celebra-
tion.

This unique performance, which 
the singer has thoughtfully thought 
out and profoundly planned for many 

see CONCERT, page 17

Project Save 
Presents First 
Full Exhibit in 
New Space 

WATERTOWN — “What would 
you bring with you if you had to 
leave your home immediately?” 
French-Armenian photojournalist 
and documentary filmmaker Astrig 
Agopian’s multimedia exhibition, 
“Like There’s No Tomorrow,” pos-
es this question as it documents the 
lives of Armenians in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh, where the Azerbaijan-led war 
broke out in 2020 and escalated in 
2023 into a mass displacement wide-
ly described by human rights orga-
nizations as ethnic cleansing. Like 
There’s No Tomorrow is on display 
at Watertown’s Project Save Pho-
to Archive gallery through Jan. 17, 
2026.

This timely exhibit focuses on a 
region that Armenians have inhabited 
for millennia and which has endured 
centuries of upheaval. Agopian’s 
photographs – both documentary- 
and portraiture-style – and news-
style videos dig deeply into questions 
of cultural heritage, identity in dias-
pora, and wartime displacement. The 
exhibit is in partnership with ART 
WORKS Projects, a Chicago- and 
Hague-based visual arts non-profit.

Agopian’s experience as a photo-
journalist for international news out-
lets offered an opportunity to cover 
the unfolding conflict in her home-
land, but what she discovered while 
documenting the war was a unique 
view inside the emotional toll on the 
region’s inhabitants. Her multi-year 
travels to the area garnered interview 
footage and extensive photographic 
documentation of war and its effects, 
following individuals and families as 
they navigated violence, loss and dis-
placement. She says she sought ways 
to go beyond the expected cover-
age: the images of people fleeing on 
clogged roads, desperate faces and 
bombed out villages.

Her exhibition emphasizes a stir-
ring collection of photographic dip-
tychs highlighting the individuals 
Agopian encountered over several 
years, offering portraits of both the 
people and the objects they preserved 
when forced to flee. Simple belong-
ings like coffee jars, keys, and family 
heirlooms come to represent all that 
remains of a once bustling home life 
in the region. The project combines 
powerful

photography, oral histories, and 
multimedia assets into a living ar-
chive that also serves educational and 
advocacy purposes.

“Astrig invites us to consider how 
people live in and endure the un-
imaginable: war, hatred and revision-
ist history, and what they cling to or 
carry with them when they’re forced 
to flee,” says Dr. Arto Vaun, Execu-
tive Director of Project Save. “Her 
work reflects our mission to preserve 
and share the stories and images that 
define the global Armenian experi-
ence.”

To deepen the narrative, the exhibi-
tion includes historical photographs

see EXHIBIT, page 15

Bagratunyan Researches 
Armenian Women in 

Silent Films
In recent years, Aurora Mardiga-

nian’s name has become familiar to 
wider audiences thanks to the redis-

covery of “Ravished Armenia,” the silent film in which she portrayed her own sto-
ry, and also due to the Aurora Humanitarian Prize established by Ruben Vardanyan 
and Noubar Afeyan. In Armenia, however, a researcher has begun to view Aurora 
(Arshaluys) Mardiganian in a different context: as one of several Armenian wom-
en who appeared in silent cinema. For nearly a year, Ruzan Bagratunyan has been 

studying Armenian actresses, as well 
as the technicians and administrators 
who contributed to early film, and 
published a book on them in 2024.

In a Zoom conversation, Ruzan 
remarked about Mardiganian: “Her 
story was exceptional not only for 
Armenian history but for global his-
tory as well. Mardiganian is the only 
known female Genocide survivor to 
portray herself in a motion picture. 
While performing, she relived the 
horrors of the Genocide, and once 
even fainted on stage during a pre-
sentation.” 

Aurora was not the only Arme-
nian woman active in early Ameri-
can cinema. Flora Zabelle Hitchcock 
came to the United States after the 
Hamidian Massacres. She married 
the silent film actor Raymond Hitch-
cock, and together they performed 
in multiple Broadway productions 
in New York. Some sources suggest 
that she appeared in the 1911 version 
of “The Red Widow,” which would 
make her the first known Armenian 

actress of a silent film. Unfortunately, this 1911 film is lost.
After her, the first instance of a film which has reached our times with an Ar-

menian actress dates from 1913, when Armenian actress Mariam Grigoryan — 
known as Zhasmen — appeared in “The Keys to Happiness,” a two-part Russian 
silent film. Originally from Tiflis (present-day Tbilisi, Georgia), Zhasmen played 
numerous roles in Armenian, Georgian, and Azerbaijani cinema after returning to 
the Caucasus. Ruzan’s research illuminates the important role Armenians played in 
the formation of Azerbaijani cinematography: Hamo Beknazaryan directe somec

continued on next page

By Haykaram Nahapetyan
Mirror-Spectator Video Correspondent

Barbara Madatova as Sonya in “Evil Spirit” (1927)

Zhasmen (Mariam Grigoryan)

Superstar soprano Isabel Bayrak-
darian at Carnegie Hall



Armenian Mirror-Spectator 13Saturday, december 13, 2025

ARTS & CULTURE

2025

Tekeyan Cultural Association
Sponsor a Teacher in Armenia

Since its inception in 2001, The TCA Sponsor A Teacher program has raised $838,700 
and reached out to 7,386 teachers and school staff in Armenia and Artsakh.
Yes, I would like to sponsor TCA school teacher(s) in Armenia, as well as teachers 
who fled Artsakh and continue teaching in Armenia schools, to continue helping 
them to work, and educate the children, our future leaders. I would like to have the 
teacher(s)’s name(s) and address(es).

Yes, I would like to sponsor TCA school teacher(s) in Armenia, as well 
as teachers who fled Artsakh and continue teaching in Armenia schools, 
to continue helping them to work, and educate the children, our future 
leaders. I would like to have the teacher(s)’s name(s) and address(es). 

q $240   q $480    q $700      q other_____________________________

Name_______________________________________________________ 
Address______________________________________________________ 
City_________________________________ State_____ Zip____________ 
Email________________________________________________________ 

Make check payable to: Tekeyan Cultural Association
Memo: Sponsor a Teacher 2025 

Mail your check to:
TCA Sponsor a Teacher 

5326 Val Verde,  Houston, TX 77056 
Your donation is tax deductible.

If you prefer to donate by 
credit card, please go to: 
givebutter.com/0g6Iky 

from previous page
of Azerbaijan’s earliest films, and Arme-
nian actors, including Zhasmen, were part 
of his teams.

The same is true of early Ottoman-Turk-
ish cinema. When Muhsin Ertuğrul began 
directing the first Turkish films, numerous 
Armenians worked in the industry, includ-
ing Siranush Aleksanian, Roza Felekian, 
Azniv Minakian, Vahram Papazian, Onnik 
Binemecian, and others.

“While filming  ‘A Love Tragedy in Is-
tanbul’ (1922), the Armenian actors spoke 
Armenian among themselves. Radical 
Turkish clerics overheard them, attacked 
them, and beat them severely. French 
soldiers stationed nearby — this was in 
1922, when Istanbul was under Entente 
control — intervened and rescued them. 
Vahram Papazian later described the inci-
dent in his memoirs,” Ruzan recounts.

Another pioneering figure was Maria 
Goricheva-Kazanjieva, a Russian-Arme-
nian actress who gained prominence across 
Russia and later the Soviet Union. She may 
have appeared in films as early as 1911, 
making her earlier than Zhasmen.

One of the founders of Soviet cinema, 
Sergei Eisenstein, held deep respect for 
Nina Agajanova, who wrote the scripts for 
his works. “Her home in Moscow served as 
a gathering place for leading Soviet film-
makers,” Ruzan adds. Armenian women 
were therefore not only actresses but also 
scriptwriters, educators, and administrators.

Ruzan’s research also brought to light 
Arsha Avanesova, an Armenian from Art-

sakh who may have been the first Soviet 
woman filmmaker to direct silent films. In 
addition to her production work, she taught 
film, and many iconic figures of Soviet 
cinema — including Eldar Ryazanov and 
Vasili Katanyan — were among her stu-
dents.

In 1923, the Soviet Armenian govern-
ment sent Hamo Beknazaryan and Dan-
iel Dznuni to Tiflis with just 60 rubles to 
purchase equipment for newly founded 
PetKino, the State Film Organization of 
Armenia. “This was the founding capital 
of Armenian cinema,” Ruzan explains. 
Beknazaryan’s first film was Shirvanza-
de’s “Namus” (Honor).

The film was screened both in Russia and 
the United States, achieving tremendous 
success for its time. Its box office revenues 
reached 474,000 rubles — an extraordinary 
sum — which allowed PetKino to repay its 
loans and finance new productions.

Hasmik (Taguhi Hakobyan), Nina Ma-
nucharyan, Olga Maysuryan, Maria Shahu-
batyan Tatieva, Arusyak Voskanyan, Olga 
Gulazyan, and others were among the first 
actresses of Armenian silent cinema. Sate-
nik Adamyan wrote one of the early scripts.

“Many of these women had no formal 
training, yet they performed remarkably 
well,” Ruzan emphasizes. “Their work and 
legacy significantly advanced Armenian 
cinema.”

An accompanying video at mirrorspec-
tator.com includes excerpts from an inter-
view with Ruzan Bagratunyan as well as 
scenes from early Armenian silent films. Ruzanna Bagratunyan’s book on Armenian women of silent cinema

Bagratunyan Researches Armenian 
Women in Silent Films
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by Christine 
Vartanian Datian

Recipe
Cornerq

Nuvo Olive Oil’s Balsamic Glazed 
Chicken with Rosemary

LONG BEACH, Calif. — “We are Josh and Nathan Mardigian, two brothers 
born and raised in Michigan. Back in 2012 we were working regular jobs and 
decided to visit our parents, who had just retired and were living in Chico, CA. 
While visiting, we became aware that our family owned a 125-year-old olive or-
chard in the area but unfortunately no one was taking care of the trees. At one point 
there was even talk of bulldozing the olive orchard and to sell the land. We knew 
we had to keep these beautiful trees and olives. We couldn’t let that happen.”

“During that visit, we met by chance 
the man who would later mill for us. 
An Italian Master Miller whose facil-
ity was located on a remote property 
about 40 minutes from our farm. Not 
only did he learn his craftsmanship 
the old-fashioned way, on the classic 
stone mill and vertical press systems, 
but he expanded his knowledge to 

state-of-the-art and advanced machinery. With his profound know-how and with 
our entrepreneurial spirit, we truly believed we could save the olive orchard. We 
asked our parents to give us a chance and let us keep the orchard. We promised we 
would pour our heart and souls into saving the trees and would bring high-quality 
oils to our community. With our first harvest in 2012, Nuvo Olive Oil was born.”

Nuvo Olive Oil has also been ranked #70 in the world out of thousands of olive 
oil producers worldwide according to Olive Oil Ranking. 

“Unlike grocery store balsamics that are often mixed with syrups and additives, 
Nuvo’s Traditional Godfather Balsamic Vinegar is aged in wooden casks in Mode-
na, a little village in Italy, giving it a pure, bold, and authentic flavor. It’s a staple 
for drizzling, glazing, or elevating everyday meals into something unforgettable. 
From the bold, velvety depth of our dark balsamics to the light, refreshing notes 
of our white balsamics and handcrafted vinaigrettes, each bottle is created to bring 
gourmet flavor to your table. When you cook with a balsamic as rich and velvety 
as our Godfather Balsamic Vinegar, you don’t need a complicated recipe to create 
something extraordinary. This dish brings together juicy chicken, fragrant rose-
mary, and the deep sweetness of aged balsamic for a meal that tastes like it came 
straight out of an Italian countryside kitchen.”

“Our Traditional Godfather Balsamic Vinegar is a Notable Balsamic with a smooth 
and rich finish. No added sugars or sweeteners, this is a real Balsamic Vinegar. 
Well-rounded flavor and with a pronounced presence, the Godfather Balsamic Vine-
gar is an ultimate ‘everyday’ balsamic, making it a commendable choice for culinary 
enthusiasts and an ideal gift for foodies and the healthy-minded,” says Josh. “Bal-
samic vinegar is not only cherished for its flavor but also its potential health benefits. 
It’s low in calories and may help with blood sugar management, making it a favorable 
option for those with diabetes. Studies have shown that consuming balsamic vinegar 
can improve insulin sensitivity, which may benefit individuals with insulin resistance 
or type 2 diabetes.”

“One study published in the journal Diabetes Care found that vinegar improves 
insulin sensitivity after meals high in carbohydrates for those with insulin resistance 
or type 2 diabetes. This effect is particularly noteworthy as vinegar ingestion helps 
in managing blood glucose levels more efficiently, which could be beneficial for dia-
betes management. Additionally, balsamic vinegar contains antioxidants that combat 
cell damage and promote heart health.”
Ingredients:

2 medium skinless boneless chicken breasts
1/4 cup Nuvo Godfather Balsamic Vinegar
1 tablespoon Nuvo Early Harvest extra virgin olive oil (or your favorite Nuvo extra 
virgin olive oil)
2 garlic cloves, minced
1 sprig fresh rosemary (or 1 teaspoon dried rosemary)
Salt and freshly cracked black pepper to taste
 

Preparation:
Pat chicken breasts dry and season with salt and pepper. Heat Nuvo extra virgin 

olive oil in a skillet over medium-high heat. Add chicken and sear 3–4 minutes per 
side until golden brown.

Reduce heat slightly. Add minced garlic and rosemary, sautéing for about 30 sec-
onds until fragrant. Pour in the Godfather Balsamic Vinegar. Let it simmer for 2–3 
minutes, stirring occasionally, until it thickens into a glossy glaze. Spoon the bal-
samic glaze over the chicken before serving. Pair with roasted vegetables, mashed 
potatoes, or a fresh green salad. For a true Italian-inspired meal, serve this dish with 
a drizzle of extra Godfather Balsamic Vinegar on the plate and a side of crusty Italian 
or French bread to soak up the sauce.

Serves 2

Nuvo Gift Sets & Collections
From sample packs to gourmet baskets, Nuvo gifts are crafted to delight every pal-

ate. Whether you’re celebrating a holiday, saying thank you, or simply sharing a taste 
of something extraordinary, our collection of olive oils, balsamics, and curated sets 
makes it easy to give the gift of flavor. With over 30 unique options, there’s a perfect 
gift for every occasion.

 

Nuvo Olive Oil - Gifting 
Options

Gifting Boxes and Bags - Do 
you need a gift for your clients or 
show appreciation for your employ-
ees? Give the gift of some of our 
award-winning Extra Virgin Olive 
Oils or other gourmet items from 
our pantry. Our gifting options are 
created to your custom needs and 
tastes. Please contact them directly at 
(844) NUVO-OIL or (844) 688-6645 
to customize your Gifting Boxes or 
Bags.

If you would like to know more about Nuvo Olive Oil or Balsamic Vinegars or if 
you have any questions, reach out to Nuvo Olive Oil via email or go to the Contact 
form on their website, you also can text them or call them:

Nuvo Olive Oil
4208 Pepperwood Ave.
Long Beach, CA 90808
Email: hello@nuvooliveoil.com
Website: https://nuvooliveoil.com/
© 2025 Nuvo Olive Oil

ARTS & CULTURE

Nathan and Josh Mardigian

BURBANK, Calif. — Armenian Singer Mary Balian 
has released her latest song, Shnorhakalutyun, produced 
by Gilbert Hovsepian. 

Balian has been recording and performing Armenian 
Christian music for nearly twenty years. She has previ-
ously released the albums “Bashdenk” and “Hooysus Es,” 
numerous other singles, including Armenian Christmas 
music, and is planning a new album release next year. 

“Through my contemporary Armenian music ministry, 
I’ve had the opportunity to sing in Armenia and meet in-
credible believers all over the world. Time and time again, 
God has shown me where my heart‘s desire and passion 

is — in serving the Armenian people and creating music 
to worship God in the Armenian language,” said Balian.

Balian graduated from UCLA, where she sang in the 
Awaken a cappella group. (alongside performers like Sara 
Bareilles). She has had a heart for Armenian music minis-
try since she was a child. She grew up at United Armenian 
Congregational Church. She performed at AMAA Summer 
Camps in Armenia, where she shared and donated her mu-
sic to hundreds of kids. In addition, she has performed in 
many venues and events in Los Angeles and in Armenia 
over the years. 

Juggling full-time work as a school counselor, being a 

mom to her two daughters Lena and Lori with her husband 
Manny, and putting out new music every year, Balian is 
busy – and she is also working on various writing proj-
ects, in addition to the coming album. The nonprofit char-
ity, Bashde, whose mission is to promote Armenian wor-
ship music, has also assisted Balian’s work over the years 
through the support of many individuals and churches.

Shnorhakalutyun and the rest of Mary Balian’s music 
is available on Apple Music, Spotify, Amazon Music and 
other streaming services. Her Instagram and YouTube 
Channel are at @MaryBalianMusic. For more information 
visit www.marybalian.com.

Singer Mary Balian Releases New Song Shnorhakalutyun
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Books
By Arpi Sarafian
Special to the Mirror-Spectator

At a time when faith in a viable future for Western Ar-
menian, the language spoken by most diasporan Arme-
nians, seems to be ebbing to a vanishing point, the Arme-
nian Creatives, the collective of young Armenian artists 
who came together in Brooklyn, New York, in July 2018 
to create a community of support, boldly declare Western 
Armenian to “still [be] thriving” and “already presently 
here and potentially always.”

Motivated by their genuine concern over the gradual 
loss of Western Armenian, the Creatives initiated Those 
words, that offer to us, a three-volume bi-lingual — West-
ern Armenian and English — series based on a new un-
derstanding of translation that stretches language beyond 
textual notations to include the social and the emotional 
nuances embedded into words, thereby ensuring a more 
complete interpretation of the original text that semantics 
alone could not communicate.

A translation is always a recreation of the original for 
it involves the negotiation of personal meanings held be-
hind words that cannot be translated into words, notes 
co-editor Caroline Partamian in her Editor’s Note to the 
January 2023 inaugural issue of the series. The second 
issue, Those words, that offer to us: Handwritten Texts 
(May 2024) expands the process further to include the 
memories and the stories that surrounded original hand-
written texts when they were being created. The third vol-
ume, Those words, that offer to us: Seeking Sentiments 
(self-published with support from the Calouste Gulbenki-
an Foundation, September 2025), stretches the capacity of 
expression even further by having the contributors engage 
with a phrase that sums up a sentiment “they long to com-
municate.” Inner feelings are arguably the most difficult 
to translate. They are perhaps even “untranslatable.”

Aram Ronaldo accomplishes his “translation” of the 
phrase “wave your magic wand” with the endless possi-
bilities of magic. His “I have been raised on the power of 
magic” is rooted in his grandmother’s kitchen where the 
realities of Nene’s “small, slightly burnt wooden spoon” 
and the recipes that she preserved as she survived the Ar-
menian Genocide mix with the fantastical tales she tells 
while making ma’amoul cookies on a Sunday afternoon. 
“Nene would wave her magic wand around the kitchen, 
making little miracles,” writes Aram. It is Aram’s ardent 
wish “that we all wave our magic wands . . . and invoke a 
few miracles daily.” 

In much the same spirit of excitement, Levon Kafafian 
envisions a future for Western Armenian “flowing like 
water” a thousand years from now. Levon applies the 
phrase “like water,” which his middle school Armenian 
language teacher used when she asked the class to learn 
an assigned text by heart, to a Western Armenian that has 
survived, having evolved enough with which to write “a 
story taking place millennia from now.”

Slightly shifting focus, contributor Anahid Yahjian con-
structs the phrase “future nostalgia” to explore the “awful 
darkness” and the “horror” of the losses endured by her 
Western Armenian ancestors. The world the artist inhab-
its, however, is not a sick world. Even as she remains con-
nected to a past of loss and of illness, Anahid can shift her 
gaze away from the “new, dreadful reality” that awaits 
each time. “My definition is ‘a nostalgia not for the past, 
but for the present and/or future,’” she notes with confi-
dence. 

Moving on, it is with immense joy that Hrayr Varaz 
reverses the doom and the gloom of the debilitating ex-
pression “Western Armenian is dying,” widely circulated 
currently, with his own phrase, “The immortal Western 
Armenian language is everywhere.” To show that the 
language is still “being read, heard, spoken and written,” 
Varaz shares a library of Western Armenian texts, audio-
books, online sources, creative expressions, recorded dis-
cussions, documentaries and more for the reader to savor.

Kamee Abrahamian and Alexia Hatun work in collab-
oration to explore the phrase “freedom dreams” in a dia-
logue session with a group of Armenians from different 
backgrounds. The transcript of the participants’ conversa-
tion highlights their belief in the importance of living and 
of dreaming in the present. The suggestion of a partaker, 
however, that living as an Armenian means to be closed 
off in “a prison of Armenianness” seems to belie the Cre-
atives’ radical openness and their creative approach to 
translating. The readiness of these pioneering artists to 
“play with language” and to honor even errors and dis-
crepancies as freedoms could not “come from a place of 
fear.” Nonetheless, one leaves the group with their heart-
felt invitation “to continue dreaming of freedom collec-
tively in our communities.” 

The Armenian Creatives’ is not some utopian vision of 
an impossible future. The future these artists envision is 
a future connected to the reality of a history of displace-
ment, to the history of a Genocide that took place over a 
hundred years ago and that is ongoing with the more re-
cent uprooting of an entire population from their ancestral 

lands in Artsakh/Nagorno Karabagh. The commitment 
these men and women have to their identities as Arme-
nians and to revitalizing Western Armenian, a language 
whose very absence highlights its deep significance in 
shaping our lives today, is part of that reality. The unwav-
ering faith the Creatives have in a bright future for West-
ern Armenian is testimony that the miracle has happened. 
The phrases the contributors pick out for their translation 
exercise are all forward-looking.

The Creatives are not alone. There is an unprecedented 
effort in the diaspora to revive Western Armenian. Arme-
nian Studies programs in a number of universities offer 
courses in Western Armenian and host lectures to engage 
a new generation. The Glendale Unified School District 
is in the process of approving Western Armenian immer-
sion programs into its curriculum. The Western Armenian 
Online College offers online courses to help those born 
in the diaspora, with little or no knowledge of Western 
Armenian, to better express themselves. Developing flu-
ency in a revived Western Armenian can be enormously 
empowering and might just be the key to protecting and 
preserving its legacy.

The Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation is at the forefront 
of the preservation and protection efforts.  A most excit-
ing recent example of their generous support is the award 
granted to The Centre for Western Armenian Studies that 
has partnered with the online platform Booktime to trans-
late over one hundred children’s books into Western Ar-
menian. 

The Miracle Has Happened: The Armenian 
Creatives’ Latest Initiative

Project Save Presents First Exhibit in New Space 
EXHIBIT, from page 12
from Project Save’s own collections, present-
ed alongside Agopian’s contemporary work. 
These archival images document Armenians 
in Nagorno-Karabakh across the 19th and 
20th centuries, amplifying a continuum of 
Armenian presence and resilience in the re-
gion.

“Like There’s No Tomorrow” can be seen 
at the Project Save Photo Archive gallery, 
located at 600 Pleasant St. Gallery hours 
are 2-5:30p on Tuesdays and Thursdays and 
by appointment. The Gallery is closed on 
Christmas Day and New Years Day. Exhi-
bition closed on January 17th. Open starting 
November 25th.

The exhibition is supported by ART 
WORKS Projects’ Emerging Lens Fellow-
ship. Partially funded through the Nation-
al Endowment for the Arts, Emerging Lens 
provides unrestricted stipends, professional 
mentorship, editorial and production support 
to emerging visual storytellers working to 
document global human rights issues through 
lived experiences. A fence remnant in Nagorno-Karabakh frames a place to which most won’t return (photo Astrig Agopian)
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By Artsvi Bakhchinyan
Special to the Mirror-Spectator

YEREVAN-HAIFA, Israel — Born in 
Moscow in 1993, Alexander Listengort 
graduated from the Moscow State 
Linguistic University, where he studied 
International Journalism and Public 
Relations. Later, his curiosity led him to 
Ankara University’s Tömer Center, where 
he immersed himself in Turkish language 
and culture. Later he volunteered in the 
Israel Defense Forces.

Listengort has worked at the Embassy of 
Armenia in Russia, the TASS news agency 
in Moscow, and the Berlitz Language 
School in Tel-Aviv. He launched first Ulpan 
(class for Hebrew learners) in Yerevan.

An author, linguist, and spiritual 
practitioner, he has published a Hebrew 
textbook as well as the books A New Stage 
of Awakening and Ocean of Divinity. 
Alongside his writing, he teaches yoga 
and conducts sessions with Tibetan singing 
bowls, meditation, and yogic breathing. He 
works as interpreter and foreign languages 
instructor.

A true polyglot, Listengort moves with 
ease among Russian, Armenian, Hebrew, 
English, Spanish and Adyghe. He also 
hosts several Telegram channels dedicated 
to Hebrew, the Armenian language, and 
the Adyghe people (Circassians), with a 
combined audience of more than 4,000, 
and runs a YouTube channel followed by 
over 29,000 subscribers.

Alexander, you have a deep admiration 
for languages. In your view, what matters 
most in learning a new one — clear-
headed reasoning, emotional connection, 
or something else entirely?

From my point of view, anyone is 
capable of acquiring a foreign language if 
three key factors are taken into account: 
genuine interest, strong motivation, and 
an appropriate learning method. Moreover, 
it is essential that a language be learned 
with joy; otherwise, the brain simply won’t 
absorb it and will, in some way, resist. I 
would even say that languages are acquired 
rather than learned, unlike poems or laws. 
A language is not merely a collection 
of new words and sounds—it is a vast 
spiritual and cultural system encompassing 
the cultural, mental, and folk dimensions of 
the people who speak it. In this regard, I 
am especially proud and honored to speak 
and read the Armenian language, one of the 
most astonishing, profound, and universal 
systems I have ever encountered.

Your grandparents were translators. 
Do you believe a passion for languages 
can be inherited, or is it something one 
develops independently?

Indeed, genetics play a significant role. 
However, even if your ancestors had 
nothing to do with foreign languages, you 
still have a great opportunity to start this 
tradition yourself. As for me, my great-
grandfather Lev, my grandfather Yuri, 
and my grandmother Maria all graduated 
from the same university I attended. 
Interestingly, I discovered this only in the 
fourth year of my studies—that it was, in 
fact, the very same place.

You’ve said that each language has its 
own energy. How would you describe the 
energy of the Armenian language?

The Armenian language, to me, is all 
the rocky landscapes of Armenia, its 

magnificent lakes, and the flavors of its 
fruits. It is exceptionally rich and vibrant 
in sound. Moreover, one can trace Sanskrit, 
Persian, Aramaic, and, above all, ancient 
Indo-European roots in Armenian words, 
which naturally gives it a completely 
unique character. Wherever I am in the 
world, hearing Armenian fills me with 
warmth and a sense of home deep in my 
heart. It is worth noting that Armenian 
varies significantly even across its own 
provinces, and, of course, among the 
diaspora abroad.

While exploring Armenian, have you 
come across words or expressions that 
are particularly difficult to translate into 
other languages?

Sure. Probably saying that “tsaved 
tanem” is hard to translate and explain to 
foreigners would sound too trivial. But let’s 
take such words as “meghraham” – “with 
the taste of honey.” I noticed similarities 
between Armenian and Hebrew: the 
Armenian word “gaghut,” meaning 
“colony” or a group of ethnic Armenians 
living outside their homeland, and the 
Hebrew “galut,” referring to those who live 
outside Israel. Same story with the words 
“Yerkir” and “Aretz” – the Promised land, 
if you will. The Land of the Ancestors. 
Even though commonly they just mean 
“land” or “country.”

You translate actively from five 
languages. What translations from 
Armenian have you done so far, and into 
which languages?

Probably the most interesting experience 
I had was in 2018, while serving in the 
Israel Defense Forces. I received a call 
from the Ministry of Heritage requesting 
a translation of three pages from Western 
Armenian into Hebrew and English. These 
pages were from a very old book, printed in 
Beirut in 1918, dedicated to an Armenian 
officer who fought against the Turks and 
Germans as part of the Armenian Legion of 
the French Army in the Holy Land.

For quite some time, I was also passionate 
about producing poetic and eurhythmic 
translations from Armenian into Russian of 
songs by renowned Armenian artists such 
as Ruben Hakhverdyan, Artur Meschian 
and Vahan Artsruni. I adore Mr. Artsruni’s 
songs, specifically Yes inch Tam Qez Im Ser, 
Chanaparh and Yerkir Armenia. It has been 
12 years that I listen to these masterpieces! 
My goal was to allow Russian-speaking 
audiences, including Armenians, to 
appreciate the depth and brilliance of their 
masterpieces — and, of course, to refine 
my own translation skills.

Today, I dedicate part of my time to 
comparing Armenian translations of the 
Old Testament (Hebrew Bible).

Your Ph.D. research examines “The 
Holocaust in the perception of the 
Circassians and the Adyghe genocide 
in the perception of the State of Israel.” 
Could a similar comparative study be 
made between the Holocaust and the 
Armenian Genocide, or is that still a 
taboo subject in Israel?

Frankly, I feel sorry for the Armenian 
people that the recognition of the Armenian 
Genocide in Israel comes up on the agenda 
every year amid geopolitical crises, yet 
still has not been officially acknowledged. 
However, I want Armenians to know that 
Israeli scientists, journalists, and artists 
frequently raise this issue in the local 

media and are often astonished that the 
state authorities seem to act as if they do 
not hear.

Certainly, as a small nation surrounded 
by powerful neighbors with long-standing 
conflicts, Israel must first and foremost 
do everything possible to ensure its own 
security. Maintaining specific ties with 
several Muslim-majority states that deny 
the Armenian Genocide is currently 
considered necessary to fulfill this goal.

Still, I believe that the warm relations 
between Jews and Armenians will 
eventually lead to new agreements between 
Israel and Armenia. There are no nations 
closer to the Jews than Armenians—
and vice versa. I am proud to carry both 
identities within myself. In comparison, the 
situation of the Circassians is even more 
complicated. The Circassian genocide 
involved the forced displacement of about 
95% of the Circassian population during 
the final stages of the Russian invasion of 
Circassia (the Northern Caucasus) in the 
19th century. It has not been recognized as 
genocide by any country except Georgia, 
whose recognition was also politically 
motivated. Today, the historical Circassian 
homeland is divided among three national 
republics within the Russian Federation, 
and the Circassians — like Armenians and 
Jews — are dispersed across the world.

It is often said: “There is no country 
without Jews; there is no country 
without Armenians.” Between our two 
nations there seems to be a kind of silent 
competition — yet don’t you think we 
have more reasons to stand together?

I definitely see this as proof of God’s 
presence in the world and the fulfillment 
of biblical prophecies. Both Jews and 
Armenians have a special spiritual mission 
as nations—to create, build, transform, and 
guide the world around them.

As for the matter of “competition,” 
unfortunately, Armenians—much like 
Jews—often tend to compete among 
themselves rather than between the two 
nations. This is a serious issue, as the 
lack of unity within both peoples poses a 
challenge to their survival and prosperous 
development. A crisis of unity and the 
loss of spiritual direction inevitably lead 
to external crises, manifesting in wars, 
anxiety, and other negative consequences.

What lessons could Armenians and 
Jews learn from each other today, and 
what are your strongest impressions of 
Armenia and Armenians?

I visited Armenia in 2014, 2015, 2018 
and 2022 and spent overall 7 months their 
and 3 days in Artsakh back in 2014. When 
I first arrived in Armenia in 2014, as a 
20-year-old student who had pooled all his 
savings to make the trip possible, I felt at 

home. I felt that Armenia, like Israel, is a 
Promised Land. Both Armenians and Jews 
should never forget their spiritual mission 
and the importance of remaining united as 
a people.

From Israel, Armenia could learn to 
defend its interests and territories with 
greater determination and rigor. Young men 
and women from all over the world move to 
Israel to serve in the Israel Defense Forces, 
to honor ancestors who never had such an 
opportunity, and to protect the Promised 
Land. It would be wonderful if something 
similar could happen in Armenia.

Conversely, Israel could learn from 
Armenia to approach the world with greater 
lightness, compassion, and flexibility in 
its decisions, perspectives, and relations. 
We have much to learn from each other to 
ensure prosperity for future generations. 
Above all, we must first work on ourselves 
to make this possible.

Do you also foresee new Armenia-
related projects in your future work?

I am always open to any inspiring projects 
connected with Armenia. At the moment, I 
am mostly occupied with raising my little 
son from my first marriage (by the way, 
we spent six months together in Armenia, 
in the marvelous village of Getargel, also 
known as Balahovit in Kotayk, when he 
was just 1.5 years old), working on my 
PhD, teaching, and interpreting. I am 
also preparing my fifth book, a collection 
of poetry, which includes a chapter of 
Armenian poems.

So, besides German Jonathan 
Spangenberg and Hungarian Benedek 
Zsigmond, you are the only other non-
Armenian writing poetry in Armenian!

Most of my poems are in Russian. Of 
those I write in other languages, most are 
in Armenian. I also have some in Adyghe, 
English, Spanish, Turkish, and Hebrew. Yet 
it is primarily Armenian and Hebrew that 
inspire me to write in other languages.

I know some Russian Jewish 
intellectuals residing in Yerevan after 
Ukrainian war.

Truly, lots of talented Russians of Jewish 
identity moved to Yerevan and stayed 
there to live and grow. Armenia is a dream 
place to live. I was crying when I left 
Armenia by my car back in August 2022 
via Bagratashen Armenia-Georgia border.

While caring for my family, I always 
strive to instill in its members a genuine 
respect for all nations, religions, and 
cultures worldwide, with a special focus on 
Armenians, who have played a profound 
role in my life. This all began with my 
encounter with the sacred Armenian 
alphabet, and I feel grateful every day for 
my enduring connection with Armenia.

Alexander Listengort
‘Armenians and Jews Have Lots of Things to  

Learn from Each Other’



By Christopher Atamian
Special to the Mirror-Spectator

Beautifully written, acted, and direct-
ed, “Meet the Cartozians,” now playing 
at Pershing Square Signature Center, is 
arguably the finest play to date about the 
Armenian experience in America. More 
importantly, it transcends the specifics of 
Armenian-American history to offer uni-
versal insights — especially on questions 
of race and ethnicity. It has also garnered 
raves from mainstream outlets, including 
the New York Times.

Playwright Talene Monahon, whose 
work often explores identity, politics, and 
class, sets the play first in 1924 Portland 
and then, a century later, in 2024 Glendale. 
Six gifted actors portray characters across 
both eras.

Act I revisits the historic — but now 
largely forgotten — 1925 United States 

v. Cartozian case. The U.S. government
attempted to revoke Tateos Cartozian’s
naturalized citizenship by claiming that,
as an “Asiatic,” he did not qualify under
existing naturalization laws. Cartozian
hired sharp-witted Irish lawyer Wallace
McCamant (Will Brill), who summoned
a roster of expert witnesses — including
renowned anthropologist Franz Boas—to
demonstrate that Armenians were, in fact,
considered white under the law.

Andrea Martin, pitch-perfect as matri-
arch Makrid Cartozian, fights to preserve 
Old World traditions, while Tamara Sevunts 
shines as her granddaughter Hazel, who 
steps in whenever needed to ensure things 
go “as they should” — even stopping her 
brother Vahan (Raffi Barsoumian) from 
testifying because he looks “too ethnic.” 
Through this landmark case, the audience 
gains a deeper sense of the Armenian trag-
edy of 1915 and the absurdity of American 

racial politics. As Sevunts, who grew up in 
Montreal, notes: “White is an Anglo-Saxon 
cultural construction. In Montreal — and 
Canada in general — one identifies with 
ethnicity, not race. Ethnically ambiguous, 
we Armenians pass as white.”

Act II jumps to 2024, on the set of a 
Christmas episode of a new Netflix series 
hosted by “the most famous woman in 
the world,” as historical drama gives way 
to sharp contemporary satire. Armenians 
in America have prospered, represented 
here by Nardek Vartoumian (Barsoumian), 
a university professor convinced he was 
denied tenure because he wasn’t Muslim; 
Rose Sarkisian (Martin), a wealthy Cala-
basas boomer doyenne; and Leslie Malco-
nian (Susan Pourfar), a politically correct 
housewife campaigning to add “Armenian” 
as a category in the 2020 Census; and city 
councilman Robert Zakian (Nacer).

As they await the host — who is very 
late — the guests begin bickering about the 
Armenian Genocide, race, color, religion, 
and what it truly means to be Armenian. 
Vartoumian and Malconian argue that Ar-
menians should be included under MENA 

or “people of color,” while Rose recoils at 
the thought of Armenians not being con-
sidered white. After a volley of witty lines 
(“Sounds like you’re calling me a Turk”), 
Rose reaches her limit: “What does that 
even mean? I’m going home to Calaba-
sas.” Producer Alan O’Brien (Brill), also 
Irish, leans into the conflict for the sake of 
the show. Eventually the guests reconcile 
and leave, and Zakian is left alone onstage. 
Sevunts finally enters as the famous real-
ity star and delivers a moving monologue 
about missing her father. The ending is 
sweet, if unsettling. 

As Sevunts observes, the play “is a com-
ment on assimilation that points a finger 
at victimization, as Armenians continue to 
fight for cultural survival outside the the-
ater as well.” 

Meet the Cartozians is directed with 
brilliance by David Cromer, featuring ex-
quisite set design by Tatiana Kahvegian, 
meticulously crafted period costumes by 
Enver Chakartash, and subtle, evocative 
lighting by Stacy Derosier. Together, they 
create a scintillating night of theater.

The play will run through December 14.
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DECEMBER 12-April 26, 2026 —The Armenian Museum of American is 
proud to announce the opening of a landmark exhibition, “Arshile Gorky: 
Redrawing Community and Connections.” This is the first exhibition of 
Arshile Gorky’s work in an Armenian museum, and it caps off a series of 
programs initiated by the “100 Years of Arshile Gorky” Committee in the 
City of Watertown.  Twenty-five works from lenders across the country 
including the Whitney Museum of American Art, the Housatonic Museum 
of Art, Yale University Art Gallery, and many private collections. The ex-
hibition is curated by Kim S. Theriault. Sponsored by the JHM Charitable 
Foundation. Armenian Museum of America, 65 Main Street, Watertown. 
Hours: Thurs.-Sun., 12pm-6pm. Please visit https://www.armenianmuse-
um.org/arshile-gorky for more information.

DECEMBER 13 — 130th Anniversary of the Lowell ARF. Program and show-
ing of the award-winning film, “My Sweet Land,” the story of the fall of 
Artsakh thru the eyes of an 11-yr old boy. Holy Archangels, Saint Michael 
and Saint Gabriel Armenian Church, 1280 Boston Rd., Haverhill. 6:00 
p.m. Refreshments to follow. Reservations requested. Call or email Ar-
men Jeknavorian, 978-265-9479; armenjeknavorian@gmail.com. or Ara
Jeknavorian, 617-803-2612, ara.a.jeknavorian@gmail.com. Adults - $25.
Students - $15.

DECEMBER 13 — Feast of St. Barbara, Saturday, 6 p.m. Holy Mass in En-
glish followed by a festive dinner and children’s masked celebration at 7 
p.m. at Holy Cross Armenian Catholic Church, Nishan and Margrit Atini-
zian Hall, 200 Lexington St., Belmont.

DECEMBER 14 — Erevan Choral Society Christmas Concert, Sunday, 7 p.m. 
Holy Trinity Armenian Church of Greater Boston, 145 Brattle Street, 
Cambridge. Details at: https://htaac.org/event/erevan-choral-soci-
ety-christmas-concert-2/ 

DECEMBER 14 — Celebrate Valentine’s Day, Saturday, February 14, Holy 
Cross Armenian Catholic Church, Nishan and Margrit Atinizian Hall, 200 
Lexington St., Belmont. 7 p.m. An evening of love, laughter, and enter-
tainment (surprise!). Details to follow.

SEPTEMBER 24, 2026 — Save the Date! Celebrating Contributions! Gala 
to benefit the Armenian Heritage Park at the InterContinental Boston.

To send Calendar items to the Mirror-Spectator email alin@mirrorspectator.com 
or alin.gregorian@gmail.com. You can also visit our website, www.mirrorspec-
tator.com, and find the “calendar” section under the heading “More” or mail 
them to the Armenian Mirror-Spectator, 755 Mount Auburn St., Watertown, 
MA 02472. All calendar entries must be received by noon on Monday before 
publication.

Soprano Isabel Bayrakdarian with Catholicos Aram I, seated front left, and other 
leaders from the Prelacy of the Armenian Church of America

CONCERT, from page 12
years and performed to ecstatic audiences, 
was especially performed for the 30th anni-
versary for Catholicos Aram I.

The very special offering concluded with 
play songs and lullabies from historical 
Armenia and the diaspora. The world-fa-
mous singer’s rendition of Groong literally 
brought the house down as Bayrakdarian 
and accompanists received a lengthy stand-
ing ovation and were presented with glori-

ous bouquets of flowers.
The charismatic artist, who deftly com-

bines lyricism with dramatic instincts, is a 
professor and head of voice at the Music 
Department for the University of Califor-
nia, Santa Barbara, in addition to having 
performed at the Metropolitan Opera, 
Royal Opera House, La Scala, Paris Op-
era, Salzburg Festival, Bavarian State Op-
era, Lyric Opera of Chicago, among many 
others.

Isabel Bayrakdarian Thrills in Carnegie Hall in 
Tribute to Catholicos Aram I

Scene from “Meet the Cartozians”

'Meet the Cartozians' at the Irene Diamond Stage 
at the Pershing Square Signature Center
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Despite the fact that sever-
al months ago US President 
Donald J. Trump’s adviser 

Steven Witkoff stated that Armenia and Azerbaijan could po-
tentially join the Abraham Accords, it remains unclear how 
Armenia — a country with a 98 percent Christian population 
— could become part of these agreements. 

One of the Trump administration initiatives in the Middle 
East, the so-called Abraham Accords seek to establish avenues 
of cooperation between Islamic countries and Israel, with the 
broader objective of promoting peace and prosperity across 
the region. These accords were originally formulated during 
the first administration of President Trump, with the aim of 
normalizing Israel’s relations with states that had historical-
ly maintained hostile or adversarial positions toward it. The 
initial phase of this process unfolded in 2020, when Israel es-
tablished normalized relations with the United Arab Emirates, 
Bahrain, Sudan, and Morocco, through the mediation of the 
United States. 

The principal architect of this initiative was Jared Kushner, 
President Trump’s son-
in-law, who served as 
the chief negotiator. 
Following Trump’s 
electoral defeat in 
2020, momentum be-
hind these agreements 
declined, and Wash-
ington’s broader for-
eign policy approach 
toward Israel experi-
enced a degree of re-
calibration. Trump’s 
return to the political 
arena in 2024, howev-
er, signaled a potential 
revival of the Abra-
ham Accords, though 
within an expanded 
framework – one that 
envisions either the 
normalization of rela-
tions between Israel 
and a broader range 
of Islamic countries 
or the deepening of al-
ready existing ties.

While the Abraham 
Accords were origi-
nally intended to nor-
malize relations be-
tween Israel and Arab 
states, one of their 
subsequent objectives 
became the normalization and deepening of Israel’s relations 
with Muslim-majority countries outside of the Middle East, in 
Central Asia and the South Caucasus. Good examples of such 
target countries are Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan, which both ex-
pressed interest in joining the initiative.  

Azerbaijan’s potential participation would be largely sym-
bolic in nature. Relations between Israel and Azerbaijan are 
already strategic. Azerbaijan purchases billions of dollars’ 
worth of weapons from Israel in exchange for oil and gas. Dip-
lomatic relations between the two countries were established 
in 1992 and have remained at a high level ever since. There-
fore, Azerbaijan’s interest in joining the Abraham Accords is 
driven primarily by a desire to gain political credit with the 
Trump administration and to establish additional channels of 
engagement with the United States and the Trump team. The 
relationship between Israel and Azerbaijan is already so close 
that many allied and partner countries could envy it. Azerbai-
jan’s possible accession to the Abraham Accords is unlikely to 
further “warm” this already exceptionally close partnership.

Baku is driven by a desire to develop closer relations with the 
United States in order to pursue a more independent policy vis-
à-vis Moscow. Through this step, Azerbaijan seeks to balance 
its political relationship with Russia on the one hand, while on 
the other minimizing potential pressure related to human rights 
issues coming from the US. At the same time, Azerbaijan aims 
to reduce the risks of pressure and possible sanctions resulting 
from Armenian lobbying efforts in Washington DC.

On the Azerbaijani domestic front, the formation of strategic 

relations with the Trump administration holds particular sig-
nificance, as US–Azerbaijan relations were strained during the 
years of the Biden administration, which in turn had an impact 
on Azerbaijan’s internal political dynamics. From Washington’s 
perspective, Azerbaijan as the wealthiest country in the South 
Caucasus is an important partner both in terms of energy re-
sources and in balancing Russian influence in the region. Azer-
baijan is a direct neighbor of Russia and, as demonstrated over 
the past years, it has the capacity to create various challenges 
for Moscow, as seen in the withdrawal of Russian peacekeepers 
from Nagorno-Karabakh and the tensions that arose following 
the downing of an Azerbaijani aircraft. Moreover, by reinforc-
ing the role of Turkey, the leading power among the Turkic 
states, along with its ally Azerbaijan and other Turkic countries 
in the region, Washington is creating an additional counterbal-
ancing force against Russia and China, while at the same time 
keeping its strategic ally and NATO member, Turkey, within its 
sphere of influence.

For Armenia, rather than Azerbaijan, joining the Abraham 
Accords, appears largely logical, given the historically strained 

relations between Armenia and Israel, driven by the strategic 
nature of Azerbaijani–Israeli ties, Armenia’s friendly relations 
with Iran, and the ongoing issues created by Israeli authorities 
concerning Armenian historical and cultural heritage in Jerusa-
lem. Thus, it cannot be ruled out that Armenia would join the 
Abraham Accords if Washington suggested such an idea. Such 
a scenario could become possible if the logic of the Abraham 
Accords were to expand beyond the normalization of relations 
between Israel and Arab or Muslim-majority states and begin 
to include certain Christian countries as well. For now, official 
Yerevan appears to be maintaining a wait-and-see position. 

It cannot be ruled out that when Witkoff made his statement, 
he did not mean that Armenia and Azerbaijan should join the 
Abraham Accords for the purpose of resolving the conflict be-
tween them. What was important here was that Israel, a strate-
gic ally of the United States, should have as few problems as 
possible not only with Arab countries, but also with Islamic 
and non-Islamic states. Washington needs to demonstrate that 
not only Arab, but also Turkic states, such as Azerbaijan and 
Kazakhstan, are willing to deepen relations with Israel, the ul-
timate goal of which appears to be the reconciliation of Israel 
and Turkey. 

(Suren Sargsyan is an expert on US foreign policy, research-
er and author. He is a graduate of Yerevan State University, 
American University of Armenia and the Fletcher School of 
Law and Diplomacy at Tufts University. Suren Sargsyan is a 
founder of the Armenian Center for American Studies, a re-
search center based in Yerevan.)
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What Does Armenia Have to Do 
With the Abraham Accords?
By Suren Sargsyan
Special to the Mirror-Spectatowr

Azerbaijan’s interest in joining the Abraham Accords 
is driven primarily by a desire to gain political credit 

with the Trump administration and to establish 
additional channels of engagement with the United 

States and the Trump team. 
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COMMENTARY

Can Pashinyan Do for 
Armenia a Fraction of 
What Erdogan Has Done 
For Turkey?

I just read an in-depth investigation published by the Organized Crime 
and Corruption Reporting Project (OCCRP) titled, “Behind Trump’s Turk-
ish ‘Bromance’: Oligarchs, Crooks, and a Multi-Million-Dollar Lobbying 
Deal.” The authors are Aubrey Belford and Adam Klasfeld.

The first paragraph summarizes the findings: “Turkey’s president has en-
joyed an unusually powerful sway over the Trump administration. A new in-
vestigation reveals the relationship was built by a circle that included Trump’s 
favorite lobbyist, a key character in the Ukraine impeachment scandal, a 
Kremlin-linked oligarch, and a shipping tycoon charged with terrorism.”

The article discloses the private lunch held at Washington’s Watergate Ho-
tel on January 19, 2017, the day before Trump’s inauguration. It was attend-
ed by four key individuals: Turkey’s Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu; 
Brian Ballard, a lobbyist and vice chairman of Trump’s inaugural commit-
tee; Lev Parnas, a Ukrainian-born major donor to pro-Trump causes who set 
up the meeting, along with Mubariz Mansimov, a Turkish-Azerbaijani ship-
ping magnate, who according to Parnas, donated a $25-million oil tanker to 
the Turkish president’s family and allowed Erdogan to use his private plane. 
He is now on trial in Turkey, accused of terrorism.

On the meeting’s agenda was “two multi-million-dollar contracts to lobby 
for Turkey and its Islamist leader, Erdogan, in the US,” according to OC-
CRP.

Most of the middlemen between Erdogan and Trump are businessmen and 
oligarchs tied to former Soviet Republics — “and almost all of them are now 
either in jail or facing serious criminal 
charges…. The lobbying contracts with 
Ballard were established with the help of 
both Parnas and the shipping tycoon Man-
simov, as well as Farkhad Akhmedov, who 
is listed by the US Treasury as a Russian 
oligarch closely tied to Russian President 
Vladimir Putin…. The contracts eventu-
ally included a $125,000-per-month deal 
for Ballard’s firm to represent Halkbank, 
a Turkish state bank being prosecuted in 
the U.S. for fraud, money laundering and 
sanctions-busting, public records show. 
Trump has reportedly tried to quash the 
Halkbank case,” OCCRP reported.

The Ballard contracts were preceded by 
“widely reported efforts in which Turkish 
businessmen and ministers illegally hired 
Trump’s former national security advisor, 
retired Gen. Mike Flynn, as a lobbyist, and discussed a $10 million influence 
campaign with another Trump adviser.”

In a strange twist, OCCRP reported that Mansimov and another business-
man were partners with an Armenian-American convicted in the US of a 
$511-million fraud scheme. An IRS agent “alleged in court that the fraud-
sters were directly linked to Erdogan and had bought the protection of Tur-
key’s government.”

Parnas said he was introduced to Mansimov by Belarusian-born Igor Fur-
man “who had worked with Giuliani on his Ukraine dirt-digging missions.” 
Parnas said he got two free tickets from Ballard to attend Trump’s inaugura-
tion balls with Mansimov. Ballard Partners denied the claim.

Two days after Trump’s inauguration, Akhmedov, an Azeri oligarch, ar-
rived in Miami with his 385-foot yacht, the Luna, the world’s second-larg-
est. “Akhmedov has publicly claimed to have helped resolve international 
disputes between Turkey and Russia at least twice. In a 2016 interview with 
Russian state media outlet Sputnik, Turkish Foreign Minister Cavusoglu de-
scribed Akhmedov as a valuable diplomatic go-between….” OCCRP report-
ed. He also mediated between the US and Turkey.

On May 11, 2017, “Ballard Partners signed its first Turkey-related lobby-
ing contract, with the country’s government…. The second contract, with 
Halkbank was signed in August. Combined, the two contracts brought in 
more than $4 million. (Ballard terminated the contract with the Turkish gov-
ernment on November 15, 2018, a few days after the Trump administration 
gave sanctions relief, letting Erdogan’s regime purchase oil from Iran. The 
firm’s Halkbank contract was terminated in October 2019, after the bank 
was indicted by US federal prosecutors),” OCCRP reported. “Text messages 
also show that Akhmedov played a role in discussions over a later Ballard 
Partners contract, signed in April 2018, to lobby on behalf of Azerbaijan’s 
authoritarian government for $50,000 per month. Ballard Partners denies 
this claim.”

“In early 2017, it had been revealed that Trump’s former national security 
adviser Mike Flynn — who was forced to resign on February 13 that year 
over undeclared contacts with Russia’s ambassador to the U.S. — had been 
secretly hired as an undeclared foreign agent by Erdogan’s government. 
American federal prosecutors have since indicted a Turkish-Dutch business-
man, Ekim Alptekin, over his alleged role in the scheme, which involved fun-

neling over $500,000 in Turkish government money to Flynn’s consultancy. 
Prosecutors allege the scheme was directed by two Turkish ministers. Lob-
bying documents show they were Foreign Minister Cavusoglu and Erdogan’s 
son-in-law, Berat Albayrak, who at the time was energy minister. As part of 
that effort, Flynn and those same Turkish figures also discussed kidnapping 
Erdogan’s cleric rival, [Fethullah] Gulen, from his home in Pennsylvania 
and ‘whisking’ him to Turkey to face charges, former C.I.A. Director Mi-
chael Woolsey, who was at the September 2016 meeting, told the Wall Street 
Journal. Flynn has denied the report,” according to OCCRP.

“In a meeting on September 20, 2016, Woolsey, then also a Trump cam-
paign adviser, said he met Alptekin and his close associate, Sezgin Baran 
Korkmaz, to unsuccessfully pitch his own $10-million plan to help Turkey 
by discrediting Gulen. Korkmaz faces allegations that he played a key role 
in a half-billion-dollar fraud scheme orchestrated by Lev Aslan Dermen, an 
Armenian-American organized-crime figure. Dermen was convicted earlier 
this year, and was alleged in court proceedings to be personally linked with 
Erdogan. Also closely tied to the two men was Mansimov…. At the time they 
were involved in brokering US-Turkey relations, both Mansimov and Kork-
maz were also partners in business with the Armenian-American organized 
crime figure. Dermen, who also goes by the name Levon Termendzhyan, was 
convicted in March over a complex fraud carried out with members of The 
Order, a secretive Mormon polygamist sect, to defraud the U.S. government 
by claiming over $500 million in fake renewable-fuel tax credits. Based in 
Los Angeles, Dermen owned a fleet of luxury cars, traveled with bodyguards, 
and used bribery to recruit moles in the police, Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement, and, allegedly, the F.B.I. Korkmaz, the Turkish businessman, 
allegedly helped the group move over $130 million to Turkey, where both he 
and Dermen had cultivated links with Erdogan, I.R.S. agent Tyler Hatcher 
testified during a pre-trial hearing. Dermen and Korkmaz ‘have used their 
wealth to ensure that their money would be a safe haven in Turkey as well as 
protect them against extradition,’ Hatcher said,” according to OCCRP.

“Daniel McDyre, a former subordinate of Dermen who has since turned 
state’s witness, told reporters that the com-
pany was an aborted joint venture between 
Mansimov and Dermen to pursue a crude-
oil shipping deal with the Turkish govern-
ment…. Dermen is now facing up to 30 
years in prison,” OCCRP reported.

As a result of the Erdogan-Trump con-
nection, the “Trump administration has 
often been strikingly receptive to the in-
terests of Erdogan’s authoritarian govern-
ment.” Bolton, Trump’s national security 
adviser, wrote in his memoir that “the U.S. 
president seemed, despite a rocky bilateral 
relationship, to regard the Turkish leader 
as one of his ‘best international buddies,’” 
OCCRP reported.

“Records filed under the US Foreign 
Agents Registration Act show that Tur-
key’s government and related agencies 

spent more than $7.3 million on five US lobbying firms in 2018 alone. Apart 
from Ballard, one major beneficiary has been Mercury Public Affairs, an-
other outfit that enjoys close links to the [Trump] administration,” OCCRP 
reported. Mercury was hired earlier this year by the Armenian Government 
for $600,000 a year.

Another close contact with Trump is Turkish businessman Mehmet Ali Yal-
cindag, the president of the Turkish-US Business Council, “a semi-official 
Turkish entity.” He is now “under indictment for his alleged role in secretly 
recruiting Flynn,” according to OCCRP. Yalcındag “partnered with the U.S. 
president in the Trump Towers Istanbul project…. Yalcındag reportedly en-
joys a close relationship with the Trump family.”

According to Bolton, Erdogan asked Trump to drop “the prosecution of 
Ballard’s client, Halkbank. The case, which involved laundering billions of 
dollars out of Iran in violation of US sanctions, implicates Erdogan and his 
finance minister son-in-law, Albayrak. Bolton described one incident where 
Erdogan handed Trump a dossier from the Halkbank’s lawyers absolving it 
of any wrongdoing. According to Bolton, Trump flipped through the docu-
ment before declaring, he believed it.”

In a text message exchange between Mansimov and Parnas on January 22, 
2017, Mansimov says that the main goal of Ballard’s lobbying is the trial of 
Turkish-Iranian money launderer Reza Zarrab. Bolton wrote that Trump 
“told Erdogan he would take care of things, explaining that the Southern 
District [of New York] prosecutors were not his people, but were Obama peo-
ple, a problem that would be fixed when they were replaced by his people.”

In another indication of the close link between the Presidents of the U.S. 
and Turkey, Trump suddenly announced he was approving the Turkish inva-
sion of northern Syria after getting a phone call from Erdogan.

Carl Bernstein, a veteran US journalist, “reported in June that Erdogan 
has enjoyed a level of telephone access to the US president unrivaled by any 
other foreign leader. ‘By far the greatest number of Trump’s telephone dis-
cussions with an individual head of state was with Erdogan, who sometimes 
phoned the White House at least twice a week and was put through directly 
to the president on standing orders from Trump,’” Bernstein wrote.

Can Pashinyan do for Armenia a small fraction of what Erdogan has done 
for Turkey, rather than wasting time on disputes with the Catholicos and the 
Armenian Apostolic Church?

My Turn

        by Harut Sassounian

 “the U.S. president 
seemed, despite a rocky 
bilateral relationship, 
to regard the Turkish 

leader as one of his ‘best 
international buddies,’”



By Michael Rubin
Special to the Mirror-Spectator

As Christians come under increasing 
siege in Nigeria, the Trump administra-
tion is responding as President Joe Biden’s 
team never did on Nagorno-Karabakh. 
On December 3, 2025, Secretary of State 
Marco Rubio tweeted, “The United States 
is taking decisive action in response to the 
atrocities and violence against Christians in 
Nigeria and around the world. The @Stat-
eDept will restrict U.S. visas for those who 
knowingly direct, authorize, fund, support, 
or carry out violations of religious freedom. 
This visa policy applies to Nigeria and oth-
er governments or individuals that perse-
cute people for their religious beliefs.”

Rubio’s tweet marks a reversal of US 
policy on Nigeria. Nigeria is home to the 
world’s sixth largest Christian popula-

tion, although for decades Nigerian Isla-
mists have besieged the community. The 
Nigerian government starved more than 
two million Christians to death during 
the 1967-1970 Biafra Genocide and then 
rewarded Muhammadu Buhari, one of its 
perpetrators by propelling him to the pres-
idency twice. While Nigeria points to the 
religious protections granted in its constitu-
tion, 12 northern states have now imposed 
Islamic law on their subjects. As Fulani 
militiamen stormed Christian villages and 
slaughtered their inhabitants, Secretary of 
State Antony Blinken’s dismissed the re-
ligious angle, blaming the movement of 
the Islamist tribesmen on climate change. 
Climate change, however, did not charter 
their buses; Nigerian officials did. As Ni-
geria ramped up its slaughter of Christians, 
Blinken announced Nigeria’s removal from 
the religious freedom watch list. Months 

later, the White House posted a photograph 
of Biden and Buhari laughing and joking 
as they watched the 2022 FIFA World Cup 
together. Biden and Blinken sought to give 
Nigeria a pass on religious repression in 
the hope that kind words and relaxed di-
plomacy might lead to warm relations; nei-
ther president nor secretary understood that 
ideology motivated Nigeria’s Islamists and 
that they brokered no compromise. 

Today, at least, these Islamists cannot en-
ter the United States or in many cases access 
its financial system. Nigeria, however, is 
hardly the only country to repress its Chris-
tians and seek to drive them into exile.

Azerbaijan uses its caviar diplomacy to 
buy allies in Congress, universities, think 
tanks, and newspapers. They repeat talking 
points about Azerbaijan’s religious toler-
ance. Shortly after Azerbaijan ethnically 
cleansed Nagorno-Karabakh, for exam-

ple, Mordechai Kedar took to the Jeru-
salem Post to describe Azerbaijan as “a 
peace-loving country…which promotes re-
ligious tolerance and pluralism for all of its 
citizens.” After a brief trip to Azerbaijan, 
Los Angeles Rabbi David Wolpe related 
how one interlocutor hoped that “the co-
operation of Christians, Muslims, Jews and 
other traditions in Azerbaijan might serve 
as a model for other nations.” Though lat-
er pardoned by President Donald Trump, 
a US court convicted Rep. Henry Cuellar 
(D-Texas) of taking bribes in exchange for 
parroting Azerbaijani talking points.

In reality, there is little religious freedom 
in Azerbaijan. The regime trots out Jewish 
and Christian leaders, but these are little 
more than living museum exhibits who fol-
low a script under threat of their or their 
families’ lives.

Azerbaijan displayed its real attitude 
toward Christians when it destroyed thou-
sands of khachkars [cross stones] in the an-
cient graveyard at Julfa, dynamited church-
es during its assault on Shushi, sandblasted 
centuries-old inscriptions, and promoted the 
ahistorical, state-sponsored calumny of the 
persistence of the Albanian church to justi-
fy confiscation of Armenian churches and 

monasteries and. The State Department’s 
Office of Religious Freedom lists Azerbai-
jan as a “Special Watch List” country due to 
concerns about religious repression. 

The situation has only worsened with the 
ethnic cleansing of Nagorno-Karabakh’s 
indigenous Christian population on the di-
rect orders of President Ilham Aliyev. 

Under Rubio’s new policy, neither Ali-
yev, his family members, nor top Azer-
baijani officials should any longer qualify 
for US visas; neither for that matter should 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, 
given his role overseeing the continuing 
repression of Armenians and Armenian re-
ligious freedom inside Turkey.

Rubio’s tweet could be a positive first 
step to make respect for religious freedom 
a precondition to qualify for US visas, but 
unless members of the Armenian Caucus 
from across the partisan spectrum hold the 
current and future State Department ad-
ministrations to their word, then Rubio’s 
new policy becomes not a defense of reli-
gious freedom but virtue signaling whose 
empty enforcement convinces those like 
Aliyev and Nigerian President Bola Ahmed 
Tinubu that they have a greenlight for mur-
der. Rubio has taken the first step, but the 
ball is now with the Armenian American 
community to ensure he applies the policy 
broadly to protect all Christians, from Bi-
afra to Baku. 

(Michael Rubin is a senior fellow at the 
American Enterprise Institute and director 
of policy analysis at the Middle East Fo-
rum.) 
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