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Four Armenian Prisoners 
Freed By Azerbaijan

YEREVAN (Azatutyun) — In what amounted 
to a prisoner exchange, four Armenians were re-
leased from an Azerbaijani prison and repatriated 
on Wednesday, January 14, just as Armenia sent 
home two Syrian men captured during the 2020 
war in Nagorno-Karabakh.

Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan was the first to 
announce the release of the Armenian prisoners 
on social media. He said they were handed over to 
Armenian authorities on the Armenian-Azerbaija-
ni border.

The freed prisoners include Vagif Khachatryan, 
a former resident of Karabakh who was arrested 
by Azerbaijani security services in July 2023 as 
he was escorted by the International Committee 

of the Red Cross (ICRC) to Armenia for urgent 
medical treatment. Khachatryan was subsequent-
ly tried and sentenced by an Azerbaijani military 
court to 15 years in prison for allegedly com-
mitting war crimes during the 1991-1994 Arme-
nian-Azerbaijani war. The 70-year-old denied the 
accusations.

Khachatryan was hospitalized late last month 
following what authorities in Baku described as 
a sharp deterioration of his health. Pashinyan said 
his current condition seems “satisfactory.”

see PRISONERS, page 3

US, Armenia Release First Details 
Of ‘Trump Route’ For Azerbaijan

WASHINGTON (Azatutyun) — The United 
States and Armenia released late on January 13 
the first major details of a planned US-adminis-
tered transit corridor for Azerbaijan which would 
pass through a key Armenian region.

A relevant US-Armenian agreement was made 
public following talks in Washington held by US 
Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Armenian 
Foreign Minister Ararat Mirzoyan. It officially 
confirmed that Yerevan will give a special com-
pany controlled by the US government long-term 
exclusive rights to what will be called the Trump 
Route for International Peace and Prosperity 
(TRIPP).

Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan agreed to the 
transit arrangement during his talks with Azerbai-
jani President Ilham Aliyev hosted by US President 
Donald Trump at the White House last August. A 
joint declaration signed by the three leaders said 
that Armenia will ensure “unhindered communi-
cation” between the Nakhichevan exclave and the 
rest of Azerbaijan through its Syunik province.

see TRIPP, page 7

By Yousef Bardouka
Armenia’s Interior Ministry has said 

that it placed seven people demonstrat-
ing in solidarity with protesters in Iran 
under administrative detention for fail-
ing to comply with police orders.

Interior Minister Narek Sargsyan told 
state-run media outlet Armenpress about 
the arrests on Saturday, January 17.

The protesters had intended to 
march from Iran’s Embassy to the Blue 
Mosque in Yerevan, but were not autho-
rized to do so by the authorities.

“The march is not authorized, 
which is why the march was banned,” 
Sargsyan said.

According to Armenia’s administra-
tive offences code, disobeying police 
results in a fine. It is unclear whether the 
seven detainees were released.

While Armenpress has not specified 
the nationalities of the detainees, CivilNet 
reported that they were Iranian nationals.

According to CivilNet, the protest 
had been authorized by the Yerevan 

Municipality on Thursday, January 15, 
but had its permit revoked the next day. 
The arrests began as protesters attempt-
ed to break through a police cordon.

CivilNet added that the Iranian Em-
bassy was surrounded by a heavy police 
presence.

see PROTEST, page 3

By Aram Arkun
Special to the Mirror-Spectator

MEGHRI, Armenia — Meghri, 
one of the southernmost towns in Ar-
menia, is constantly in the news now-
adays because of the Trump Route 
for International Peace and Prosper-
ity (TRIPP) project. Its municipal 

head, Khachatur Seyrani Andreasyan, 
during an interview in mid-October 
of last year, declared: “Before when 
we would go somewhere, they would 
ask where are you from, and we 
would say Armenia, and they would 
say where is Armenia? Now they ask 
and I say Armenia, and then they ask 
where in Armenia and when I say 

Meghri, they say oh, Meghri! … It 
seems as if everyone knows Meghri 
now.”

Population and Work in Meghri
Andreasyan said that about 12,000 

people live in what is called the en-
larged municipality of Meghri, which 
includes about 4,000 people in the 
town of Meghri, the same number in 

see MEGHRI, page 4

The four Armenian prisoners who were set 
free by Azerbaijan on January 14, 2026

Iranians waving Iran’s pre-1979 flag at a solidarity rally in Yerevan. Photo: 
Arshaluys Barseghyan/OC Media

Armenian Police Detain Seven 
Pro-Iran Protesters

A Municipal Leader’s View of Meghri

The Araks (Araxes) River separating Armenia from Iran as seen from 
near the Kapan-Meghri Highway (photo Aram Arkun)

The municipal headquarters of 
Meghri (photo Aram Arkun)
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news from armenia
Armenia Faces 

‘Decisive Times,’ Says 
Jailed Archbishop

YEREVAN (Panorama.am) 
— Imprisoned Archbishop Bagrat 
Galstanyan on January 20 issued 
a  letter  stating that Armenia fac-
es “decisive times” and urging 
the nation to embrace a vision of 
“Spiritual Armenia.”

Galstanyan, who led the oppo-
sition Holy Struggle movement, 
described the country’s crisis as 
“spiritual and civilizational,” un-
derpinning political, economic, so-
cial and environmental challenges. 
He dismissed current government 
policies as “illusory packaging” 
lacking real substance.

“Our struggle has always been 
about building the vision of Spiri-
tual Armenia - a country of dreams 
realized, victories achieved, justice 
upheld and love and reconciliation 
lived,” he wrote. He contrasted 
this vision with what he termed 
the “falsehood of the so-called 
‘Real Armenia’ and the illusion of 
peace.”

Galstanyan, who signed the 
letter as “Prisoner of the Home-
land,” said victory was the only 
alternative for those fighting for 
Armenia’s “liberation.”

The archbishop has been a 
prominent critic of Prime Minis-
ter Nikol Pashinyan.

Environmental Lawyer 
Dismisses Amulsar 

GDP Boost as ‘Fiction’
YEREVAN (Panorama.am) 

— Environmental lawyer Nazeli 
Vardanyan on January 20 dis-
missed forecasts that the launch 
of the Amulsar gold mine would 
significantly boost Armenia’s 
economic growth, calling the fig-
ures “fiction” driven by an elec-
tion campaign.

Her comments came after Fitch 
Ratings reported that Armenia’s 
real GDP growth is expected to 
remain above 5% in 2026-2027, 
driven by a resilient services sec-
tor and the launch of the Amulsar 
gold mine, which the agency said 
could add around 1.25 percentage 
points to GDP.

“All of these are invented num-
bers. It’s an election campaign 
— you can write whatever you 
want,” said in an interview. “If 
the Amulsar mine was so benefi-
cial, why wasn’t it operating for 
the past 20 years?”

Vardanyan argued that GDP 
growth does not translate into im-
proved living standards, pointing to 
rising prices. She also questioned 
the economic viability of the proj-
ect, saying the gold concentration 
at Amulsar — about 0.7 grams per 
ton — was too low to be profitable.

She said the operator, Lydian 
International, was in bankruptcy 
proceedings and that any future 
revenues would not benefit the 
Armenian state. According to 
Vardanyan, all of the company’s 
assets, future output and cash 
flows are pledged to US-based 
Orion Mine Finance and Cana-
da’s Osisko Gold Royalties.

By Yousef Bardouka

Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pash-
inyan has accepted US President Donald 
Trump’s invitation to join the Gaza Board of 
Peace, which would oversee the transition 
from Hamas rule in the strip. Other invitees 
include Russia, Hungary and Belarus.

On the morning of January 20, Pashin-
yan’s spokesperson, Nazeli Baghdasaryan, 
announced that Pashinyan had accepted 
Trump’s invitation to join the board “with 
pleasure and a sense of responsibility, reaf-
firming Armenia’s commitment to promot-
ing peace.”

Baghdasaryan additionally shared 
Trump’s letter, which invited Pashinyan to 
join him in a “critically Historic and Mag-
nificent effort to solidify Peace in the Mid-
dle East and, at the same time, to embark 
on a bold new approach to resolving Global 
Conflict [sic]!”

In the letter, Trump described the Board 
of Peace as being the “most impressive and 
consequential Board ever assembled, which 
will be established as a new International 
Organization and Transitional Governing 
Administration”.

He continued by saying that the board 

would bring together a “distinguished group 
of nations ready to shoulder the noble re-
sponsibility of building LASTING PEACE 
[sic]”.

Trump concluded by inviting Armenia to 
join as a founding member of the board, as 
a “one of a kind” opportunity, adding that 
“there has never been anything like it!”

A number of world leaders and their 
states had already been invited by Trump to 
join the board. Countries that have already 
accepted his invitation include Uzbekistan, 
Kazakhstan, Argentina, Paraguay and Hun-
gary.

Others that have yet to accept include 
Russia, Belarus, Turkey, the UK and the EU 
as a bloc.

It is yet unclear whether Azerbaijan was 
invited to join the board; however, in early 
January, Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev 
announced that his country does not intend 
to send a peacekeeping force to Gaza. His 
announcement followed earlier reports sug-
gesting that Azerbaijan was being eyed for 
handling a “stabilization force” in the strip 
following a ceasefire between Hamas and 
Israel.

According to Qatar-based media outlet Al 
Jazeera, the draft charter of the board was 

sent to about 60 countries, with the Trump 
administration calling for members to con-
tribute $1 billion in cash each if they want 
permanent membership in the structure.

It is unclear whether Armenia, as a 
“founding member” of the board, would re-
tain full membership in the future.

Explaining the structure of the board, Al 
Jazeera cited a White House statement as 
saying that a “Founding Executive Coun-
cil” would sit on top of the board’s hierar-
chy, which “holds the purse strings and sets 
the strategic vision”. The council would be 
chaired by Trump, and would also include a 
number of officials and executives with ties 
to Israel and the US — but no Palestinian or 
Arab figures.

Since the Washington Summit of August 
2025, both Pashinyan and Aliyev have fea-
tured regularly in Trump’s messaging, with 
the latter touting his mediation of their peace 
deal as a success of his global peace policy. 
Trump has repeatedly framed his hosting of 
Pashinyan and Aliyev in Washington, which 
included the initialing, but not the signing of 
a peace treaty, as an example of one of the 
eight wars that he reportedly ended.

(This story was originally published by 
www.oc-media.org on January 20.)

By Shoghik Galstian

YEREVAN (Azatutyun) — An opposi-
tion movement led by Russian-Armenian 
billionaire Samvel Karapetyan confirmed 
on January 20 that it has established a politi-
cal party in preparation for Armenia’s forth-
coming general elections.

Karapetyan’s nephew Narek, who co-
ordinates activities of the Mer Dzevov (In 
Our Way) movement, said the party named 
Strong Armenia has already decided who 
will top the list of its candidates in the elec-
tions slated for early June. He declined to 
name him or her.

“The candidate, to be honest, has been de-
cided long ago,” Narek Karapetyan told re-
porters. “We will announce him [during the 
party’s founding congress] on February 12.”

Samvel Karapetyan is not eligible to run 
for the post of prime minister because of his 
dual Russian citizenship. Some media out-
lets speculated last summer and fall that for-
mer Prime Minister Karen Karapetyan (no 

relation to the tycoon) will take on that role. 
The once popular ex-premier, who served 
under former President Serzh Sargsyan 
from 2016-2018, has still not commented 
on such a possibility.

Narek Karapetyan again would not say 
whether the new party will enter into an elec-
toral alliance with other opposition groups. 
He made it clear earlier that he will not team 
up with any of the two opposition blocs rep-
resented in the current Armenian parliament. 
They are led by Sargsyan and another former 
president, Robert Kocharyan.

Kocharian’s Hayastan alliance finished 
second in the last parliamentary elections 
held in 2021. It includes the Armenian Rev-
olutionary Federation (Dashnaktsutyun), a 
major opposition party. Dashnaktsutyun in-
dicated last week that it will remain allied to 
Kocharian.

“The main task of the opposition is to gal-
vanize the passive electorate, and this cannot 
be done by a single force, it must be done by 
several forces,” Armen Rustamyan, a Dash-

naktsutyun leader, said on January 20.
“There is a lot of dissatisfaction with this 

government... and that disgruntled elector-
ate should have an opportunity to choose. 
If they don’t want us, let them go and 
vote for another opposition force,” argued 
Rustamyan.

Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan has ex-
pressed confidence that his Civil Contract 
party will win the elections. Opposition 
leaders say recent months’ arrests of doz-
ens of government critics, including Samvel 
Karapetyan, suggest that Pashinyan is actu-
ally afraid of losing power.

Mer Dzevov was unveiled in late August 
two months after Karapetyan was arrested 
and prosecuted following his strong criti-
cism of Pashinyan’s efforts to depose the 
supreme head of the Armenian Apostolic 
Church, Catholicos Karekin II. The move-
ment claims to have attracted 17,000 mem-
bers since then. The new party linked to it 
is expected to be one of Pashinyan’s main 
election challengers.

Leaders of businessman Samvel Karapetyan’s Mer Dzevov movement unveil its economic platform, Yerevan, Jan. 20, 2026

Trump Invites Pashinyan to Join ‘Gaza Board of Peace’

Indicted Tycoon’s Movement Spawns 
New Party Ahead of Elections
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PROTEST, from page 1
During the protest on Saturday, demon-
strators accused Yerevan of acquiescing to 
Tehran’s demands that it put an end to the 
protests against the Iranian regime.

The demonstrations in solidarity with 
Iranian protesters were criticized by Iran’s 
Ambassador to Armenia, Khalil Shirghola-
mi, who issued a statement reminding Ar-
menia that Iran stood by it “during the most 
difficult times.”

“Now we are in a difficult situation. And 
the event that takes place now in front of 
the Iranian Embassy will remain in the 
historical memory of the Iranian people,” 
Shirgholami said, adding that a “perception 
is forming that Armenia is becoming a hub 
for the actions of forces hostile to Iran.”

Armenia’s Interior Ministry responded 
to the statement saying that Armenia, as 
a democratic state, is “obliged not to im-
pede” people’s rights to freedom of move-
ment and peaceful assembly.

Prior to these administrative arrests, OC 
Media learned that several demonstrators 
near the Iranian Embassy had been sum-
moned by Armenia’s National Security 
Service for questioning.

(This story was originally published on 
the news site www.oc-media.org on Janu-
ary 19.)

PRISONERS, from page 1
Also freed was Viken Euljekjian, a 

46-year-old native of Lebanon who had 
moved to Karabakh before the 2020 war. 
He was detained by Azerbaijani forces 
outside the Karabakh town of Shushi (Shu-
sha) on November 10, 2020 hours after a 
Russian-brokered ceasefire that stopped 
the six-week war. The two other Armenian 
prisoners set free on were detained in the 
same area on November 11, 2020. They are 
Gevorg Sujyan and Davit Davtyan.

Armenia’s National Security Service 
(NSS) described their release as a “practi-
cal result of peace established between Ar-
menia and Azerbaijan.”

The Armenian Justice Ministry an-
nounced, meanwhile, that Armenia handed 
over to Syria, via neighboring Turkey, the 
two Syrians serving life sentences handed 
to them by an Armenian court in 2021. Both 
men, Muhrab al-Shkheri and Yusef al-Haji, 
admitted being mercenaries during their trial.

Armenian officials portrayed that as 
further proof that thousands of Syrians re-
cruited by Turkey fought in Karabakh on 
Azerbaijan’s side for money. The Arme-
nian claims were backed by France and, 
implicitly, Russia.

The NSS director, Andranik Simonyan, 
reportedly discussed the prisoner swap 
with Azerbaijani officials during a surprise 

visit to Baku last September. The Yerevan 
newspaper Hraparak reported at the time 
that the Azerbaijani side demanded the re-
lease of the two Syrians in response to Si-
monyan’s calls for the release of 10 of at 
least 23 Armenian prisoners held in Azer-
baijan. The NSS did not deny or confirm 
the report.

Among the Armenians remaining in 
Azerbaijani captivity are eight former lead-
ers of Karabakh standing trial in Baku on 
numerous charges strongly denied by them. 
Azerbaijani prosecutors demanded lengthy 
prison sentences for them at the end of their 
trials late last year. The verdicts in those 
cases are expected to be handed down soon.

Four Armenian Prisoners Freed By Azerbaijan

Armenian Police Detain Seven 
Pro-Iran Protesters

DAVOS (Armenpress) — President 
of the Republic of Armenia Vahagn 
Khachaturyan met with President of the 
Republic of Finland Alexander Stubb 
on the sidelines of the World Economic 

Forum in Davos on January 20.
During the meeting, the President of 

the Republic thanked his Finnish coun-
terpart for the consistent support provid-
ed to Armenia and the peace process in 
the region over the years.

The parties discussed issues related 
to regional realities and current devel-
opments, emphasizing the importance 
of approaches aimed at strengthening 
stability, peace, and cooperation. They 
discussed the “Crossroads of Peace” 
initiative, as well as the TRIPP project, 
emphasizing that such programs aimed 
at developing regional communications 
contribute to increased connectivity and 
are in the interests of both the region 

and the wider international community.
The parties emphasized the impor-

tance of developing bilateral coopera-
tion, as well as cooperation within the 
European Union. In this context, the 

importance of cooperation with Finland 
was also emphasized within the frame-
work of Armenia’s interaction with the 
NB8 (Nordic-Baltic Eight), considering 
it an effective platform for expanding 
political dialogue and sectoral cooper-
ation.

Khachaturyan expressed his apprecia-
tion for Finland’s successful experience 
in a number of areas, particularly in the 
field of general education, emphasizing 
the opportunities for studying and ap-
plying that experience in Armenia. The 
parties emphasized Armenia’s commit-
ment to democratic values and ideas, as 
well as the ongoing reforms and efforts 
being made in that direction.

Armenian Presidetn Vahagn Khachatury, left, with Finnish President 
Alexander Stubb in Davos on January 20, 2026

President Khachaturyan, Finnish President 
Discuss Bilateral Ties in Davos

By Arshaluys Barseghyan

On January 30, Armenian Prime Min-
ister Nikol Pashinyan will host his first 
disco event as a drummer, after taking up 
drumming in what appears to be a new 
hobby following his already well-known 
passion for cycling.

In a social media post on January 16, 
Pashinyan announced the date of the event, 
as well as shared a link for registration.

“As I hinted, I invite you to the dance 
floor. We play, you dance,” Pashinyan said.

Clarifying that the event will take place 
in Yerevan, Pashinyan added that the  ”ex-
act location” would be disclosed later.

Four days later, on Tuesday, Pashinyan 
announced that they had to stop the regis-
tration of the guests, noting that the num-
ber of expected attendees was “at least 
seven times higher” than they had antici-
pated. The organizers have also changed 

the initially planned hall to accommodate 
all registered guests.

Aside from the organizational issues, 
Pashinyan further mentioned that at the 
moment he is not “psychologically ready” 
to perform for large audiences. Howev-
er, he noted that in case the concert is a 
success, they will continue hosting such 
events across Armenia.

Drumming appears to be a new passion 
for Pashinyan, judging by his social media 
posts. Beyond official announcements, he 
regularly shares glimpses of his daily life 
online, including his hobbies.

In recent months, Pashinyan has shared 
short videos of himself listening to a va-
riety of music in locations ranging from 

his home and office in Yerevan to hotels 
in different capitals he visits. His playlists 
span from Armenian folk music to Emi-
nem. Many of the videos have gone viral, 
attracting significant attention from both 
inside the country and abroad.

Pashinyan’s apparently newfound affin-
ity for the drums is not just limited to his 
personal life — his hobby also has spilled 
over into politics.

In a video shared on December 27, 
Pashinyan and other musicians performed 
a song with lyrics he wrote, entitled “Real 
Armenia, the Republic of Armenia,” at a 
political assembly of his ruling Civil Con-
tract party.

Real Armenia is a concept developed by 
Pashinyan and his government, insisting 
that Armenians must accept modern Ar-
menia within its current borders.

Pashinyan has previously written sever-
al poems. A lyric he dedicated to his march 

in 2018, which eventually 
led to the Armenian Velvet 
Revolution, became an an-
them of the protests.

In a consecutive video 
again showing him play-
ing on drums on December 
31, he wished “a happy, 
rhythm-filled New Year.”

Pashinyan hinted at his 
intention of hosting a dis-
co event last week, along-
side sharing a video again 
showing him drumming 
with what appeared to be 
the same  band with whom 
he performed in his party’s 
event last December.

Following this, Pashin-
yan keeps showing their 
rehearsals in short video 
format.

Pashinyan has taken 
up the drums as Armenia 
heads to its major parlia-
mentary elections in June 

2026, a move that has reminded many of 
another Armenian Prime Minister — Kar-
en Karapetyan, who appeared in a music 
video for the then-ruling Republican Par-
ty’s election campaign song in 2017.

Prior to the upcoming concert, Pashin-
yan used to host bicycle rides in Arme-
nia. Continuing the tradition, Pashinyan 
still occasionally shares videos of himself 
cycling, including in various countries 
during his visits.

At the height of his cycling enthusi-
asm, in September 2024, the Armenian 
government donated bicycles to sec-
ondary schools and colleges ahead of an 
upcoming cycling tournament later that 
month.

Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan playing the drums 
(photos via social media)

Fresh from Bashing Opponents, Pashinyan 
To Beat Drums in Upcoming Concert
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MEGHRI, from page 1
the neighboring town of Agarak, and the remainder spread 
throughout the villages in the municipal district. (The per-
haps slightly outdated 2022 Armenian census gives a total 
of 8,977 permanent population in the enlarged municipal-
ity.) Meghri is part of the Armenian province of Syunik. 
One major base of the economy is agricultural, with 
Meghri’s fruits, especially pomegranates, figs and persim-
mon, recognized as of the highest quality, Andreasyan said. 

The local standard of living is higher than other regions 
of Armenia, he said, and there are plenty of jobs, so that 
unemployment is very, very low in the municipal region. 
Only having the desire to work is necessary, Andreasyan 
said. In fact, in order to fill the demand for workers, there 
are more than 100 Indian nationals who have come to 
work and live in Meghri. Four Indian citizens work for 
the municipality, including a garbage truck driver and 
other cleaners. Indians receive the same salaries as local 
Armenians for the same jobs. 

Workers receive a salary of 165,000 drams (about $436) 
monthly. Andreasyan said in neighboring municipalities it 
is 130,000 or 140,000 drams, but since there is sufficient 
money in his budget, “I want our workers to live well too. 
If I could, I would give them 200,000 [drams]. Let them 
feel good. … When you receive a high wage, you think 
about your work. When you receive little, you do whatev-
er…thinking, if I don’t work here, I will work there and 
get the same 100,000 [drams].”

Although there are no exact figures on the numbers of 
Iranians in the municipality, Andreasyan estimated that 
there are at least 2-300, including some 60 working on 
loadbearing trucks. They also drive 10 excavators and a 
number of smaller vehicles. Iranians work in relatively 
large numbers on the construction of a local portion of 
the North-South highway and the same Iranian company 
doing that won the contract to build a new customs house. 
They also are preparing high voltage current wires that 
will bring electricity from Yerevan. It will form a third 

line that will go into Iran. 
Andreasyan noted that the Iranians learn Armenian 

quickly. While in Meghri and Agarak, many people un-
derstand Persian; soon Persian will also be taught in local 
schools. 

There are Russian army border guards. Before they were 
very numerous but now they have decreased in number, 
Andreasyan said, with the majority being ethnic Arme-
nians. There are at least over 100 ethnic Russians among 
them too. They have their own kindergarten and school 
and their relatives come sometimes to visit from Russia.

Finally, during the 2023 exodus of Artsakh Armenians, 
some 180 refugees came to Meghri. Andreasyan said 
their number varies between 173 and 175, as one fami-
ly goes another comes. At present, there were 170, who 
chiefly live in Agarak, Meghri, Vardanidzor village and 
Tashtun village. They chiefly work in agriculture but also 
on the North-South highway construction, while others 
have their own businesses. They work in various places in 
Meghri, including bakeries. Andreasyan said that they do 
what they can but always are on pins and needles, hoping 
that they will be able to go back to their homes in Artsakh 
to live. “It is a tragedy,” he sighed. He said that at least 
none of them are starving in Meghri and he was ready to 

help in any matter. They call the municipal government 
for various issues, such as no electricity or they need 
wood, and the municipality helps them. Also sometimes 
Andreasyan has helped as an individual, or asked friends 
to help as individuals and they did. 

He recalled his recent visit to Artsakh Armenians living 
in Tashtun village on the day celebrating the elderly, and 
said that some people there gave them homes without tak-
ing any rent. The Artsakh Armenians said to him that they 

were very satisfied with 
life there and that the locals 
had accepted them and act-
ed warmly with them. 

Mines in the territory of 
Meghri are another major 
source of employment, in-
cluding the Agarak Cop-
per-Molybdenum Mine, 

the Lichk Copper Mine 
and some other gold and 
copper mines. 

The Armenian central 
government is a source of 
employment, as it is cur-
rently making great invest-
ments in the Meghri region, 
Andreasyan said. Aside from the aforementioned North-
South highway and customs house, on the construction of 
which many Meghri and Agarak residents work in addi-
tion to Iranians, there is a road from Shvanidzor village 
towards Lernadzor being built and two large stations for 
purifying drinking water. 

Domestic Politics
Meghri was turned from a simple town into an enlarged 

municipality in 2016, due to a change in Armenia’s gov-
ernmental system, increasing the territory under the con-
trol of the municipality. After the 2018 “Velvet Revolu-
tion” that brought Nikol Pashinyan and the Civil Contract 
Party to power, the first election bringing officials who 
were not connected with the former Armenian regimes 
took place in Meghri in 2021. 

In fact, none of the political parties fielding slates in 
Meghri’s 2021 election were affiliated with the parties of 
the prior three Armenian presidents. Four parties, Civil 
Contract, Liberal, Republic and Country of Living, com-
peted. Andreasyan said that he presented himself as the 
candidate of the Liberal Party for municipal head but was 
never a member of the party. He said that in fact, he never 
had been a member of any political party but was always 
an independent. 

Andreasyan explained that as no party received 51 per-
cent of the votes, an alliance was formed between the Lib-
eral Party, which was led nationally by Samvel Babayan, 
and the Republic Party, led nationally by Aram Sargsyan, 
to obtain a ruling majority. They decided that Bagrat Za-
karyan of the latter party would serve for the first 2 ½ 
years of the five-year term as municipal head, with An-
dreasyan as first deputy, and then they would swap posi-
tions for the next 2 ½ years. 

Andreasyan began his period as municipal head in May 
2024. It takes time to make plans and obtain funding for 
projects, he said, and he must again face elections in the 
fall of 2026. This time, however, he will be a candidate of 
the Civil Contract Party. Sometime in the spring of 2025, 
Andreasyan said he joined this party, declaring: “That 
happened knowingly: looking at their work, the move-
ment of the government, their growth of the economy, and 
taking all this into consideration, I understood that we are 
going forward. I did this voluntarily. No one guided me.”

Municipal Budget and Projects
The municipality has around 69 staff members in differ-

ent departments or divisions, including social, construc-
tion, accounting, legal and planning, and each one has 6-7 

continued on next page

A Municipal Leader’s View of Meghri

Drying fruit to prepare chir in Meghri (photo Aram Arkun)

A statue welcoming visitors to the now abandoned railway station outside Meghri 
in the nearby village of Araksashen (photo Aram Arkun)

A view of part of Meghri town with surrounding mountains (photo Aram Arkun) 
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people, Andreasyan said. Not all are based in Meghri 

due to space limitations. For example, Andreasyan said 
that an official dealing with education and school issues 
has his office in Agarak. 

The municipal budget was 1 billion 200 million drams 
(approximately $3,147,600) while Zakaryan was in 
charge. The state gave four or five hundred million drams 
and the rest came from municipal taxes and duties. Few 
renovations or repairs could be carried out because of bud-
getary restrictions, Andreasyan said. When Andreasyan 
took over, the budget increased by another 1 billion 280 
million, more than doubling, to 2,480,000,000 drams. 

Where did the additional money come from? An-
dreasyan answered that in part it was from the Agarak 
Copper-Molybdenum Combine. Aram Sargsyan’s Re-
public Party was pro-European and critical of Russia. 
The owners of the mining company are Russian and no 
investments were made by it during Zakaryan’s time in 
office by it nor by the Zangezur Copper-Molybednum 
Combine. Andreasyan said that after he was elected and 
became municipal head in 2024, he went to them and they 
contributed about 150 million drams (roughly $395,893) 
to the budget. 

In addition, there were lands not given out to rent to 
the Agarak Combine in prior years. Local mayors would 
allow these lands to be used officially for free but in ex-
cange they sold products like gas to them privately to 

make personal profit, Andreasyan said. Now Andreasyan 
formally rented these properties for 160 million drams an-
nually, which of course increases the municipal budget, 
while Kajaran municipality also gives Meghri 150 million 
drams rent. 

The central government also increased its contribution 
to Meghri to 700 or 800 million drams, Andreasyan said.

He spelled out several of the major projects which this 

2025 budget will allow him to tackle. Roofs and elevators 
on some large apartment buildings in Meghri will be re-
paired for 234,158,000 Armenian drams ($617,955), to-
wards which the municipality contributes 70,000,000 and 
the central government 140,000,000. The apartments are 
owned as private property and their owners take care of 
their internal spaces. They pay taxes which may be used 
towards repairs of the building but the responsibility of 
building maintenance still falls on the municipality (un-
like the case of individual self-standing private homes). 
Andreasyan said that roughly speaking, the municipality 
pays 30 percent, the central government 60 percent, and 
individual taxpayer owners pay 10 percent towards such 
renovations. 

The streets in Agarak used to be very dusty and made 
of dirt. Street repairs there, especially asphalting, will cost 
563,000,000 drams ($1,485,919). This work was to be-
gin at the end of last October and included changing the 
drainage or sewage pipes.

The mines in the region cause damage to the environ-
ment. Consequently, those who work there donate mon-
ey to the municipality in part as a remedy. They donat-
ed around 100 million dram and the municipality sent 
118,850,000 ($313,776) to the Meghri Regional Medical 
Center to buy new medical equipment, including laparo-
scopic equipment costing 18,840,000 drams (the price 
was set through an auction competition). Previously peo-
ple had to go to Kapan, Goris or even Yerevan for laparo-

scopic procedures. 
The hospital itself does not belong to the municipality 

but to the Health Ministry, but as it helps the municipal 
population the local government wants to help it as much 
as possible, Andreasyan said.

Fourthly, Karchevan village of the municipality suffers 
water shortages from July to September when river water 
dries up. The municipality allocated 22,000,000 drams 
($58,064) for its water issues. A deep well will be pre-
pared to provide inhabitants with water. 

Another project is spending 100,000,000 drams 
($263,928) to fix up the area behind the large statue of 
Paramaz (Madteos Sarkisian), an Armenian revolutionary 
and leader of the Social Democrat Hunchakian Party born 
in Meghri in 1863 and hanged by the Ottomans in 1915. 
The statue was erected in 2001 but the area behind it is 
rocky and in poor shape. 

Andreasyan said part will be turned into a playground 
for children with a small swimming pool and slide. The 
great heat in the summer makes having swimming pools 
important for children’s health (the municipality also 
maintains public pools in Meghri and Agarak). The rest 
of the area will be a garden. 

TRIPP and Trade
Andreasyan seemed very optimistic last October about 

TRIPP. He observed that President Donald Trump de-
clared that great investments will be made there. An-
dreasyan said that the route would be profitable for Ar-
menia as well as the US and there would be great growth 
in the Armenian economy. The Azeris would transport oil 
through Armenia since that is the shortest distance to Tur-
key, and they would pay a fee to use Armenian roads, as 
would the Turks, so the state budget of Armenia would 
increase. 

A second bridge is going to be built over the Arax Riv-
er, he said, and while there are daily 350-400 vehicles go-
ing over the current bridge with Iran, it would increase 

to 1,800-2,000 daily. One reason is that the Chinese right 
now use a route via Iran, then Azerbaijan to China, but 
TRIPP provides a way to shorten this. Instead, the Chi-
nese will transport goods from Dubai to Iran and then 
through the Meghri route to the Black Sea (to Georgia 
and then via ship). 

The $145 million the US is transferring is only for ren-
ovating the existing old railway line, which China will be 
able to use. If a totally new line would be built, Andreasyan 
estimated the cost would be several billion dollars. 

Andreasyan said that based on the speech of the Arme-
nian prime minister at the UN, the Armenians will check 
incoming Azerbaijani vehicles, while Azerbaijanis will 
check Armenian vehicles. He said, “There can be no ob-
jections, when a powerful state like America says it will 
be like this…we are very happy.”

American supervision of the route, Andreasyan said, 
is desirable in his opinion, adding, “Why is it desirable? 
Because the two states have fought one other for over 
30 years. There can’t be custom houses and conflicts not 
occur. This is impossible. Time must pass. It [relations] 
must be refined. People must progress and understand in 
a European way that law has force and law must operate. 
You have no rights outside of the law.” 

He noted that around 10 European countries were also 
making major investments in Syunik province as dona-
tions, not loans in the fields of agriculture, including irri-
gation, business, and solar energy. He said that in general, 
while people were afraid and did not make investments, 
after the August peace agreement between Azerbaijan and 
Armenia, people have more hope. 

Personal Background
The 60-year-old Andreasyan was born in Karchevan 

village of the Meghri municipality and graduated mid-
dle school there before moving to Agarak. He served in 
the Soviet army from 1985 to 1987. After he returned, he 
worked a year as a locksmith before the Karabakh move-
ment began in 1988. 

He became a fighter and formed a group with Ghevond 
Hovhannisyan as commander. They participated in the 
1990-91 battles, including the defense of Meghri, towards 
Nakhichevan, and Kapan, until the peace arrangement. In 
1993 and 1994 he was in the Armenian army and had the 
rank of senior lieutenant. After that, he became the pres-
ident of the Meghri Regional Division of the Defenders 
of the Land [Yerkrapah] Volunteer Union, a paramilitary 
group of veterans ready to defend the borders in case of 
new wars. 

In 1998, he put forth his candidacy for mayor of Meghri 
and won third place out of seven candidates. He decid-
ed then to get higher education, so he went to Yerevan’s 
Agricultural Academy. After graduation, he became the 
director of the Armenian-Iranian Market from 2000 to 
2006. Trading with Iranians took place in a no customs 
zone until the Armenian state shut it down in 2006. 

After this, Andreasyan went back to Yerevan and es-
tablished two businesses. He exported nonferrous metals 
and iron scraps to India, Iran, Pakistan and other countries 
until 2012. In 2013 he imported goods from Ukraine. 

When the 2020 Artsakh war began, Andreasyan en-

rolled as a volunteer but could not go because he got se-
verely sick from Covid. Instead, he helped financially as 
much as he could, he said, and when the revolutionary 
movement of Nikol Pashinyan began in 2018, he was sup-
portive though he did not join any political party. 

Andreasyan said that he would not move to Yerevan 
again because he loved Meghri, and was looking forward 
to the 2026 elections for municipal head. He said, “I have 
a saying: I am happy that I am Armenian. I am doubly 
happy that I am a Syunik native, and triply happy that I 
am a Meghri native [Meghretsi].”

Exterior of the 17th century Sourp Hovhannes Church, also called Anapastanats, located in the Mets Tagh or 
Large Quarter of the town of Meghri (photo Aram Arkun)

Khachatur Andreasyan (photo Aram Arkun)
St. Stephen the Protomartyr (Sourp Stepannos Na-
khavkay) by Ohannes Simonian, 1848, in Sourp As-
dvadzadzin Church (photo Aram Arkun)
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Armenia Transfers 
Syrian Nationals 

Serving Life Sentences 
To Syria via Turkey

YEREVAN (Public Radio of 
Armenia) — On January 14, two 
citizens of the Syrian Arab Repub-
lic who had been sentenced to life 
imprisonment in the Republic of 
Armenia were transferred to Syr-
ian authorities via the Republic of 
Turkey, the Armenian Ministry of 
Justice reports.

Yousef Yusuf Alaabet al-Hajji 
and Muhhrab Muhammad al-
Shkheri were handed over to Syr-
ian authorities for the continued 
enforcement of their sentences in 
their country of citizenship.

In May 2021, a court of general 
jurisdiction in Armenia’s Syunik 
sentenced the two Syrian merce-
naries captured during the 44-day 
war to life in prison.

Syrian nationals Yusuf Alaabet 
al-Hajji and Muhhrab Muhammad 
Al Shkheri  were charged with in-
ternational terrorism and crimes 
committed during armed conflict.

Yerevan Unhappy 
With Armenian Skier 
Refusing To Promote 

Azerbaijan
YEREVAN (Azatutyun) — Ar-

menia’s government has indicat-
ed its disapproval of an Armenian 
cross-country skier’s refusal to ad-
vertise Azerbaijan during a recent 
ski race in Italy.

Mikael Mikaelyan competed in 
the annual Tour de Ski event De-
cember 28 to January 4. Like other 
participants, he was handed a race 
bib bearing the word “Azerbaijan” 
in line with a sponsorship deal 
signed by the International Ski and 
Snowboard Federation (FIS) with 
the Azerbaijani government last 
year. He covered the inscription 
with a white tape and was fined by 
the organizers as a result.

“They said, ‘We understand you, 
but according to the FIS rules, all 
sponsors must be visible,’” Mikae-
lyan told RFE/RL’s Armenian Ser-
vice last week. “For me, my dignity, 
my homeland are more important... 
I cannot think that this is unrelated 
to politics and enter the competi-
tion without covering the name of 
a country that is aggressively dis-
posed towards my homeland.”

Mikaelyan, 26, received an out-
pouring of support on social me-
dia and the backing of the Arme-
nian Ski Federation. Its chairman, 
Gagik Sargsyan, said the federation 
is ready to pay the fine.

Sargsyan announced at the same 
time that he is planning to chal-
lenge the financial penalty in an 
international sporting arbitration 
body or even the European Court 
of Human Rights. 

The Azerbaijani government’s 
tourism agency, which signed the 
five-year sponsorship deal, lodged 
a formal complaint with the FIS 
earlier this week. It said the inter-
national federation must make sure 
that all skiers avoid “manifesta-
tions of ethnic hatred, racism and 
xenophobia.”

INTERNATIONAL 

ISTANBUL (Turkish Minute) — Hun-
dreds of people gathered in İstanbul on 
Monday, January 19, to commemorate the 
19th anniversary of the killing of Hrant 
Dink, the Armenian-Turkish journalist who 
was shot dead outside the offices of Agos 
newspaper in 2007.

Dink, the editor-in-chief of the Turk-
ish-Armenian bilingual newspaper Agos, 
was murdered by Ogün Samast, then a 
17-year-old jobless high school dropout.

The murder sparked national and in-
ternational outrage, with critics accusing 
Turkish authorities of failing to prevent the 
killing despite clear threats against Dink 
from ultranationalist circles.

The annual vigil was held outside the Se-
bat Apartment building in the Şişli district, 
where Agos once operated and which now 
houses a site dedicated to the memory of 
Dink. A banner bearing Dink’s photograph 
and the words “Memory, truth, life, long-
ing” was hung on the facade.

Dink’s family, friends and colleagues 
from Agos attended along with journalists, 
rights advocates and representatives of 
political parties and civil society groups. 
Participants chanted slogans calling for 
justice and opposing impunity in the case, 
which has long been cited by critics as an 
example of unresolved political violence 
and failures of accountability in Turkey.

Bülent Aydın, speaking on behalf of 
the “Friends of Hrant” group, said Dink’s 
words had endured and expanded over the 
years, pointing to a younger generation 
present at the commemoration.

Letters sent from prison by prominent 
figures were also read out at the event, in-
cluding messages from Şişli Mayor Resul 
Emrah Sahan, Şişli Deputy Mayor Ebru 
Özdemir and civil society figures Osman 
Kavala and Çiğdem Mater, both impris-
oned in connection with the 2013 Gezi 
Park anti-government protests. All of them 
are behind bars on what many call politi-
cally motivated charges.

Calls for Justice
Opposition figures and political parties 

renewed calls for justice, saying full ac-
countability has yet to be established in the 
murder of Dink.

Opposition lawmaker Sezgin Tanriku-
lu said in a post on X that the killing of 
Dink was not an isolated act but a “planned 
and organized political assassination,” ar-
guing that warnings and threats against 
Dink were known to state institutions but 
not effectively addressed. He said years of 
fragmented trials had failed to expose those 
ultimately responsible, leaving impunity as 
a defining feature of the case.

The Workers’ Party of Turkey said Dink 
was killed for advocating peaceful coex-
istence and vowed to confront what it de-
scribed as a system that freed perpetrators 
while failing to prosecute those who or-
dered the crime.

Dink, a prominent advocate for recon-
ciliation between Turks and Armenians, 
had long faced threats due to his work 
challenging Turkey’s official stance on 
the 1915 mass killings of Armenians. His 
murder remains a symbol of the country’s 
struggle with press freedom and minority 

rights.
Independent lawmaker Mustafa 

Yeneroğlu said Dink’s killing remained an 
open wound, lamenting that justice had not 
been fully served despite the conviction of 
the gunman.

Samast was arrested the day after the 
murder and sentenced to nearly 17 years 
in prison. He was released in November 
2023, prompting widespread condemna-
tion from opposition politicians, journalists 
and human rights activists.

Following his release, a new indict-
ment against Samast was merged with an 
ongoing trial involving 11 other suspects 
accused of complicity in Dink’s murder. 
However, a court in İstanbul dropped the 
charges against Samast in January 2025, 
citing the statute of limitations, in align-
ment with the prosecutor’s recommenda-
tion.

Yeneroğlu said the structures that en-
abled the crime had never been fully un-
covered, calling the case a lasting stain on 
Turkey’s record on freedom of expression 
and democracy.

A banner noting “Memory, truth, life, longing” was hung on the façade of the 
building once housing Agos, where Hrant Dink was shot (Photo: X)

INTERNATIONAL

Hrant Dink Commemorated in İstanbul 
19 Years after His Murder

By Nate Ostiller

Russia will finance a project to extend its 
soft power projection abroad, with a par-
ticular focus on Armenia, through a grant 
from the presidential administration, sourc-
es told the Russian media outlet RBC. Re-
portedly, the budget for the project will be 
around ₽13 billion ($165 million).

The efforts will be headed by the First 
Deputy Chief of Staff of the Russian Pres-
idential Administration, Sergei Kiriyenko.

In May 2025, the Russian daily Vedo-
mosti reported that Kiriyenko would be 
“tasked” to advance Russian interests in 
Armenia “through soft power” ahead of the 
2026 parliamentary elections.

Kiriyenko, together with employees of 
departments under his command, “have 
begun to work on the topic of Armenia,” 
which primarily “means work in the inter-
ests of the president, because it will ensure 
the fulfilment of state tasks,” Vedomosti 
cited its sources as saying.

The outlet further noted at the time that 
“informational rather than electoral work 
will be carried out,” and that Kiriyenko’s 

agenda was already underway.
“The [Armenian] leadership is increas-

ingly drifting towards the West, which is 
unacceptable from the point of view of 
Russian state policy,” one source told Ve-
demosti.

RBC’s reporting fleshed out some more 
details on the project, and provided further 
evidence of the importance that Arme-
nia’s geopolitical orientation holds for the 
Kremlin.

While a source said that the project will 
extend across the nine countries of the Com-
monwealth of Independent States (CIS) as 
well as Africa and other regions, the primary 
focus for 2026 will be Armenia.

Beyond the funding from the presidential 
administration, sources told RBC that the 
government expects other organizations, 
such as Russia’s Federal Agency for Inter-
national Humanitarian Cooperation (Ros-
sotrudnichestvo) and the media outlet RT, 
to also contribute in other ways.

One of the tasks in Armenia will likely 
be to organize opposition to Prime Min-
ister Nikol Pashinyan ahead of the elec-
tions scheduled for later this year. While 

Pashinyan has maintained relations with 
Russia, visiting the country several times 
over 2025, influential Russian pundits have 
harshly criticized him and have made no 
secret that they would like to see a change 
in Armenia’s government and pro-Western 
orientation.

In recent months, Armenian and interna-
tional fact-checkers have observed an in-
crease in disinformation targeting Armenia, 
coming from Russian or Kremlin-linked 
actors, as well as Turkish and Azerbaijani 
sources.

The freefall of bilateral ties between Ar-
menia and Russia largely began following 
the lack of support from Russia and the 
Moscow-led Collective Security Treaty 
Organization (CSTO) during the Azerbai-
jani attacks on Armenia in 2021 and 2022. 
Another major reason was the “inaction” 
of Russian peacekeepers in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh, when Azerbaijan placed the region in 
a nine-month blockade and forced it to sur-
render in a culminating lightning offensive 
in September 2023.

(This story originally appeared on the 
website www.oc-media.org on January 14.)

Russia’s Soft Power Project Focused on Armenia 
Funded through Presidential Grant
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TRIPP, from page 1
According to the “implementation 

framework” for the TRIPP released after 
Rubio’s talks with Mirzoyan, a US-Arme-
nian company will build a railway, a road, 
energy supply lines and oth-
er infrastructure along the 
transit corridor and manage 
and collect revenues from 
them for at least 49 years.

“Armenia intends to of-
fer the United States a 74 
percent share and to hold 
itself a 26 percent share 
in the TRIPP Develop-
ment Company,” reads the 
8-page document. “This 
arrangement is expected to 
be extended for an addition-
al term of 50 years with a 
grant of additional equity to 
the government of Armenia 
bringing its share to 49 per-
cent.”

It emphasizes that Arme-
nia will have full “authori-
ty over border control and 
customs for trade and tran-
sit through the TRIPP.”

“Armenia’s sovereignty 
and jurisdiction over border and customs 
operations are absolute and non-negotia-
ble,” it says.

Rubio made similar assurances when he 
briefly spoke to the press right after greet-
ing Mirzoyan at the State Department.

“On the one hand, [the TRIPP] opens 
up Armenia for business and allows it to 
prosper economically, but it does so in 
a way that does not in any way infringe 
upon the sovereignty of Armenia,” Rubio 
said. “There’s no sovereignty issue here; 
it’s respectful of their sovereignty.”

The framework publicized later in the 
day makes clear that the TRIPP Develop-

ment Company will hire private operators 
that will provide “customer-facing ser-
vices” such as “initial document collec-
tion for verification” and collect transit 
fees from cargo and individual travelers. 

At the same time, Armenian officials are 
to “maintain a physical presence in all 
Armenian border and customs facilities,” 
make “final customs decisions and clear-
ances” and handle “immigration control.”

The issue is important in the light of 
Azerbaijan’s demands for people and car-
go transported to and from Nakhichevan 
to be exempted from Armenian border 
checks. Pashinyan said in this regard in 
September that modern technology will 
be used to exclude physical contact be-
tween Armenian officers and Azerbaijani 
travelers.

The US-Armenian document speaks of 

“electronic submission and processing of 
documentation” and calls for “differenti-
ated processes for persons, vehicles, and 
goods, including between the main part of 
Azerbaijan and its Nakhichevan Autono-

mous Republic.” But it does not go into 
further details.

Aliyev said last week that the TRIPP 
amounts to the kind of an extraterritori-
al “Zangezur corridor” that has been de-
manded by him ever since the 2020 war in 
Nagorno-Karabakh.

The transit corridor would run along 
Armenia’s vital border with Iran. Tehran 
fears that it could put the Armenian-Ira-
nian border at serious risk and lead to US 
security presence there. Armenian oppo-
sition figures have likewise said that the 
TRIPP could undermine Armenian con-
trol over that part of Syunik.

Russia’s Lavrov 
Warns of ‘Vote 
Rigging’ in Armenia

MOSCOW (Azatutyun) — Russian For-
eign Minister Sergei Lavrov on January 20 
accused the European Union of encourag-
ing Armenia’s government to rig upcoming 
parliamentary elections and seek further 
confrontation with Russia.

Lavrov again pointed to EU foreign pol-
icy chief Kaja Kallas’s remarks made just 
before she and the foreign ministers of EU 
member states met with their Armenian 
counterpart Ararat Mirzoyan in Brussels 
last month. Kallas said the Armenian gov-
ernment has asked for the kind of “help to 
fight foreign malignant interference” which 
the EU provided to Moldova ahead of elec-
tions held there in September.

Two pro-Russian Moldovan opposition 
parties were barred from participating in those 
polls won by the country’s pro-Western lead-
ership. The EU alleged Russian interference 
in them when it justified those bans. Moscow 
denied the allegations. Lavrov charged on 
Tuesday that the Moldovan elections were 
marred by “blatant falsifications.”

“If the head of European diplomacy, Kaja 
Kallas, openly admits that the Moldovan 
scenario will be applied during the upcom-
ing elections in Armenia, then if I were in 
the shoes of Armenian society, I would seri-
ously think about it,” he told a news confer-
ence in Moscow.

Armenian opposition leaders have also 
expressed concern about the election-re-
lated assistance requested from the EU by 
Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan’s govern-
ment. They claim that Pashinyan hopes to 
secure the EU’s backing for winning the 
showdown elections slated for June through 
fraud or foul play.

The Armenian Foreign Ministry insisted 
last month that Yerevan only wants the EU 
to help it “counter potential hybrid threats” 
to the proper conduct of the upcoming vote. 
Pashinyan and his political allies have im-
plied that those threats emanate from Rus-
sia. Lavrov dismissed their implicit claims.

“Rapprochement with the European 
Union is not without consequences because 
it is the European Union that constantly 
talks about hybrid threats generated by the 
Russian Federation and provides funds for 
such work,” he said. “Armenia was recent-
ly granted a 15-million-euro tranche, and I 
have no doubt that the Brussels bureaucracy 
will force our Armenian friends to earn ev-
ery cent [of that assistance.]”

Kallas announced that extra aid after 
meeting with Mirzoyan earlier in Decem-
ber. She said part of it will be spent on coun-
tering “disinformation” spread by Russia.

Lavrov also repeated Moscow’s concerns 
over a new policy framework for deepening 
Armenia’s relations with the European Union 
which was signed in Brussels by Mirzoyan 
and Kallas on December 2. The document 
highlighted the Pashinyan administration’s 
plans to seek Armenia’s membership in the 
27-nation bloc. Yerevan maintains that it does 
not yet intend to leave the Eurasian Economic 
Union (EEU), a Russian-led trade bloc that 
gives Armenian exporters a tariff-free access 
to Russia’s vast market.

“Movement towards membership in the 
European Union cannot be combined with 
maintaining membership in the Eurasian 
Economic Union,” Lavrov said, echoing 
warnings repeatedly issued last year by oth-
er Russian officials.

According to Armenian government data, 
Russia remained Armenia’s most important 
commercial partner in January-November 
2025. It accounted for 35.5 percent of the 
South Caucasus country’s overall foreign 
trade, followed by China (12.5 percent) and 
the EU (11.8 percent).

YEREVAN (Public Radio of Armenia) — Prime Minister 
Nikol Pashinyan hosted the Secretary-General of the Zayed 
Award for Human Fraternity, Mohamed Abdelsalam, as well 
as members of the Award’s jury, including former President 
of the European Council and former Prime Minister of Bel-
gium Charles Michel, and former Chairperson of the Afri-
can Union Commission and former Prime Minister of Chad 
Moussa Faki Mahamat, on January 20.

Mohamed Abdelsalam thanked Pashinyan for the warm 
reception and announced that he had been selected as a 
laureate of the 2026 Zayed Award. He noted that the award 
recognizes the Armenian Prime Minister’s consistent efforts 
to advance the agenda of peace between the Republic of Ar-
menia and the Republic of Azerbaijan, as well as initiatives 
aimed at fostering cooperation and stability in the region.

Abdelsalam also announced that Azerbaijani President Il-
ham Aliyev has been awarded the same prize, underscoring 
the joint nature of the efforts to promote peace. He empha-
sized that the steps taken by Pashinyan to implement the 
peace agreement serve as an example for resolving conflicts 
worldwide.

“This recognition highlights the importance of the agree-
ment itself as a positive step toward peace, reconciliation, 
and regional stability,” Abdelsalam said. “The Zayed Award 
marks this initiative to encourage and inspire world leaders 
to strive for lasting peace. We are confident that what you are 
doing comes from the heart — for peace, for your people, 
and for the entire world.”

He added that more than 350 candidates from over 90 
countries were considered for the award this year.

Pashinyan expressed his gratitude to the members of the 
award’s jury for the recognition, describing it as a great 
honor to receive the Zayed Award. He stressed that the 
achievement is the result of collective efforts both within 

Armenia and internationally.
“I know that the president of Azerbaijan has also been 

awarded, and we share this prize. That is justified — it is 
truly a joint achievement,” Pashinyan said. He noted that 
many individuals and institutions have worked toward 
peace, including partners in the United States, the European 
Union, international platforms, and both Armenia and Azer-
baijan.

The prime minister emphasized that the most important 
role in the peace process has been played by the Armenian 
people. “No agreement could be implemented without the 
support of society and the people,” he said, thanking the 
guests for their contribution to making the peace process 
more institutionalized.

During the meeting, Prime Minister Pashinyan was for-
mally invited to attend the Zayed Award ceremony, sched-
uled to take place in Abu Dhabi on February 4.

The Zayed Award for Human Fraternity is named after the 
founding father of the United Arab Emirates, the late Sheikh 
Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. It honors individuals and orga-
nizations worldwide who work selflessly to promote human 
fraternity and peaceful coexistence, regardless of their origin 
or location.

Established in 2019, the award has recognized 16 lau-
reates from 15 countries. Its creation followed a historic 
meeting in Abu Dhabi between the late Pope Francis and the 
Grand Imam of Al-Azhar, Ahmed Al-Tayeb, during which 
they jointly signed the Document on Human Fraternity.

Previous laureates include Pope Francis, Grand Imam 
Ahmed Al-Tayeb, UN Secretary-General António Guterres, 
King Abdullah II of Jordan and Queen Rania Al Abdullah, 
humanitarian organization World Central Kitchen, and sev-
eral prominent civil society leaders and organizations from 
around the world.

US, Armenia Release First Details of ‘Trump Route’ for Azerbaijan

Pashinyan Hosts Zayed Award Representatives, 
Recieves 2026 Human Fraternity Prize

US Secretary of State Marco Rubio and Armenian Foreign Minister Ararat Mirzoyan meet in 
Washington, July 13, 2026
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FAR’s Dr. Hambardzum 
Simonyan Honored by 
Armenian American 
Health Professionals 
Organization
By Elizabeth Yekhtikian

NUTLEY, N.J. — Dr. Hambard-
zum Simonyan, deputy country di-
rector and healthcare program di-
rector for the Fund for Armenian 
Relief (FAR), was recognized for his 
commitment and dedication to the 
success of the Armenian American 
Health Professionals Organization 
(AAHPO). The event, held at Hack-
ensack Meridian School of Medi-
cine, brought together prominent Ar-
menian physicians, researchers and 
healthcare advocates who are work-
ing together to strengthen Armenia’s 
healthcare capacity, advance medical 
education, and expand essential pa-
tient care programs.

In his remarks, Simonyan ad-
dressed the AAHPO board and oth-
er distinguished guests on both the 
progress and ongoing challenges in 
Armenia’s healthcare system and 
praised the ongoing efforts of the 
long-term partnership.

“My first meeting with AAHPO, 
specifically with Dr. Larry Najar-
ian, was at the Armenian Medical 
World Congress in 2009 in New 
York, where Dr. Najarian served as 
the President of the Congress. At that 
time, FAR had already launched its 
continuing medical education (CME) 
program for physicians working in 
rural healthcare settings in Armenia. 
Thanks to Professor Ed Housepian 
and Dr. Raffy Hovanessian, we start-

ed an important dialogue between 
FAR and AAHPO on how to expand 
the CME program to be more afford-
able for physicians in Artsakh.”

Simonyan continued, “My friend 
Gevorg Yaghjyan and I developed 
the concept for the Artsakh program 
and presented it to AAHPO, which 
approved it, and we have been im-
plementing the project since 2011. 
Throughout this time, this program 
has played a vital role in supporting 
Artsakh’s healthcare system’s surviv-
al and continued functioning.”

Simonyan presented significant 
outcomes and the impact of the Dr. 
Raffy Hovanessian CME Program, 
which has provided CME training 
for almost all physicians working in 
Artsakh (up to 500 to date), despite 
the challenges faced over the years, 
including blockade and forced dis-
placement. Additionally, Dr. Simon-
yan introduced a new concept for 
program development with Dr. Sam 
Badalian from New York.

AAHPO officials stood in solidar-
ity with the program’s valiant efforts

see AAHPO, page 9

Community News
Delal Dink to 
Deliver Memorial 
Lecture at Harvard 
University

CAMBRIDGE, Mass. — The 
Center for Middle Eastern Stud-
ies, Harvard University, and the 
Friends of Hrant Dink, Inc. Boston, 
are proud to announce the speak-
er of the 2026 Annual Hrant Dink 
Memorial Lecture, Delal Dink. The 
lecture will take place on January 
27.

The daughter of the late Turk-
ish-Armenian intellectual, journal-
ist and humanist, Hrant Dink, who 
was assassinated on January 19, 
2007, Delal Dink will be the speak-
er of this important annual event. 
In the past lecturers of this event 
have featured internationally rec-
ognized human rights scholars and 
advocates, who have been inspired 
by Hrant Dink’s values and his con-
tributions to the mutual understand-
ing of communities and nations in 
conflict.

Delal Dink, a graduate of Purdue 
University, has been the imagina-
tive spirit behind the Hrant Dink 
Foundation in Istanbul and its di-
rector since its founding following 
Hrant Dink’s death.

In her lecture titled “The Future 
as Memorial: Commemorating 
Hrant Dink,” she will reflect on the 
work of the Hrant Dink Foundation 
and its efforts to rethink commem-
oration not as a static act of remem-
brance, but as an ongoing invita-
tion to an alternative future. “The 
Foundation approaches its work as 
‘remembrance in action,’ a living 
practice refusing to merely mourn 
loss, but actively build the world 
Hrant Dink envisioned,” reflected 
Delal Dink.

 “This annual event has been a 
significant part of our activities,” 
stated Harry Parsekian, founder 
and president of Friends of Hrant 
Dink, “and we are grateful to Delal 
Dink for accepting our invitation to 
be the speaker on this, the 19th an-
niversary of Hrant’s assassination.”

The 2026 Hrant Dink Memorial 
Lecture will take place on Tuesday, 
January 27, at 1730 Cambridge St., 
Cambridge, in the Tsai Auditorium 
Harvard University, from 5 to 7 
p.m. and is open to the public.

Another Cohort of Tavitian 
Scholars Completes Term 
At Tufts’ Fletcher School

MEDFORD, Mass. — For the 23rd time, a 
cohort of 16 mid-career officials from Armenia 
completed its semester-long course of study at 

Tufts University’s Fletcher School, in a program sponsored by the Tavitian Foun-
dation.

The group, which had started the course in September, graduated from the pro-
gram on December 12 at a ceremony held at Tufts University’s Joyce Cummings 
Center at Tufts.

Fletcher’s dean, Kelly Sims Gallagher, paid tribute to the students when she 
opened the graduation program. “I want to acknowledge your dedication, your re-
silience, your professionalism throughout a very fast-paced academic program,” 
said.

Gallagher noted that the students had helped put together a celebration of Ar-
menia’s independence anniversary in September.

The 16 participants hail from different sectors in the government, represent-
ing public policy and public administration are selected every year. (Covid in-
terrupted the program). To qualify for consideration, each participant must 
have a minimum of five years’ work experience on issues of public policy and 
public administration at Armenian ministries and other government bodies.

The most recent participants were: Marine Avagyan, head of the Individual 
Complaints Analysis Division, Constitutional Court of Armenia; Araksya Babik-
yan, third secretary, Division of the United Nations and Sustainable Develop-
ment, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Armenia; Hovhannes Gevorgyan, advisor to 
the Minister of Economy of the Republic of Armenia; Satik Ghimoyan, head of 
the Legal Department, Competition Protection Commission of Armenia; Mkhitar 
Grigoryan, head of the Operational and IT Risk Assessment Team, Central

see SCHOLARS, page 10

From left, Joyce Barsam, Prof. Monica Duffy Toft and Dean Kelly Sims 
Gallagher present a certificate to one of the Tavitian Scholars. (Jake W. 
Belcher Photo)

By Alin K. Gregorian
Mirror-Spectator Staff

Scholars listen to Prof. Michael J. Glennon. (Jake W. Belcher Photo)

Delal Dink

Vicki Shoghag Hovanessian, Dr. 
Larry Najarian, Dr. Hambardzum 
Simonyan, Bree Carriglio



Saturday, JANUARY 24, 2026 Armenian Mirror-Spectator 9

OBITUARY

James “Jack” Giragosian, CPC		     Mark J. Giragosian

576 Mount Auburn St., Watertown, MA 02472, Tel: 617-924-0606
www.giragosianfuneralhome.com
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LOS ANGELES — Armen Aroyan 
passed away on January 13, 2026. 

Born in 1943 in Cairo, Egypt, Aroyan 
was one of four children, alongside Nubar, 
Zabel and Hasmig. His parents, Albert and 
Lucy Aroyan, both had roots in and around 
Aintab.

Armen emigrated to the United States in 
1962, settling in Pasadena. He earned de-
grees in engineering from USC and worked 

extensively in the field. He was deeply in-
volved in the Armenian Cilicia Congre-
gational Church — the oldest Armenian 
church in Pasadena — where he served as 
choir director for approximately 40 years. 

A curious and dedicated student, Armen 
was also an avid collector of the Protestant 
Armenian musical tradition.

Travel was one of Armen’s great pas-
sions. He took advantage of personal op-
portunities and work assignments that 
would send him around the world. Every-
where he visited, he made sure to connect 
with the local Armenian community. These 
travels eventually led him back to his an-
cestral roots.

After a short but transformative trip to 
Istanbul in 1984, which shattered long-

held perceptions, he began venturing out to 
provincial Turkey in 1987, 1988 and 1989. 
After each visit, Armen organized slide 
presentations to share his experiences with 
the Armenian community in Los Angeles.

In 1991, Armen led his first group trip 
to Eastern Turkey with seven participants, 
visiting historic Armenian sites and meet-

ing local Armenians. He curated these trips 
based on the origins of each participant, 
helping them rekindle bonds with their 
ancestral villages and hometowns. Among 
the travelers were many scholars whose ex-
periences gave them first-hand knowledge 
for future research and academic work.

Armen frequently visited his grandfa-
ther’s village of Jibin en route to Aintab 
and made countless visits to the historic 
ruins of Ani. Over the course of 25 years 
(1991–2016), he organized approximately 
100 trips throughout Turkey, traveling with 
nearly 1,450 participants, whom he fondly 
referred to as “pilgrims.” He meticulously 
documented nearly every journey on vid-
eotape.

Across the many places Armen visited, 
he prioritized meeting and interviewing the 
area’s few remaining Armenians, which be-
came harder to do with each passing year. 
Local Armenians would take him and his 

‘pilgrims’ from one Armenian home or shop 
to another, forming relationships that would 
be strengthened with each future trip.

In 2018, he donated roughly 400 video-
tapes from these journeys to the Institute 
for digitization, with the aim of making the 
footage accessible for research and educa-
tional use. In 2025, with the discovery of 
additional tapes, the digitization process 
was completed, and the process of integrat-
ing the videos into the USC Digital Library 
began.

The resulting Armen Aroyan Collection 
is a one-of-a-kind contribution to the study 
of inherited memory and diasporic return, 
offering rare visual documentation of his-
torical sites where traces of an Armenian 
past continue to endure.

The Institute also conducted a short oral 
history interview with Armen, now part of 
the California History Through Armenian 
Experiences archive.

BOSTON — Zarouhi (Za) Sarkisian, 91, 
died on December 30, 2025, after several 
months of in-home hospice care.

Born in Queens on May 29, 1934, she 
was the middle child of the late Ardash and 
Nvart (Derstepanian) Sarkisian.  Za attend-
ed Milford High School before graduating 
from Peter Bent Brigham Hospital School 
of Nursing and then Boston University’s 
School of Nursing. She lived with her be-
loved older sister Alma Sahagian (Sarki-
sian) on Park Drive in Boston and subse-
quently traveled throughout Europe before 
marrying Mark Weissman in 1963 and hav-
ing two children, Jennifer and Eli.

Za enjoyed a long career in nursing 
that included working on special projects 
for Robert Wood “General” Johnson, the 
president of Johnson & Johnson, as well 
as assisting the internationally renowned 
cardiologist Bernard Lown at Brigham and 
Women’s Hospital. She also taught Lamaze 
classes to expectant parents (including 
Norman Mailer and his wife). 

After her divorce, she earned her master’s 
degree in nursing administration from Uni-
versity of Rhode Island where she wrote a 
thesis on the effects of the Armenian geno-
cide on survivors. During the last year of 
her life, she worked diligently to turn the 
original interviews into a published book. 
Before retiring, she was a consultant for 
the Visiting Nurse Association in Worces-
ter and was instrumental in helping them 
earn their accreditation. She volunteered 
with USAID after the 1989 earthquake in 
Armenia and was a founding member of 
the Armenian Heritage Foundation, which 
created the Armenian Heritage Park on the 
Rose Kennedy Greenway in 2012.

Za’s great loves were gardening, travel-
ing (especially to Armenia), writing, and 
the arts. She and her sister Alma enjoyed 
attending Boston Symphony Orchestra and 

the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. They 
volunteered at the former for several years, 
often helping with floral arrangements. She 
took several painting and writing courses 
during her retirement and spent time on 
Martha’s Vineyard whenever she could. 
She appreciated the close-knit communi-
ties of her condo complex and her church.

Zarouhi is survived by her son Eli Weiss-
man and his wife Patricia McDonough of 
Washington, DC; daughter Jennifer Weiss-
man and granddaughter Kate Whitaker of 
Boston, MA; brother Vahan Sarkisian of 
New London, NH; nephew Stepan Saha-
gian; nieces Tania Hiltz, Daniele Sarkisian, 
and Jessica Sarkisian; several grandnieces 
and grandnephews; and her closest friend, 
Lynn Wachtel of Greenville, RI.

Her burial will be private. In lieu of flow-
ers, memorial contributions may be sent in 
Zarouhi’s memory to the Fund for Arme-
nian Relief (FAR). A hokehankist will be 
held at St. James Church in Watertown of 
February 8.

AAHPO, from page 8
to provide medical care “to our Artsakh brethren” often under challenging circum-
stances. It also reconfirmed its commitment to provide hands-on and virtual training 
to assist Artsakh physicians as they transition to fill much-needed roles in Armenia.

Bree Carriglio, FAR’s executive director for the U.S., was also in attendance 
and commented, “Dr. Simonyan’s vision and dedication exemplify the transforma-
tive impact we can achieve when we work together across borders to strengthen 
healthcare for all Armenians. He has been a driving force behind FAR’s expanding 
healthcare initiatives, including increased rural healthcare access, medical scholar-
ships, infrastructure modernization, and support for post-conflict recovery among 
displaced families.”

Zarouhi (Za) Sarkisian
Nurse, Founding Member of Armenian Heritage Foundation

Armen Aroyan
Led Almost 100 Tours to Historic Armenia

Dr. Hambardzum Simonyan Honored by Armenian 
American Health Professionals
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Bank of Armenia; Aelita Hakobyan, chief 
specialist, Prime Minister’s Office of the 
Republic of Armenia; Andranik Harutyu-
nyan, acting head of the Africa Division, 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Armenia; 
Narek Karapetyan, head of Fiscal and 
Monetary Policies Coordination Division, 

Ministry of Finance of the Republic of Ar-
menia; Diana Karazyan, deputy head of the 
Office of the Representative of Armenia 
on International Legal Matters; Tigranuhi 
Khalafyan, head of Public Servants Con-
duct Oversight Department, Corruption 
Prevention Commission; Sara Melkonyan, 
Lecturer and Researcher, Yerevan State 
University; Arman Melkumyan, second 
secretary in the Council of Europe Divi-
sion, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Ar-
menia; Seda Paronikyan, advisor, Legal 
Support Department, Ministry of Justice of 
the Republic of Armenia; Lilit Seyranyan, 
chief specialist at the Office of the Repre-
sentative on International Legal Matters, 
Prime Minister’s Office of Armenia; Lilit 
Shaboyan, spokesperson for the Minister, 
Ministry of Economy of Armenia and Mi-
kael Ter-Melikian, acting head of the Cen-
tral and Southern America Division, Minis-
try of Foreign Affairs of Armenia.

“Each scholar has a vital role in your 
government at home. You will return home 
and join a cohort of more than 350 alumni. 
That is a powerful network that you have 
to do good things in your work. You are 
also now part of the Fletcher network and 
Fletcher family,” Gallagher said.

She said Fletcher has alumni in more 
than 180 countries around the world.

Monica Duffy Toft, Tavitian Program 
Faculty Chair, Professor of International 
Politics and Director of Center for Strate-
gic Studies, spoke next. She stressed the 
demanding academic work and the dedica-
tion of the students. She recalled how the 
first time they met, it was over Zoom. In 
June, Toft visited Armenia and met with 
the cohort.

“In late August you arrived here not just 

as individuals, but as a group excited to be 
in a shared journey. Over the course of this 
semester, this group became a true cohort, 
defined by intellectual rigor, professional-
ism and genuine care for one another,” she 
added.

Detailing the academic work of the 
group, in addition to their outreach in the 
greater community, Toft noted that Decem-
ber 12 was a special day for Armenians.

“Three pivotal moments happened on
contined on next page

Tavitian Scholars Complete Term at Fletcher School
The 2025 Tavitian Foundation scholars at their graduation from the Fletch School on December 12 (Jake W. Belcher Photo)

Lilit Seyranyan and Araksya Babikyan (Jake W. Belcher Photo)

Prof. Monica Duffy Toft (Jake W. 
Belcher Photo)
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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
this day. Six years ago, the United States 
Senate unanimously recognized the Ar-
menian Genocide, finally establishing as 
official US policy after decades of deni-
al. That same day, Armenia secured a UN 
resolution dedicating World Chess Day. … 
And three years ago, the Lachin Corridor 
blockade began,” Toft said.

“You are and remain part of the Fletcher 
family,” she said.

Also present was Joyce Barsam, the vice 
president and trustee of the Tavitian Foun-
dation board of trustees, as well as a Tufts 
trustee emerita. “You have stretched your 
thinking in new directions and you have 
supported each other,” she said, praising 
the students. She was accompanied by her 

son, Ara, who is the new executive direc-
tor of the Armenia Tree Project.

Aso Tavitian, she said, believed “people 
shape a nation’s destiny. He also under-
stood that Armenia’s progress would de-
pend on public servants that are prepared 
and thoughtful and open to the world.” 

She offered her congratulations, add-
ing, “thank you for the seriousness and 
the heart which you have brought to this 
program. I love you all and thank you for 
bringing honor to the Tavitian Scholars 
program. Thank you for all the present, 
past and future.”

Michael J. Glennon, Professor of Con-
stitutional and International Law, said “I 
can think of no one who has made a great-
er difference in the life of his country and 

the lives of so many students and the life 
of Fletcher than Aso Tavitian,” Glennon 
said.

He paid tribute to Armenians, saying he 
has never known kinder people. “Warmth 
and good cheer and generosity of spirit 
seems to be baked into Armenians’ DNA,” 
he said.

Two of the scholars, Lilit Seyranyan 
and Araksya Babikyan, spoke, noting that 
many of the Tavitian Scholars had pushed 
themselves and learned so much, to the 
point that they were jealous of the full-
time Fletcher students.

“In this spirit, we would like to extend 
our profound gratitude to the Tavitian 
Foundation for continuing Mr. Tavitian’s 

mission to educate the next generation of 
Armenian leaders,” Seyranian said.

Babikyan added that at Fletcher, “we’ve 
been reminded of the importance of stand-
ing up for the truth, of upholding the in-
ternational legal order, of acting in good 
faith, and most importantly, of listening” 
to diverse viewpoints.

All the speakers paid tribute to Richard 
Schultz, Shelby Cullom Davis Professor 
of International Security Studies, Director 
of the International Security Studies Pro-
gram, who had passed away a few days 
before.

Tavitian, who died in 2020, was an en-
trepreneur and philanthropist with a vast 
art collection.

Joyce and Ara Barsam with Lilit Seyranyan (Jake W. Belcher Photo)

The scholars and guests at the graduation ceremony. (Jake W. Belcher Photo)
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By Maya Brown

CHARLESTON, S.C. (WCSC) — A lo-
cal Armenian family is calling for justice 
after a husband and father was detained by 
the United States Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement and has been held at a deten-
tion center for more than five months.

Garik Mkrtchyan and his family moved 
to the Lowcountry from Armenia in 2022 
in search of a better life. However, on the 
morning of Aug. 6 of last year, he was ap-
prehended by ICE agents in two unmarked 
vehicles as he was on his way to work and 
was then arrested without an explanation or 
documentation at the time of the arrest. He 
was then taken to the Folkston ICE Process-
ing Center in Folkston, Georgia.

“It was the beginning of our hell,” Anahit 
Sirunyan, Garik’s wife says.

Sirunyan says she is now left to be the 
breadwinner and work full-time, pay the 
mortgage and take care of her two younger 
children with the oldest son away at college. 
On top of that, she says she is in and out of 
depression and has been struggling mentally 
and emotionally.

“In Armenian culture, the man is the pro-
vider and protector of the family,” she says. 
“And not to have him beside me is the first 
time since we’ve been married. Legally, we 

have all the rights, all the bases and all the 
grounds to fight our case, but I need him 
next to me to be able to fight with full force.”

Mkrtchyan and his family had initially ar-
rived in the U.S. on a six-month B-2 visa and 
then applied for asylum while their B-2 visa 
was still active, making the period of time 
during their pending asylum application a 
lawful presence under the Immigration and 
Nationality Act. While the application was 
pending, Anahit says they received Social 
Security numbers and work authorization.

When applying for asylum with the Unit-
ed States Citizenship and Immigration Ser-
vices, Garik said if he was forced to return 
to Armenia, he faces a high likelihood of 
torture or death because of his open support 
and affiliation with the political opposition 
of the current regime.

“Everyone who raises their voice and 
speaks against the current political admin-
istration is considered an enemy,” Sirunyan 
says. “It’s going to be harmful if we go 
back.”

The Mkrtchyan family has since appealed 
Garik’s detention various times and has also 
filed a petition to challenge the unlawful de-
tention, otherwise known as a writ of habeas 
corpus. The petition states the Department 
of Homeland Security has opposed his re-
lease on the grounds Garik applied for a rifle 

license, which the petition says is his Sec-
ond Amendment right to do so.

“He’s been a hunter and a fisher since 
2001,” Sirunyan says.

During his time here in the Lowcountry, 
his family says he became a large part of 
the community through owning a mortgage 
home in Charleston and operating his own 
company, Coastal Electricians LLC.

Gracen Watts, a local mortgage broker 
who helped the Mkrtchyan family with their 
Charleston mortgage, says it was disheart-
ening to see what happened to them.

“It’s really horrible because not only are 
they not able to make the mortgage, so now 
the mortgage company is damaged, but the 
family is so distraught,” Watts says.

In the meantime, Watts has created a 
fundraiser and has raised about $20,000 to 
help the family with mortgage payments 
and legal fees.

“You think about the kind of people that 
they talk about deporting and they’re sup-
posed to be these horrible people and Garik 
and Anahit and their kids are the sweetest 
family,” Watts says. “They just keep to 
themselves, they do everything right, they 
were following the rules and they got caught 
up in this thing and it’s just not right.”

With strong community ties and no crim-
inal record, the family says they have seen 
a large amount of support in wanting him to 
return to his family in Charleston.

“I just hope Garik is okay,” Watts says. “I 
can’t wait to see him again and I hope that 
he’s not deported. I just hope for a happy 
ending.”

The family is currently waiting to hear 
the decision of the habeas corpus to get a 
chance to stand before a federal judge.

“Everyone deserves the right to live,” 
Sirunyan says. “And you could just give 
us a notice that you’re not allowed to stay 
here anymore, not just to detain and arrest 
us like criminals and to deport us when we 
give back to this country, worked for this 
country, raised proud and really good kids 
for this country, I don’t think it’s fair.”

Garik Mkrtchyan and his wife, Anahit 
Sirunyan

‘The Beginning of Our Hell’: Lowcountry Family 
Seeks Justice after Husband’s ICE Detention

The Aurora Humanitarian Initiative has 
launched the Aurora Research Grants, a 
new project designed to shine a light on the 
stories of unsung humanitarians working 
on the frontlines of today’s most pressing 
crises. Applications are now open for the 
program’s first 2026 cohort, offering re-
searchers a concrete opportunity to raise 
awareness of urgent humanitarian challeng-
es while helping grassroots initiatives gain 
visibility and potential support through the 
Aurora Prize. With more than 240 million 
people worldwide affected by conflict, dis-
placement and climate-related disasters 
and funding continuing to decline, Tom 
Fletcher, Under-Secretary-General for Hu-
manitarian Affairs and Emergency Relief 
Coordinator (OCHA), has noted that aid 
workers are increasingly “overstretched, 
underfunded, and under attack.” Against 
this backdrop, recognizing and amplifying 
the efforts of local responders is essential, 
and the Aurora Research Grants program 
has been established to support this mis-
sion.

Through the program, participants re-
search and document the work of grass-
roots humanitarians operating in contexts 

affected by violent conflict and atrocity 
crimes worldwide. Over a 35-day period, 
each participant conducts online research 
in any language they speak and prepares 
clear, well-documented English-language 

profiles for five eligible candidates. These 
profiles are subsequently reviewed as part 
of the Aurora Prize selection process.

The program is open to all who wish to 
contribute to Aurora’s humanitarian mis-
sion. Participants are expected to apply 
basic research skills by working effectively 
with a range of sources, structuring infor-
mation responsibly, and presenting find-
ings with clarity and accuracy. Upon com-
pletion, participants receive a stipend in 
recognition of their contribution. If any of 
their nominees advance to become Aurora 
Prize Finalists, participants are invited to 
attend the Aurora Prize Ceremony and join 
the wider Aurora community in honoring 
these distinguished humanitarians.

In addition, the Aurora Research Grants 
program is open to institutional partner-
ships with humanitarian organizations 
and universities; institutions interested in 
collaborating are encouraged to contact 
the Aurora Prize Secretariat at aurora-
prizesecretariat@auroraprize.com. The 
program has already been successfully 
implemented in partnership with leading 
academic institutions, including the Ameri-
can University of Armenia, American Uni-

versity in Bulgaria, American University 
of Nigeria, Boston University (Center on 
Forced Displacement), Brown University 
(The Warren Alpert Medical School), Cai-
ro University (Faculty of Economics and 

Political Science), the Global Campus of 
Human Rights, Javeriana University (Fac-
ulty of Political Science and International 
Relations), Jimma University, Singapore 
University of Social Sciences, State Uni-
versity of Haiti (Faculty of Medicine), 
UCLA, United States International Univer-
sity Africa, and the University of Kurdistan 
Hewler (Faculty of Political Science and 
International Relations).

The Aurora Research Grants program re-
inforces Aurora’s long-standing mission to 
support individuals who risk their lives to 
save the lives of others suffering due to vio-
lent conflict and atrocity crimes, often with-

out recognition or institutional backing. By 
bringing these stories to light, participants 
also gain a deeper personal understanding 
of the realities faced by communities living 
through conflict and crisis, while highlight-
ing individuals whose courage and impact 
deliver critical relief and hope.

Applications are reviewed on a rolling 
basis, and places are limited. Selected ap-
plicants will receive comprehensive guid-
ance and support to begin their research 
activities. 

For questions or further information, 
contact AuroraPrizeSecretariat@aurora-
prize.com.

San Diego’s St. Sarkis Armenian Church 
Marks Fourth Anniversary

SAN DIEGO — St. Sarkis Armenian Apostolic Church of San Diego will cele-
brate its fourth anniversary on Sunday, February 1, at 1 p.m., with a banquet at the 
Fairbanks Ranch Country Club, 15150 San Dieguito Road, Rancho Santa Fe, un-
der the auspices of Archbishop 
Hovnan Derderian, Primate of 
the Western Diocese of the Ar-
menian Church, and Very Rev. 
Pakrad Berjekian, Parish Priest.

Proceeds from the event will 
benefit the church’s ongoing 
operation to support the grow-
ing Armenian community of 
San Diego, including its grow-
ing youth program. Musical en-
tertainment will be provided by 
Shant Tanielian.

“We are excited to celebrate the anniversary with our vibrant St. Sarkis commu-
nity,” says event chair Taline Tokatlian. “So many community members are partici-
pating in the life of the church, and we look forward to even more.” 

St. Sarkis is the only Armenian Apostolic Church in San Diego, serving as a cul-
tural, spiritual, and social center for the region’s Armenian-American community. 
The church has provided worship services, spiritual support, cultural preservation, 
educational programs to generations of families in San Diego and beyond.

Sponsorship opportunities, tickets, and donation options are available now and 
due by January 20, 2026. Visit Eventbrite for tickets or sponsorships.

Dr. Sindhutai Sapakal surrounded by children

Aurora Launches New Research Program to Spotlight Grassroots Humanitarians
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Naghash Ensemble 
Makes New Jersey 
Debut Before a 
Sold-Out Audience

TENAFLY, N.J. — On Saturday, 
January 10, the Tekeyan Cultural As-
sociation Greater New York Chapter 
presented the renowned Naghash En-
semble of Armenia in concert at the 
Presbyterian Church Sanctuary here. 
The evening was a success, drawing 
a sold-out crowd of more than 350 
attendees who experienced an unfor-
gettable night of spiritual and tradi-
tional Armenian music.

The chair of the Tekeyan Cultur-
al Association, Greater New York 
Chapter, Hilda Hartounian, warmly 
welcomed the guests and provid-
ed a brief introduction to both the 
Naghash Ensemble and the Tekeyan 
Cultural Association. She highlighted 
the organization’s ongoing commit-
ment to preserving, promoting and 
celebrating Armenian culture, arts 
and heritage through meaningful cul-
tural programming.

From the moment the ensemble 
took the stage, the mesmerizing voic-

es of the vocalists of the Naghash 
Ensemble, Hasmik Baghdasaryan, 
Tatevik Movsesyan, and Arpine Ter-
Petrosyan, captivated the audience. 
Their powerful yet delicate harmo-
nies, rooted in medieval Armenian 
sacred poetry and folk traditions, 
created an atmosphere of deep re-
flection and artistic beauty. The other 
members of Naghash are Harutyun 
Chkolyan (duduk), Aramayis Nikog-
hosyan (oud), Tigran  Hovhannisyan 
(dhol) and Hodian on piano. The 
audience responded with sustained 
applause, clearly moved by the en-
semble’s masterful performance and 
emotional depth.

The Naghash Ensemble was found-
ed by acclaimed composer and pi-
anist John Hodian, who is based in 
Armenia. Under his artistic direction, 
the ensemble has gained international 
recognition for its innovative inter-
pretations of the works of the medie-
val Armenian poet and priest Mkrtich 
Naghash. Hodian’s compositions 
seamlessly blend Armenian sacred 
and folk traditions with classical and 

see NAGHASH, page 16

Hrair Hawk Khatcherian 
To Present New Book on 
Aghtamar Architecture

FRESNO — Author Hrair Hawk 
Khatcherian will present a talk on 
his new book, Aghtamar: The Arme-
nian Architectural Masterpiece, on 
Friday, January 30, at 7 p.m., in the 
University Business Center (5245 N. 
Backer Ave.), Alice Peters Auditori-
um, on the Fresno State campus. 

Khatcherian’s presentation is part 
of the Armenian Studies Program 
Spring 2026 Lecture Series and is 
co-sponsored by the Armenian Gen-
eral Benevolent Union Greater Fres-
no Chapter. The lecture is free and 
open to the public.

The Holy Cross Church of Aghtam-
ar (in Armenian Surp Khatch), locat-
ed on the island of the same name 
in Lake Van in present-day east-
ern Turkey, was part of a monastic 
complex built (915-921 AD) by the 
order of King Khatchik-Gagik, also 
known as Gagik I, of the medieval 
Artsruni dynasty. The abundance of 

decoration — both interior painting 
and the sculpted exterior — is un-
matched, not only in Armenia, but 
also throughout the medieval Chris-
tian world.

Aghtamar: The Armenian Archi-
tectural Masterpiece is an explo-
ration of cultural history, blending 
research and creative approaches. It 
showcases years of study and graph-
ic illustrations and photography that 
serve as both artistic expressions and 
documentary sources, shedding light 
on significant moments and values 
from the past.

Hrair Hawk Khatcherian is an 
internationally-renowned photog-
rapher. Originally from Lebanon, 

Kha tche r i an 
moved to Can-
ada in 1984. 
He has spent 
thirty years 
documenting 
Armenian cul-
tural heritage 
through pho-
tography and 
has presented 

exhibitions and lectures around the 
world. His photographs have ap-
peared in magazines, newspapers, 
books and journals. Khatcherian has 
traveled to Armenia over 150 times 
and taken many risks to capture the 
images of monasteries, churches, 
fortresses, khatchkars (stone-cross 
in Armenian), villages, manuscripts, 
among others.  

The lecture is free and open to the 
public. 

The presentation will also be live-
streamed on YouTube at: https://bit.
ly/armenianstudiesyoutube.

Armenian Architects 
Of the Azerbaijani 

Capital
What is the common link between 

the building of the Central Bank of 
Armenia in Yerevan and the Opera 

House in Baku? Those familiar with the profound Armenian contribution to this 
Caspian city know the answer: both structures were designed by the same archi-
tect, Nikoghayos Bayev.

Born in 1875 in Astrakhan, southern Russia, Ba-
yev graduated from the Civil Engineering Institute 
of St. Petersburg (then the capital of the Russian 
Empire) in 1901. Among his classmates was Vardan 
Sarkisov. Together with another Armenian alum-
nus of the institute, Gabriel Ter-Mikelov (class of 
1899), they would, over the coming decades, make 
a significant contribution to shaping Baku’s urban 
landscape.

A Russian researcher, Tatyana Speranskaya, cit-
ing two Azerbaijani sources, provides an impres-
sive list of buildings designed by these Armenian 
architects in Baku: the opera house, railway station, 
clubs, hospitals, financial and commercial build-
ings, and residential areas across Armenian, Muslim, and other quarters of the city.

In 1911, roughly a decade after settling in Baku, Nikoghayos Bayev was ap-
pointed chief architect of the city. At that time, Baku was not a predominantly 
Muslim-Turkic city as it is today, and the appointment of an ethnic Armenian to 
such a senior post was not unusual. Armenians played a prominent role in Baku’s 
administration, culture, business, and humanitarian institutions during that historic 
period. 

see ARCHITECTS, page 15

By Haykaram Nahapetyan
Mirror-Spectator Video Correspondent

Baku Opera and Ballet Theater or “Mailov Theater” (photo Wikimedia 
Commons, uploaded by Interfase)

Nikoghayos Bayev

Baku’s Mayilov Theater’s blueprint and the building in 1911

Hrair Hawk 
Khatcherian

The Naghash Ensemble with the 
Tekeyan Cultural Association 
Greater NY committe

Naghash Ensemble (photo via 
social media)
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by Christine 
Vartanian Datian

Recipe
Cornerq

Balakian Farms’ Fassoulia – 
Green Beans with Meat

REEDLEY, CA — Amber Balakian’s great grandparents were hardworking 
immigrants who fled the Armenian Genocide over a century ago and settled in 
Reedley, California, a small San Joaquin Valley farming town where they plant-
ed vineyards. Balakian Farms was founded in 1925 by Zadig Balakian. His son, 
John, was the eldest of Zadig’s six children. He continued the family business for 
many years adding tree fruit and other crops along the way. In the 1990s, Ginger 
Balakian, Amber’s mother, transitioned to organic practices, and began growing 
heirloom tomatoes.

“There are over 3,000 varieties of heirloom tomatoes in active cultivation around 
the world, and over 15,000 varieties worldwide. Our family currently grows up 
to 40 varieties of heirloom tomatoes, with the season peaking in July and August. 
Heirloom tomatoes have a striking colorful appearance that is beautifully diverse. 
Our family grows organic crops, including peaches, plums, nectarines, pluots (part 
plum and part apricot in heritage), apricots, lemons, eggplant, Armenian cucum-
bers, pomegranates, persimmons, summer squash, and heirloom tomatoes,” says 
Amber.

As a young girl, Amber spent long hours working alongside her family and 
their employees (who she considers practically family) on their 20-acre Reed-
ley farm. While she loved 
spending time on the farm, 
working in agriculture was 
never part of her dreams. “I 
grew up going to farmers 
markets (including to the 
Ferry Plaza Farmers Mar-
ket in San Francisco on 
Saturdays), and working 
on a farm was a major part 
of my life. After graduating 
high school, though, farm-
ing was something I didn’t 
consider for a career,” she 
says. “I studied economics 
at UC San Diego, and went 
to Harvard for my master’s degree in management and operations.” she says.

Going to school on the East Coast, Amber was one of the few students from 
California, and even rarer, she grew up on a family farm. “Classmates asked about 
my family’s farm, and I started thinking of it more as a business, and wondered 
how I could help my family with my business background.” Instead of a corporate 
career, Amber returned to Reedley to see how she could contribute to her family’s 
legacy. She remembered how her grandmother Stella cooked lunch every day in 
her own home for the farm’s employees — many of whom had worked for the 
family for over 20 years. This sense of devotion and service gave Amber the belief 
that working together on a farm creates invaluable relationships that last a lifetime.

Amber’s energy and entrepreneurial spirit combined with her solid farming 
background led her to launch her own brand of tomato sauce from the heirloom 
tomatoes that weren’t quite “perfect” enough for fresh tomato customers. “As a 
fourth-generation farmer, I set out to create healthy and tasty products. Adapting 
my grandmother’s Armenian recipe passed down through generations, we created 

our own line of Organic Blended Heirloom Tomatoes. These blended tomatoes 
are popular today. We’re undergoing a rebranding and will soon be doing some 
co-packaging. We can supply more blended tomatoes online and to more retail 
outlets, and that is really exciting for us.”

“I grew up around a great deal of traditional Armenian cooking. I didn’t know 
that other people didn’t eat lamb every week because I grew up with a lot of Ar-
menian people and tradition. My grandmother would also can fresh fruits and veg-
etables for every season. She would make tourshi, the Armenian pickles with the 
different vegetables, and she’d make her special jams to preserve whatever we 
were growing. She’d even make fig candy and quince candy and a lot of Armenian 
pastries.”

“She served an Armenian dish for dinner almost every night, whether it was 
homemade lahmajoon, shish kebab, kufta, pilaf, dolma—your typical Middle East-
ern dishes. We had fresh vegetables and salads — especially in the summer, be-
cause of the produce that we had on hand. And everything she made was from 
scratch. Some people will buy filo dough for their baklava or bourma. She would 
make it from scratch. She would also make her own noodles and even spices. She 
learned these things and her skills from her talented mother who was from a small 
town in Armenia. So, it was very much like a you-make-everything-yourself type 
of thing when I was growing up.”

“One of my recipes that my grandmother Stella made is fresh green beans with 
ground lamb or Armenian fassoulia. Another favorite is using lamb from stewed 
lamb bones, as pictured in this post. To lighten the recipe, we sometimes use ground 
turkey, which turns out to be a suitable substitute. Vegetarians will be happy that 
this recipe translates well without any meat.”

Ingredients:
 1 to 1 1/2 pounds lamb riblets (or lamb shanks or shoulder)
Kosher salt
1 or 2 medium onions, sliced (or diced)
2 or 3 large garlic cloves, sliced
1 1/2 pounds fresh string beans, trimmed and cleaned
4 to 8 cups water or low-sodium chicken, beef broth or vegetable broth (enough 
to cover the vegetables)
1 cup tomato sauce or puree (ideally, Balakian Farms blended heirloom toma-
toes), to taste
Tomato paste, to taste
Salt and fresh ground pepper
Olive oil
Fresh or dried mint
Paprika or smoked paprika
Chopped parsley for garnish
 

Preparation:
 Put the riblets in a large pot or a Dutch oven, season them with salt and add 

enough water to cover the meat. Bring the pot to a rolling boil, skim any foam that 
rises to the surface, and let the meat boil until the water evaporates; this will take 
somewhere around 30-35 minutes, depending on the size of your pot and the heat 
of your stove. (When the water has boiled away and all you have left is fat, the meat 
will start to get nicely brown on the bottom of the pan.)

Turn off the heat, then remove the riblets and set them aside, leaving the fat in the 
pot. (Add a little olive oil, if desired.)  Using the fat in the pot, sauté the onions and 
garlic until soft, about 3-5 minutes. Put the meat back into the pot and add the string 
beans and the broth. Bring the mixture to a full boil, then add the tomato sauce and 
tomato paste (if using). Add spices.

Lower the heat and let the mixture cook slowly for one hour or longer. (If the 
green beans take a while to soften, you can cover the pot for a few minutes, just 
until the beans can be mostly submerged in the sauce, but then uncover the pot so 
that the liquid cooks down into a sauce.) Garnish with chopped parsley. Season 
with salt and pepper before serving. 

Store leftovers in the refrigerator in an airtight container for up to 5 days. For 
longer storage, freeze the dish in freezer bags for up to 3 months.

10510 S. Lac Jac Avenue
Reedley, CA 93654
Phone: (559) 638-4095
Minority and female-owned.
Website:  https://balakianfarms.com/ 
For Balakian Farms food blog, heirloom tomato recipes and more: https://bala-

kianfarms.com/blogs/recipes
For products for sale: https://balakianfarms.com/collections/new-products
For bread and butter pickles: https://balakianfarms.com/products/organ-

ic-bread-butter-pickles
For heirloom tomatoes: https://balakianfarms.com/collections/organic-blend-

ed-heirloom-tomatoes
For wholesale information:  https://balakianfarms.com/pages/wholesale
Also order at: https://www.amazon.com/stores/BalakianFarms/BalakianFarms/

page/62974E80-9194-4755-86D2-BFC559BE5CA5 
For wholesale information:  https://balakianfarms.com/pages/wholesale
Learn more about a farm led by multiple generations of women: https://www.

pbs.org/video/episode-10-618hen/
Visit Balakian Farms in Reedley, California, and meet next-generation organic 

farmer Amber Balakian, who is carrying on the family farming legacy. Support 
Balakian Farms and other small organic farms at the San Francisco Ferry Plaza 
Farmers Market. Learn more at cuesa.org (Now Foodwise). Foodwise (former-
ly CUESA) is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit dedicated to growing thriving communities 
through the power and joy of local food.

© 2024 Balakian Farms. 

ARTS & CULTURE

Amber Balakian and her grandmother, Stella 
Balakian, at Balakian Farms in Reedley, CA
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ARCHITECTS, from page 13
In 1911, Bayev completed the construc-

tion of the city’s prominent opera and bal-
let theater. Financed by the Mailian (Mai-
lov) brothers — Hovhannes, Yeghia, and 
Daniel, successful entrepreneurs in the 
black caviar and oil industries — the the-
ater became known as the Mailov Theater. 
Sources suggest that even today, more than 
a century later, many Azerbaijanis contin-
ue to refer to it as the “Mailov Theater,” 

indirectly acknowledging the Armenian 
identity behind this architectural jewel of 
the capital.

Between 1914 and 1916, Bayev designed 
a hospital that continues to operate as one 
of Azerbaijan’s main — and arguably most 
prominent — medical institutions. After 
the Caucasus became part of the Soviet 
Union in 1922, Bayev remained in Baku 
for another five years, notably completing 
the railway station of the former Lenin dis-
trict, now known as the Sabunchu railway 
station.

In 1927, Bayev relocated to Soviet Ar-
menia, where he designed the bank build-
ing (now the Central Bank of Armenia), the 
courthouse (currently housing the Prosecu-
tor’s Office of the Republic of Armenia), 
the Youth Theater (still functioning today), 
and the first printing house of Soviet Ar-
menia (co-authored with Aleksander Tama-

nian and now partially serving as the Ani 
Grand Hotel Yerevan), among other proj-
ects. In 1941, Bayev joined the Union of 
Architects of Armenia. He passed away in 
1953.

Because his surname does not immedi-
ately sound Armenian, some Azerbaijani 
sources still credit Bayev as the designer 
of the opera house while omitting his Ar-
menian origins and the Armenian sponsors 
behind several of his projects. For instance, 
the Azerbaijani news agency Trend notes 
that “the theater was built by a prominent 
engineer-contractor Nikoghayos Bayev 
in 1910–1911,” without providing further 
detail. A reporter from Caliber.az even 
mentioned the patronymic of the architect, 
Grigor, yet did not elaborate beyond that.

“The statement that Armenians built 
Baku is not groundless, as the living evi-
dence is the buildings that still stand in the 
city,” noted Narek Sargsyan, former chief 
architect of Armenia. “Baku would not be 
what it is today without the countless res-
idential and public buildings designed by 
Armenian architects such as Bayev, Mir-
zoyan, Kajaznuni (the first prime minister 
of independent Armenia in 1918–1920), 
Ohanjanian, Sargsyan, Ter-Sargsyan, Zura-
bian, Chislian, and others—many of them 
sponsored by wealthy Armenians like Ar-
amian, Ter-Ghukasian, Mantashian, Bu-
daghian, Adamian, and others,” he stated 
in one of his interviews.

Another Armenian architect, Gabriel 
Ter-Mikelov, also born in southern Russia, 
later moved to Baku and remained there 
for two decades. In 1912, he completed the 
Summer Public Club of Baku, which today 
serves as the Azerbaijan State Philharmonic 
Hall. The website WorldConcertHall.com, 
dedicated to international concert venues, 
lists the architect of the Baku Philharmonic 
as “Gavril Ter-Mikelov.” However, I was 
unable to locate any contemporary Azer-
baijani website that explicitly mentions the 
Armenian architect of their philharmonic 
hall.

As is widely known, Armenian church 
architecture often features a central dome 
rising over a cross-shaped plan — the dis-
tinctive “cross-dome” or “cross-in-square” 
design developed over centuries. In 1909, 
Nikoghayos Bayev and Hovhannes Ka-
jaznuni built the Armenian Church of St. 
Thaddeus and St. Bartholomew in Baku, 
designed in this cross-dome style. In 1937, 
the church was demolished, and Azerbai-
jan’s main music academy — the Con-
servatory — was built on its foundations. 
Because the original foundations were pre-
served, the conservatory retains the shape 

of an Armenian cross even in the 21st cen-
tury.

Among other notable works by Hov-
hannes Kajaznuni are a hospital and a hotel 
in the Balakhani district of Baku. Another 
building, which today houses the Writers’ 
Union of Azerbaijan, was designed by 
Vardan Sarkisov, originally from Shushi. 
Moving between Moscow and Baku, Sark-
isov also contributed to the construction 
of Moscow’s Metropol Hotel and the for-
mer Polytechnic Museum of the USSR. In 
1932, he became chairman of the Union of 
Architects of Azerbaijan.

Armenian architect Edmond Tigranian, 
the son of composer Armen Tigranian, 
conducted extensive research on the contri-
bution of Armenian architects to the urban 
landscapes of Caucasian cities. According 
to Narek Sargsyan, this research was first 
published in the 1990s with the support of 
Armenian-American benefactor Armik Ha-
kobian and later republished in 2003. The 
volume contains invaluable documentation 
of the significant Armenian contribution to 
the architecture of Azerbaijan.

The accompanying video report is at 
mirrorspectator.com. 

Armenian Architects of the Azerbaijani Capital

By Norayr Kherlopian

BELMONT, Mass. — On Sunday, De-
cember 7, 2025, the altar of Holy Cross 
Catholic Church was beautifully adorned 
with candlelight, creating a warm and rev-
erent atmosphere that set the tone for a 
memorable Christmas concert.

The program opened with the string quar-
tet composed of violinists Haig Hovsepian 
and Michael Fisher, violist Yeh-Chun Lin, 

and cellist Austin Topper performing the 
Overture–Miniature from Tchaikovsky’s 
“The Nutcracker,” followed by welcoming 
remarks from Very Rev. Ghazar Bedros-
sian. 

The quartet continued the program with 
a selection of beloved Christmas favorites, 
including Winter Wonderland, Let It Snow, 
I’ll Be Home for Christmas, and Corelli’s 
Christmas Concerto Grosso. Each piece 
was performed with exceptional virtuosity, 
warmth and expressive depth.

The second part of the program featured 
Bedrossian, who offered deeply moving 
performances of Schubert’s Ave Maria, 
César Franck’s Panis Angelicus, and the 
beloved O Holy Night. His singing filled 
the church with a sense of reverence, evok-
ing the atmosphere of a historic European 
cathedral.

The final portion of the evening includ-
ed selections from “The Nutcracker,” The 
Christmas Waltz, The Little Drummer Boy, 
and All I Want for Christmas Is My Two 
Front Teeth, bringing the concert to a joyful 
and festive conclusion.

Haig Hovsepian and his ensemble are to 

be highly commended for their continued 
dedication to enriching the cultural and 
spiritual life of the community.

Following the concert, guests were invit-

ed to a reception featuring an elegant assort-
ment of canapés, hors d’oeuvres, desserts, 
and refreshments, prepared and hosted by 
the Ladies Auxiliary of the church.

Christmas Concert at Holy Cross Armenian Catholic Church, Belmont

From left, Haig Hovsepian, Michael Fisher, Very Rev. Ghazar Bedrossian, Austin 
Topper and Yen-Chun Lin (Jirair Hovsepian photo)

The quartet with Very Rev. Ghazar 
Bedrossian (Jirair Hovsepian photo)

 Hovhannes Kajaznuni

Gabriel Ter-Mikelov

Azerbaijan State Philharmonic Hall, designed by Gabriel Ter Mikelov (photo 
Wikimedia Common, uploaded by Shmuliko)
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By Christopher Atamian
Special to the Mirror-Spectator

“It is simply in the nature of the Armenian to study, to 
learn, to question, to speculate, to discover, to invent, to 
revise, to restore, to preserve, to make, and to give.”

— William Saroyan

Arpi Sarafian begins her second volume of collected re-
views with a quote from her literary idol Virginia Woolf: 
“The soul is not restrained by barriers. It overflows, it 
floods, it mingles with the soul of others.” 

Throughout Sarafian’s delightful essays, one feels her 
soul overflow as well. Unlike some other literary critics, 
Sarafian prefers to edify rather than criticize, to uplift 
rather than tear down. Each one of the 56 entries in this 
2024 compendium offers insight into a contemporary Ar-
menian writer or artist. Some like David Kherdian and a 
revisited William Saroyan are well-known and acclaimed, 
while others such as the Armenian Creatives are relative-
ly new on the scene. And given recent events in Artsakh 
(Karabakh) and Armenia, Sarafian’s writing takes on re-
newed vigor as she highlights writers with a penchant for 
reform, including novelist Micheline Aharonian Marcom 
and poet Alan Semerdjian.

Novelist Aris Janigian provides a fine and enlightening 
interview to open the compendium, which follows up on 
Sarafian’s previous volume, Endless Crossings: Reflec-
tions on Armenian Art and Culture in Los Angeles, pub-
lished in 2019. The subtitles to both volumes suggest the 
many ways in which her reviews cross and recross the 
many rich layers of contemporary Armenian writing. And 
as Sarafian herself notes in her foreword, the title to this 
most recent volume also alludes to Woolf’s The Second 
Common Reader. The present volume is peppered with 
references to the brilliant feminist who famously asserted 
that a “room of one’s own” was needed for any success-
ful writing career. We are glad that Sarafian has found a 
room of her own to write from, for her writing is equally 
important and enlightening within its own context. Al-
most all of the pieces in the compendium first appeared 
over the last five years in the pages of the Armenian Mir-
ror-Spectator, where Sarafian is a regular contributor, a 
publication which continues to give important space to 
Armenian literature and writing in general. 

Sarafian’s book is divided into seven parts, such as 
“Fiction,” “Translations,” “Armenia Forever,” and “The 
Promise of a Woman’s Difference.” One of my favorite 
pieces is her fine review of Maryam Petrosyan’s 2017 
The Gray House, a best seller in Russia that has other-
wise gone relatively unnoticed in the Armenian diaspo-
ra. Sarafian perfectly captures both the odd beauty and 
humanity of this boarding house for misfits and handi-
caps. Petrosyan’s tale takes the reader into a world of 
children who have limbs missing, who stutter and suffer 
from other deformities. There is even a room of death 
called “Sepulcher” within the house itself. In the gray 
house however, the children are among their own and are 
not judged. The book is one great metaphor for what is 
wrong with society. Sarafian, with her usual incisiveness, 
writes: “What ultimately emerges is Petrosyan’s empathy 
for her fellow human beings, good and bad.” And later: 
“Petrosyan’s imagined world enlightens and opens into 
spirituality. The references to the ancient Chinese Taoist 
philosopher Lao Tzu and the need for “introspection,” 
“spiritual cleansing” and “deeper self-awareness,” in-
dicate how far we have traveled from “the spirit” of the 
true Tao.” Sarafian gives the reader a rare and complete 
overview of the book, both stylistic and spiritual, while 
tantalizingly dropping hints of plot details that make one 
want to read it its (over 700-page!) entirety.

Sarafian is also explicitly concerned with the place of 
Armenians in the American literary canon, or their lack 
thereof. Anyone who takes even a cursory look at cur-
rent college curricula, even those purporting to represent 

“minority literature,” will notice a preponderance of An-
glo-Saxon writers and a corresponding lack of Arme-
nians, from Leon Surmelian down to our many brilliant 
contemporary poets and fiction writers: “Exclusion is the 
name of the game here. The majority/minority mentali-
ty in the United States has led to minority groups being 
repressed by the so-called dominant culture. Even at a 
time — roughly in the early 1970s to the 1990s — when 
celebrating diversity and multiculturalism was the polit-
ically correct thing to do, the works of minority (i.e. eth-
nic) writers were pretty much excluded from the list of 
‘accepted’ texts on English booklists.” 

Sarafian includes a layered discussion of that best-known 
of all Armenian writers: “The case of William Saroyan is a 
little more complex. Why would we stop teaching a writ-
er whose works enjoyed enormous popularity when they 
were first published? Saroyan’s obvious celebration of our 
diversity may be a factor in excluding him from a literary 
canon that privileges Anglo-Saxon writers.” 

But here as elsewhere, Sarafian goes deeper in her anal-
ysis and beyond the more obvious reasons for Saroyan’s 
exclusion from the canon: “I also think that the autobi-
ographical strand in much of Saroyan’s writing places 
him outsides the academic mainstream which for decades 
following the ’30s when Saroyan’s works were being 
published, was dominated by the New Criticism, a crit-
ical approach that privileges texts that separate the work 
form its content and that lend themselves more readily 
to close textual analysis.” Ditto — this had always been 
my contention as well, namely that Saroyan’s work has 
been met with this double critical whammy from which it 
is only now beginning to recover thanks to the efforts of 
people like Aris Janigian and Mark Arax to re-assert his 
importance. In a sense, Sarafian justly asserts, the fluidity 
and conversational tone of Saroyan’s stories was simply 
not experimental enough for mid to late-century academic 
tastes.

Sarafian’s criticism is also unique for its breadth and 
scope. She reviews children’s literature for example and 
puts it on equal footing with its “grown-up” counterparts. 
The same is true for translation, an often overlooked art-
form. Sarafian discusses both books translated into Arme-
nian, such as Vahe-Vahian’s pristine translation of Khalil 
Gibran’s The Prophet (Markaren in Armenian) —  which 
she deems as perhaps superior even to the original — as 
well as classical works such as Nigoghos Sarafian’s The 
Bois de Vincennes, translated from Armenian and Denis 
Donikian’s Trashland, translated from French but which 
takes place in contemporary Armenia. She also provides 
a delightful analysis of Shushan Avagyan’s A Book, Unti-
tled, which recounts an imaginary meeting between two 
important early 20th century Armenian feminists, Zabel 
Yesayan and Shushanik Kurghinian.

A former professor at Cal State and a graduate of AUB 
who holds a PhD in English Literature from USC, Sara-
fian also knows when to offer qualified criticism, as when 
she suggests for example that a text by the talented Kamée 
Abrahamian might be stronger if not published handwrit-
ten or when she takes the outspoken Kardash Onnig to 
task for perhaps too often changing his opinions. Yet she 
is always fair. Sarafian also has a eye for covering both 
established authors like Micheline Aharonian Marcom 
whose distinctly lyrical deconstructed style may have 
encountered resistance among more conservative Arme-
nian readers — here she glowing accounts of both a brief 
history of A Brief History of Yes and The New American, 
to writers like the sublime poet Alan Semerdjian and the 
powerfully gritty Aida Zilelian. Sarafian also has her hand 
on the pulse of latest developments, as in the three pieces 
that she devotes to the singular group known as the Ar-
menian Creatives under the separate entry “We Resist.” 
This group of young writers is almost single-handedly re-
vamping Western Armenian with new vocabulary, slang 
and modes of writing previously ignored by a language 

which has of late been passed down mainly through out-
dated textbooks and such. At first Sarafian is somewhat 
puzzled by the collective’s work, but by her third review 
she has been won over — and is proud to say so!

Sarafian also sheds light on some of our most gifted 
writers whose work has perhaps been at times uneven, 
such as her sensitive accounting of Pete Najarian’s 2021 
Mutual in Love Divine, a sixteen-part opus on the themes 
of love and death. She ends this piece, her penultimate 
review in the collection, by describing this excerpt: “Once 
upon a time before the atom bomb and the mass extinc-
tion of life, a woman walked home from the factory at 
day’s end…” as “exquisite writing. Mutual in Love Di-
vine is Najarian at his best.” One wants to add that this 
is Sarafian at her best as well, were it not for the fact that 
all her writing seems equally exquisite, like a new flower 
which blooms under the writer’s fine pen each time she 
sits down to write.

Re-reading the essays in Sarafian’s book engendered 
the following reflection in me about the disconnect be-
tween cultural transmission and the survival of Armenian 
culture, especially in the diaspora. Writing a check for a 
designated charity or the construction of a new church are 
laudable acts, but they usually require relatively little time 
commitment or creative thinking on the part of donors. 
The same is true of volunteering for most community 
events. Meanwhile, the type of thought and writing that 
a few people like Sarafian quietly engage in exists on an 
altogether different and perhaps higher plane. Along with 
teachers who transmit the Armenian language and culture 
daily to their students, nothing is more difficult — and 
important — than to think, critique and suggest new di-
rections for cultural workers such as writers, artists and 
performers. We owe Sarafian a debt of gratitude and hope 
that her pen continues to grace the pages of the Armenian 
Mirror-Spectator for some time more to come. 

Books
The Second Endless Crossings: Reflections on Armenian 
Art and Culture: Arpi Sarafian’s Critical Tour de Force

Donation
Adrienne and Richard McOmber donated $150 to the Armenian Mirror-Spectator.

Naghash Ensemble Makes 
New Jersey Debut Before a 
Sold-Out Audience
NAGHASH, from page 13
contemporary elements, creating a unique musical lan-
guage that resonates with audiences worldwide. For this 
special concert, all members of the Naghash Ensemble 
traveled from Armenia, making the evening even more 
meaningful for the local community.

The TCA Greater New York Chapter continues its 
mission to serve the community by fostering cultural 
awareness, supporting artistic excellence, and creating 
opportunities for intergenerational and cross-cultural en-
gagement. Presenting the Naghash Ensemble reflects the 
chapter’s dedication to bringing world-class Armenian 
artists to local audiences and strengthening cultural ties 
within the community.

The concert was an evening where music, history, and 
community came together in a truly inspiring celebration 
of Armenian spiritual and artistic heritage.



By Artsvi Bakhchinyan
Special to the Mirror-Spectator

YEREVAN–VLADIVOSTOK, Russia 
— Ballet dancer Razmik Marukyan, born 
in 2000 in Echmiadzin,  studied at the Ye-
revan State College of Choreography from 
2009 to 2016. From 2017 to 2020 he was 
a ballet artist with the Alexander Spendi-
aryan National Academic Opera and Ballet 
Theatre, and since 2020, he has been a prin-
cipal soloist. In 2017, at the international 

A r a b e s q u e 
compet i t ion 
held in Brus-
sels, he won 
first prize and 
received the 
special award 
for “Most Ar-
tistic Perform-
er.” In 2018, at 
the USA IBC 
international 
competition, 
he received 
the Jury Sym-

pathy Award; in 2019, at the Young Ballet 
of the World competition in Sochi, he was 
awarded second prize and a silver med-
al. Among his roles on the Yerevan stage 
are Zvezdich (“Masquerade”), Armen 
(“Gayane”), Crassus (“Spartacus”), Al-
brecht (“Giselle”), Basil (“Don Quixote”), 
Siegfried (“Swan Lake”), the Jester (“The 
Glass Palace”), Prince Lemon (“Cipol-
lino”), the Aviator (“The Little Prince”), 
and others. In 2024, at the 18th Arabesque 
Russian Ballet Competition named after 
Ekaterina Maximova, held in Perm and 
bringing together more than 200 artists 
and choreographers from 14 countries, he 

was declared the winner and awarded first 
prize. In 2023–2025 he worked as a guest 
principal soloist in Georgia, Italy, the USA, 
Lithuania, and Germany, and since July of 
last year he has been a premier of the ballet 
company of the Mariinsky Theatre’s Pri-
morsky Stage (Vladivostok).

Dear Razmik, when speaking with 
dancers I like to quote the words of fa-
mous figures about the art of dance. The 
great Mikhail Baryshnikov once said: 
“There comes a moment in a young art-
ist’s life when he knows he has to bring 
something to the stage from within him-
self. He has to put in something in order 
to be able to take something.” Do you 
think that moment has come for you?

I think that when Baryshnikov said this, 
he meant that one must bring to the stage 
something that presents you as a distinc-
tive individual. Of course, that has already 
happened in my career, and each time I go 
on stage it no longer matters which char-
acter you embody — the distinctiveness 
is your personality. After all, it is not tech-

nique that reveals an artist’s individuality; 
it merely emphasizes it.

Who were your teachers?
I graduated from the class of our dis-

tinguished ballet pedagogue Hovhannes 
Divanyan. I also trained with Arman Bal-
manukyan, particularly while preparing for 
competitions. It was Arman who shaped 
me as a dancer and as an artist.

I have been following your career since 
2018. I remember being worried when 
you were in the army in 2020; I have al-
ways considered military service to be a 
mistake for a ballet artist. How do you 
remember those two years?

I agree with you. Yes, it is a hardship in 
a dancer’s life, but I remember those two 
years very warmly. At this point I can say 
that they were among the best two years of 
my life, if not the very best. I felt real. What 
happened during those two years of ser-
vice shaped my “self.” It was difficult, of 
course, but now, looking back, I remember 
all the hardships with a smile. Some things 
with fear and a smile as well.

Your appearance seems tailor-made 
for a classical dancer. But in your opin-
ion, shouldn’t a ballet prince also possess 
a corresponding inner world?

Appearance is not always the most im-
portant thing. Yes, for classical productions 
it is very important, but if there is no fire 
inside the artist, you can be Alain Delon 
for all I care — on stage you must “speak.” 
In our case, speak with the body, with the 
soul.

In 2018, the late Russian ballet crit-
ic Alexander Firer, after seeing you in 
“Gayane,” wrote in his article “Argu-
ments of Armenian Ballet”: “The bril-
liant 18-year-old Razmik Marukyan 
(Giko) possesses a rare combination in 

ballet: striking looks, 
strong artistry, plas-
ticity, excellent tech-
nique, flexibility, and 
a fine foot — an essen-
tial quality for a clas-
sical dancer. He is un-
doubtedly the future 
of Armenian ballet.” 
(Muzykalnaya zhizn 
(Musical Life), 2018, 
no. 8, p. 65). And in-
deed, you impressed us 
with a number of lead-
ing roles. It seemed 
you would never lack 

roles. Yet today you are performing on 
the periphery of Russia, while some Rus-
sian artists come to work in our ballet 
company.

The year 2018 was precisely that diffi-
cult year for me when the issue of going 
into military service arose, and our tours 
coincided with the final week before my 
departure for the army. I think that also 
helped me bring my portrayal of Giko to 
where it needed to reach.

I have always lacked roles. I have tried 
at every suitable opportunity to find new 
challenges. In Armenia I performed all the 
possible and impossible roles in our reper-
toire. This is a very delicate issue: I did not 
leave Armenia because of any problem. I 
came in order to find new roles, new signif-
icance, a new quality in my life.

And at present, yes, I am here, at the 
Vladivostok branch of the Mariinsky The-
atre. I think the name itself already speaks 
of the theatre’s quality. At present I am hap-
py here. By the way, our compatriots living 
in St. Petersburg can see me in Mariinsky 

Theatre performances from March 2 to 12.
What is the state of ballet like in Vlad-

ivostok? We know that Russian cultural 
companies today are deprived of touring 
in the West because of sanctions. Is your 
theatre at least able to perform in the re-
gion?

The theatre has at least three or four re-
gional tours a year. Yes, there are difficul-
ties because of the sanctions, but culture is 
such a force that it will break through any 
barrier. The quality of the theatre, as I al-
ready said, in my opinion, does not even 
need discussion. In just the past five months 

I have already had four new premieres.
Dear Razmik, I wish you continued 

success and hope that one fine day you 
will return to the Yerevan Opera and 
Ballet Theatre to continue delighting 
your compatriot admirers.

I have never closed the door behind me. 
From the very first day I said: if the theatre 
needs me, and if there is even the slightest 
wish to invite me, I am ready to come and 
lead performances. I treat my home theatre 
with great love and respect, and I love it 
very much.
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MASSACHUSETTS

OF Events & Programs
Calendar
DECEMBER 12-April 26, 2026 —The Armenian Museum of America 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.

FEBRUARY 3 — CELEBRATE ARMENIA!  PRESENTING SCHOOLS & PRO-
GRAMS FOR CHILDREN & YOUTH Tuesday at 7pm, virtual program show-
casing schools and programs. offering instruction in language, culture, his-
tory & the arts during the school year recognizing their leadership and 
commitment to excellence.  Announcement & Registration: Armemiam-
HeritagePark.org/Calendar

FEBRUARY 8 — The Arlington Philharmonic Orchestra, led by Music Director 
Orlando Cela, will present a concert entitled “Armenia”, on Sunday, Feb-
ruary 8, at 3 p.m. Arlington High School Auditorium, 869 Massachusetts 
Ave., Arlington. The entire program will feature works by Armenian com-
posers, including Arlington’s own Alan Hovhaness, and will include: Ballet 
Suite by Geghuni Chitchyan (world premiere); Rhapsody for Violin and Or-
chestra by Eduard Bagdasaryan featuring violin soloist Sargis Karapetyan; 
Elegy in Memory of Aram Khachaturian by Arno Babajanian/Arr. S. Arake-
lian; Symphony No.1, “Exile”, by Alan Hovhaness. Tickets are available 
at the door: $20 General Admission, $15 Students/Seniors, $5 Children 
17 & Under. Wheelchair Accessible. The Arlington Philharmonic Orchestra 
is part of the Philharmonic Society of Arlington, Inc. a 501(c)3 non-profit 
community organization which also includes the Arlington-Belmont Cho-
rale and the Arlington-Belmont Chamber Chorus. For more information, 
visit www.psarlington.org

FEBRUARY 14 — Poon Paregentan (“Great Carnival”) Dinner-Dance. Sts. Var-
tanantz Armenian Church, 180 Old Westford Rd., Chelmsford. A terrific 
family evening of great food, music and dancing. Featuring Leon Janikian, 
clarinet; Greg Takvorian, oud/vocals;  Dave Anisbigian, guitar/vocals; and 
Art Chingris, Dumbeg. Latest dance tunes from Armenia and America Pop 
music by DJ Garen. 6 p.m. Adults: $40. Students: $15. Children under 6: 
free. Paid reservations must be made by February 11 either on the church 
website, stsvartanantz.com, or by contacting Corie Horan, coriehoran@
gmail.com, 978-967-6423.

FEBRUARY 23 - MARCH 22 — On exhibit at Boston City Hall, “Geometry as 
Public Part: Telling a Story,” Curriculum Inspired by Armenian Heritage 
Park on the Greenway.

MARCH 1 — UNDER THE SNOW MOON. Sunday at 4pm, virtual. Virtu-
al program of Armenian Heritage Park on The Greenway. Registration: 
ArmemianHeritagePark.org/Calendar

APRIL 9 — LET’S GET TOGETHER! Thursday, 7-9pm JOIA BOSTON AT THE 
HARBORSIDE INN, BOSTON

Young Leaders‘ Friends Benefit for Armenian Heritage Park Donation: $30/
person. Advance Reservations. ArmeniaHeritagePark.org/Support

MAY  2 — CELEBRATE PUBLIC ART! ABSTRACT SCULPTURE PERMANENT 
& ALIVE & WORLD LABYRINTH DAY: WALK AS ONE. Saturday at 12:30 
pm.  ARMENIAN HERITAGE PARK ON THE GREENWAY, BOSTON Join 
people in cities & towns in 35 countries world-wide: Armenia (Gyum-
ri), Australia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Columbia, Ecuador, England, France, 
Germany, Ireland, Italy, Mexico, South Africa, Spain, many more. Recep-
tion following.

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.mirrorspectator.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.

Razmik Marukyan, from 
the Marinskii website

Razmik Marukyan
Always in Search of New Challenges

Razmik Marukyan in “Swan Lake”
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In recent weeks, there has 
been intense discussion sur-
rounding developments re-

lated to Iran. US President Donald Trump was presented with 
various options for potential military action against Iran, includ-
ing strikes targeting specific military facilities or strategically 
significant sites. However, no final decision had been made by 
the Trump administration. The administration appeared to have 
adopted a wait-and-see approach, observing what outcomes the 
protesters themselves might achieve independently. At the same 
time, President Trump announced that any country continuing 
to conduct business with the Islamic Republic of Iran would be 
subjected to a 25 percent tariff on all trade with the United States.

In turn, the US Virtual Embassy in Tehran urged American cit-
izens to leave Iran as soon as possible via Turkey or Armenia. 
Historically, such warnings have 
often preceded possible airstrikes 
or broader military campaigns 
that could lead to regime change 
in Iran. Notably, when asked 
whether he believed that the Shah 
of Iran’s son could become Iran’s 
next leader, Trump responded 
that this was not necessary and 
that it would be more prudent to 
wait and see whether any local 
forces might emerge and assert 
themselves.

It was natural that one of the 
largest protest movements in 
Iran’s history was closely mon-
itored by both Israel and the 
United States. When major external actors sense that it may be 
possible to influence events or further destabilize the situation in 
Iran, they almost certainly consider acting in that direction. De-
spite this, the US president and several senior officials from his 
administration repeatedly issued warnings and threats regarding 
potential strikes against Iran. In fact, President Trump himself 
made at least six or seven statements or public posts of this na-
ture during that period.

The potential collapse of Iran’s current government would, of 
course, have created far-reaching consequences for the region, 
extending well beyond internal instability. The weakening of a 
strong central authority typically produces a power vacuum, of-

ten leading to the emergence of religious and ethnic divisions 
— an outcome that is entirely plausible in Iran. A key question 
remains whether, following a change in power, Iran would be 
able to preserve its territorial integrity or whether it would follow 
the path of numerous other states that lost territory due to revolu-
tions, internal fragmentation, and civil or ethnic conflicts in parts 
of the Middle East. Clearly, no country — including multi-ethnic 
Iran — is fully insulated from such risks.

A disruption of Iran’s territorial integrity or prolonged destabi-
lization would not serve Armenia’s interests. First, Iran is home 
to a significant Armenian community. Second, instability could 
generate large-scale population movements, placing minorities 
and migrants at particular risk. For Armenia, Iran has long been 
a friendly neighbor with centuries of shared history. Any dete-
rioration of the situation in Iran would have direct implications 

for Armenia’s economy and se-
curity. Moreover, in the event of 
Iran’s fragmentation, the emer-
gence of a new Azerbaijani-in-
fluenced entity along Armenia’s 
border could not be ruled out. It 
should also be noted that ethnic 
Azerbaijanis comprise approxi-
mately 20 percent of Iran’s total 
population.

Such a scenario would large-
ly align with the interests of 
Ankara and Baku, given their 
connections with Azerbaijani 
communities in Iran and their 
potential influence over them. 
At the same time, the weakening 

of Iran would have meant an expansion of Turkey’s role in the 
South Caucasus — a development that historically has only been 
counterbalanced by a strong and unified Iran.

It was noteworthy that large-scale rallies took place not only 
in Iran but also in front of Iranian embassies in many countries 
around the world. Armenia was no exception. Notably, these pro-
tests became a kind of test for Armenia–Iran relations, as the Ira-
nian ambassador to Armenia expressed dissatisfaction with both 
the course of the demonstrations and the actions of Armenian 
law enforcement agencies. The situation reached the point where 
Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan personally attempted

continued on next page
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Potential Consequences of Iran Instability Dangerous for Armenia
By Suren Sargsyan
Special to the Mirror-Spectatowr

Under the presidency of Catholicos of All Armenians Kare-
kin II, the Supreme Spiritual Council of the Armenian Apostolic 
Church, during its last meeting, considered it necessary, in the cur-
rent conditions of serious government-church crisis, to convene 
the Episcopal Assembly of the Mother See of the Armenian Ap-
ostolic Church in order to examine in detail all the facts of the 
current unprecedented crisis and to make decisions in response to 
the latest developments leading to effectively sectarian destructive 
acts. The Episcopal Conference 
is also expected to consider and 
decide on the convening of the 
National Ecclesiastical Assem-
bly, which, according to the by-
laws of the Armenian Apostolic 
Church, is the supreme author-
ity authorized and obligated to 
make decisions that, as legal 
decisions, must be implemented and followed by all structures of 
the Armenian Church operating in Armenia and the worldwide di-
aspora. 

Unfortunately, the Supreme Spiritual Council has felt obliged 
to convene this important meeting from February 16 to 19, which 
under normal conditions should have been convened in the Moth-
er See of Holy Echmiadzin, outside of Armenia, due to the obvi-
ous political insecurity prevailing in Armenia. Indeed, the illegal 
detentions of clergy and some laity by the authorities in recent 
months – an unprecedented and painful phenomenon in the his-
tory of the Armenian people –have created this atmosphere of in-
security, which makes it impossible for participants in this global 
Assembly of Bishops to undertake a journey to Armenia without 
exposing themselves to the possibility of illegal detention. This is 
precisely why it has been decided to convene the Episcopal As-
sembly in the city of St. Pölten, Austria.

This latest incident is extremely regrettable, for which the cur-
rent Armenian authorities bear full responsibility. Indeed, it is with 
the aim of eliminating the serious consequences of the aforemen-
tioned insecurity that we recall the just and appropriate demand 

of the ADL Coordinated Press on or about December 17, in Ar-
menian and English, under the following title: “A Demand for 
Government to Publicly Guarantee Personal Immunity to Allow 
Church Assemblies to Resolve Issues.”

Unfortunately, the authorities, consciously or unconsciously, 
completely ignored this very legitimate demand.

That is why it is now completely unfair and misleading when the 
authorities, or their acolytes, try to criticize the convening of the 

Episcopal Assembly outside 
the Mother See.

On the other hand, it is also 
worth remembering that not 
only are there no legal obsta-
cles in our statutes for con-
vening the Supreme Spiritual 
Council or Episcopal Assem-
blies outside of Armenia, but, 

on the contrary, there are precedents.
We wish that the Episcopal Assembly of the Armenian Apostol-

ic Church, which will be convened in Austria from February 16 to 
19, will be constructive and productive, despite the current state 
of extremely unhealthy relations between the government and the 
church in Armenia, which is unprecedented in our history.

This extremely important church assembly, convened at this 
serious historical juncture, must reach its conclusion with a con-
scious victory of a spirit of national unity.

Armenian Democratic Liberal Party (ADLP) Coordinated Press
Azg (Armenia)

Abaka (Canada)
Arev (Egypt)

Zartonk (Lebanon)
Nor Ashkharh (Greece)

Baikar (USA)
Armenian Mirror-Spectator (USA)

Sardarabad (Argentina)
January 20, 2026

Episcopal Assembly Will Be Held in Vienna: Government 
Immunity Guarantee to Participants Lacking in Armenia
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The Armenian Church 
Should Immediately 
Defrock All Rebellious 
Clergymen

Archbishop Hovnan Derderian, Primate of the Western Diocese of the Ar-
menian Church of the United States, issued a highly controversial statement 
last week that caused further turmoil by aggravating the existing contentious 
relations between Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan and the Armenian Apostolic 
Church.

Recently, Abp. Derderian also signed a joint statement with nine other dis-
sident high-ranking clergymen and Prime Minister Pashinyan, calling for the 
resignation of the Catholicos of All Armenians Karekin II, under the guise of 
reforming the Church. It is absurd to believe that these rebellious clergy are 
capable of reforming the Church as some of them have committed grave im-
moral and criminal acts. The National Security Service has blackmailed them 
by threatening to make public their crimes and illicit affairs, thus forcing them 
to join Pashinyan’s anti-Church campaign.

After leading a six-month long failed campaign to force the resignation of 
the Catholicos, the Prime Minister switched tactics by pressuring a group of 
clergymen to join him in dislodging the Catholicos, thus causing a split within 
the Church.

There are several serious problems with what Pashinyan and the malcontent 
clergy are trying to do.

1) The Prime Minister is violating the constitutional principle of separation 
of Church and State by meddling in the Church’s internal affairs.

2) In recent Sundays, Pashinyan has backed certain defrocked “clergymen” 
by attending an unauthorized Divine Liturgy (Badarak) celebrated by them in 
a handful of churches in Armenia.

 3) Bishop Gevork Saroyan, Primate of the Masyatsotn Diocese in Armenia, 
filed a lawsuit against the Catholicos for replacing him. The judge, under Pash-
inyan’s orders, reinstated the Primate, thus violating Armenia’s constitution 
and the provisions of the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR). The Ar-
menian Apostolic Church should submit a complaint to the ECHR against the 
Armenian government for violating the European Court’s provisions which 
prohibit the State from interfering in internal Church decisions.

Abp. Derderian in his statement last week listed 11 reasons for opposing the 
Catholicos. Here are my counter-arguments.

Jesus Christ said: “He, who is without sin, cast the first stone” (John 8:7). 
Jesus also said: “You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then 
you will see clearly to remove the speck out of your brother’s eye” (Matthew 
7:5).  No one is perfect in this world, including the Catholicos, but those who 
criticize him, should have clean hands themselves and, above all, tell the truth.

Abp. Derderian accused the Catholicos of:
1) Covering up an alleged indecent act by Archbishop Arshag, who has de-

nied this baseless accusation. He has been wrongly arrested and jailed. The 
allegation of moral turpitude, even if true, is not a crime for which a person can 
be legally pursued by the government.

2) Urging a defrocked monk and his mother to participate in an anti-govern-
ment protest. This is entirely false.

3) Not reacting to accusations of violating his vow of celibacy. Rumors are 

not proven facts, and not refuting a rumor is not proof of guilt. There are also 
rumors circulating about the Primate of the Western Diocese, yet he has not 
denied any of them.

4) Remaining silent after the National Security Service accused his brother, 
Archbishop Yezras, the Primate of Russia and New Nakhichevan, of being a 
foreign agent. This is another false accusation based on a forged document. 
However, Abp. Yezras has refuted the allegation.

5) Not disclosing the finances of the Mother See of Holy Etchmiadzin. Abp. 
Derderian should be more concerned with the fact that the Western Diocese 
has built the St. Leon Cathedral Complex in Burbank, California, with tens of 
millions of dollars raised from the public, yet I don’t recall seeing a report of 
how the money was spent.

6) Shelving revised Church statutes that a reform committee headed by Abp. 
Derderian had drafted. Why did he not complain about this inaction all these 
years, and why is he raising his voice only now, after joining the Prime Minis-
ter’s political campaign against the Church?

7) Acting unilaterally. There are similar accusations about Abp. Derderian’s 
overbearing leadership style. For example, no one dares to speak up when he 
assigns clergy to positions without consulting the Diocesan Council.

8) Politicizing the Church and opposing the “state’s peace agenda.” The 
Church cannot remain silent witnessing Pashinyan’s destructive actions. He 
cannot bring peace by making endless concessions to Armenia’s enemies. The 
Church is not opposed to the State, but to the current authorities’ defeatist 
policies.

9) Conducting an underground media campaign to discredit his critics. Abp. 
Derderian is misrepresenting the Catholicos as a public relations expert.

10) Weakening the Church, “leaving the people in the clutches of the sects.” 
This is an ongoing issue since Armenia’s independence. It is wrong to blame 
solely the current Catholicos. Abp. Derderian should be more concerned with 
the problems in his own backyard, where there is widespread sectarian activity, 
prostitution, and drug addiction.

11) Conducting “anti-state confrontational policies.” This is a repeat of point 
8. The Church is not “anti-state.” It is opposed to this regime, which is destroy-
ing the country.

In conclusion, Abp. Derderian is insincere in his criticisms of the Church. 
As Primate for 36 years (Canada: 1990-2003 and Western U.S.: 2003-present) 
and member of the Supreme Spiritual Council, he has submissively served the 
Catholicos without a single complaint until now.

All the issues that Abp. Derderian raised, right or wrong, should be dis-
cussed internally according to long-established Church procedures. Making 
the Church’s dirty laundry public harms the Armenian Apostolic Church and 
alienates worshippers.

It is neither in the interest of the Armenian Church nor the Armenian na-
tion for Abp. Derderian to join the political campaign of Pashinyan, whose sole 
purpose is not reforming the Church, but prolonging his Prime Ministerial seat 
after the June Parliamentary elections.

Many believe that Abp. Derderian’s only reason for embarking on such an 
unwise course of action is that Pashinyan has promised to make him the next 
Catholicos.

The Western US Diocesan Council should consider replacing Abp. Derderian 
by holding elections for a new primate.

It is time for the Armenian Church to defrock Derderian and all the other 
clergymen who have violated their religious oaths and joined Prime Minister 
Pashinyan, who is willing to sacrifice the interests of the Church and state for 
the sake of his own political ambitions.

My Turn

        by Harut Sassounian

from previous page
to calm tensions and defuse the situation, stating that Armenia 
always takes into account the interests of its friendly neighbor 
Iran. Nevertheless, the Iranian side’s reaction is also under-
standable, as in a tense situation it was difficult to fully main-
tain composure.

Despite the sanctions imposed on Iran, the country has re-
mained a critical gateway for Armenia to the outside world, 
maintaining important economic, political, and trade rela-
tions. Any deterioration of the situation in Iran would directly 
affect Armenia. Although it remains unclear how President 
Trump intends to implement the proposed 25 percent tariffs 
on countries trading with Iran, the announcement nonetheless 
presents Armenia with an exceptionally difficult dilemma: ei-
ther to continue trade with Iran and face punitive tariffs from 
the United States, or to suspend trade with Iran in order to 
avoid tariff escalation. 

In practical terms, this represents the most challenging situ-
ation Armenia has faced as a result of anti-Iranian sanctions to 
date, particularly because businesses and economic actors had 
already adapted to earlier restrictions and developed workable 
solutions. Under any scenario, Armenia is effectively con-
fronted with a choice between a difficult option and an even 
more difficult one. Despite the US abstaining from military 
intervention, the situation remains unsettled. 

(Suren Sargsyan is an expert on US foreign policy, re-
searcher and author. He is a graduate of Yerevan State Univer-
sity, 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 
research center based in Yerevan.)

A Response to Khatchkar 
Studios on the Future of 
Armenian Churches
By Mark Tashjian

You may have seen Khatchkar Studios’ publica-
tion about Armenian Americans’ weak participation 
in the church. I am passionate about the state of Ar-
menia and the Armenian church in America, so I 
appreciate Khatchkar Studios raising this question. 
Early on, I reached out to Khatchar Studios about 
my suggestion of how to address this issue, and am 
sharing my thoughts with you now.

Before we discuss emotionally charged issues 
like the state of the Armenian Church in America, 
however, I would like to ask you to read this with 
the intention to understand and relate. When we can 
relate, we can have healthier, more productive dis-
agreements that lead to solutions and growth. We 
all care passionately about Armenia, and we are 
concerned about the state of the Church and nation. 
What that concern looks like and over what varies. 
While my background is a Protestant Evangelical 
one, I pray that both the Apostolic and Protestant 
churches will be full and growing both in faith and 
in number. There is great need for both, and plenty of 
room for both. Participation in either of them is a win 
for both, and I suggest churches can look at what the 
Bible teaches about church life and at what works to 

incorporate it.
I grew up attending an Armenian Evangelical 

Church. As an adult, I have gone regularly with 
friends and family to Apostolic churches, and was 
married in one. I am a member of a non-denomina-
tional American church. I have spent nearly half of 
my time over the past two years in Armenia serving 
with various churches and getting to know various 
churches throughout the country. I spent months 
in Syunik volunteering with refugees forcibly dis-
placed from Artsakh. I helped with youth camps 
in Armenia. I visited Apostolic churches, Baptist 
churches, Evangelical Union churches, and non-de-
nominational churches. Helping with their various 
missions and other volunteer positions I got to see 
both the strengths and weaknesses of these churches, 
which churches are gaining traction, and which ones 
are stagnant or declining.

To address the decline of meaningful Armenian 
involvement in the church, we should consider 
three things: First, what does the Bible say church-
es should do? Second, what are successful Christian 
churches doing that we can learn from? Third, what 
are churches not doing? What does the Bible say 
churches should do? 

Let’s consider a core tenant of what the Bible 
says churches should do, found in Matthew 28: 
Go therefore and teach all nations, baptizing them 
in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of 
the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things 

see RESPONSE, page 20
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GEGHUNI CHITCHYAN –                  
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RESPONSE, from page 19
whatsoever I have commanded you: 
and, lo, I am with you always, even unto 
the end of the world. Amen. This is Je-
sus’ great commission to his disciples, 
that they (and we, his disciples today) 
would go and make disciples. Biblical-
ly, churches are called to both evange-
lism and discipleship: bringing people 
to Christ and then helping them live 
transformed lives. The church should be 
a place of love and understanding, and 
also of discipleship and discipline when 
there is sin, and we all sin.

In the epistles (guiding letters writ-
ten to the early churches), we see that 
the young men leading church plant-
ing efforts had authority and flexibility 
provided they taught God’s word and 
followed the guidelines given in these 
letters. The different churches had real 
world problems, and the New Testament 
letters discuss these problems and a for-
mat to solve them. And that main format 
is through the church.

The Greek word translated in the Bi-
ble as church is ekklesia, meaning “a 
called out assembly, ” or “congregation, 
” or — in a modern word, community. 

The church is meant to function as a liv-
ing community—one that addresses real 
human struggles through Scripture, ac-
countability, and shared life. As a com-
munity, groups within the church can 
gather to work together on addressing 
those real life topics and problems.

What do evangelism and disciple-
ship look like in successful churches in 
America? Churches that do evangelism 
and discipleship well have groups who 
evangelize and do outreach. There are 
many ways this outreach can look.

My church has prominent real estate 
and has a cafe open throughout the week 
where church staff and members can 
talk to people walking by and visiting 
the coffee shop who are not believers. 
People might be nervous about going to 
church so they need to be invited openly 
and regularly.

Successful churches also have a va-
riety of groups and programs to fit the 
real world needs and problems of soci-
ety. This is done through small groups 
on a specific issue such as marriage, ad-
diction, etc. In small groups, people can 
live life together more meaningfully in 
community than when you only come to 

the whole-church gathering on a Sunday. 
When your friends are at the church and 
in the small group, you will keep coming 
too. You need to develop a community, 
and community keeps people coming to 
the church and not searching elsewhere 
for that kind of help, motivation and 
guidance.

Successful churches also tend to be 
those whose pastors talk about difficult 
and emotional issues from the pulpit: 
sex, anger, financial insecurity. Two of 
the most common topics addressed in 
the Bible are sex and money, and these 
are two of the greatest areas of tempta-
tion and sin. That should be reflected in 
how often your pastor talks about it too. 
When pastors admit their own vulnera-
bility to sin, people relate, and can learn 
how to deal with it biblically. Churches 
come in many styles — some more rock 
and roll, some more conservative — but 
provided they follow these core princi-
ples of evangelism and real-life disciple-
ship, they will grow and people will go 
to the church that is the best fit for their 
age, their life needs, their preference of 
music, etc.

What are most Armenian churches in 

America not doing? All of the above. 
But there are some churches that focus 
on evangelism and discipleship: Ara-
rat Church, an evangelical church in 
New Hampshire, and Anchor Church, 
a non-denominational church in the LA 
area are two examples of churches that 
seek to live out the biblical principles of 
evangelism and discipleship. And they 
have both more than tripled in atten-
dance in the past few years.

Upper Room in Yerevan and Ver-
atsnund in Hrazdan are examples of 
successful churches in Armenia that 
are similar to these growing American 
Churches.

I suggest you check out one of these 
churches if you are in the area, not to 
switch churches but so you can see what 
a healthy Armenian church looks like. 
See what you can learn from them and 
bring your learnings back home to your 
church.

Beyond that, people need to let go of 
control and let groups of enthusiastic, 
Jesus-loving young adults step up in 
leadership. Empower them with the re-
sources to succeed. Burnout and finan-
cial instability among clergy weaken the 
church’s long-term health and credibil-
ity.

Armenians, adults and children alike, 
are emotionally dying because they lack 
relationship with Jesus. We need com-
munity, we need help walking through 
and dealing with our sins and problems 
in life. The Khatchar Foundation spend-
ing $100 million on marketing and ana-
lyzing the churches will have little effect 
if the churches do not have a structure 
which attracts and helps people, and 
keeps people attending.

So what can Armenian churches in 
America do? Who should we evange-
lize? Whom should we disciple?

Consider this: when you target chil-
dren, children will come to Jesus and his 
church. When you target mothers, moth-
ers and their children will come to Jesus 
and his church.

A Response to Khatchkar Studios on the Future of Armenian Churches

Bishop Partev 
Barsеghyan 
To Head Swiss 
Diocese

YEREVAN (PanARMENIAN.Net) 
— By a decree of Catholicos of All 
Armenians Karekin II on January 20, 
Bishop Partev Barsеghyan has been 
relieved of his duties as head of the 
Gegharkunik Diocese and appointed 
as the new Primate of the Armenian 
Diocese of Switzerland.

Father Goussan Aljanian, who had 
been serving as Locum Tenens (inter-
im leader) of the Swiss Diocese, was 
relieved of his position by the same 
decree.

In a separate decision, Father Sa-
hak Poghosyan, spiritual supervisor 
of Armenia’s penitentiary institu-
tions, has been appointed as interim 
leader of the Gegharkunik Diocese 
in parallel with his current respon-
sibilities.

Fr. Goussan Aljanyan had previ-
ously announced his support for the 
Armenian Church reform initiative 
proposed by the Prime Minister and a 
group of ten clergy.


