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The Ancient Cemetery at Julfa 
(Jugha)

• The most extensive and significant Christian cemetery established by 
the first nation to adopt Christianity (early 4th Century) 

• Tombstones from 4th Century, but also pre-Christian pagan stones, 
and built on site of much earlier burial ground, 3C BC or earlier…  

• Since 1920s in Azerbaijan, on banks of Arax River, border with Iran 

• Especially important funerary monuments from 16th & 17th 
Centuries, but cemetery continued in use to end 19C / early 20C 

• Over 10,000 tombstones at the height of its importance 

• Neglected by Azerbaijan in 20C, but then destroyed, with final 
destruction in 2006 (filmed by an Armenian priest from Iran)
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Destruction of the Armenian Cemetery in Djulfa, Nakhichevan (Azerbaijan) 12

Azerbaijani soldiers broke the remaining cemetery stones (dabanakars) with 
sledgehammers and axes.
Photo: Armenian Apostolic Church Diocesan Council, Tabriz, Iran – 12/2005
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Destruction of the Armenian Cemetery in Djulfa, Nakhichevan (Azerbaijan) 14

The broken cemetery stones were rolled down into the Arax river.

Photo Credit: Armenian Apostolic Church Diocesan Council, Tabriz, Iran – 12/2005
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Destruction of the Armenian Cemetery in Djulfa, Nakhichevan (Azerbaijan) 15

Photo: Armenian Apostolic Church Diocesan Council, Tabriz, Iran – 12/2005
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Julfa Cemetery - Cultural Significance

• Julfa represents cultural heritage of huge importance to Armenians 

- in part because it linked them to their earliest Christian roots 

- in part because its destruction is seen by Armenians as 
symbolic of international indifference to the Armenian Genocide 
of 1915 and to continuing Armenian cultural genocide 

• The Julfa project has strong support from many Armenian 
communities: 

- the Armenian church and civil authorities in Armenia, and - it 
seems - all Armenians living there; 

- the Armenian diaspora in Sydney (40,000) 

- the Armenian diasporas around the world (largest in USA) 

• Community engagement is crucial to the project
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Khachkars

• ‘Khachkars’ are intricately carved cross-stones - unique to Armenian 
culture 

• Each was carved to commemorate an individual (or sometimes an 
event), as a prayer in stone interceding with the divine 

• So each khachkar is unique, relating to a specific person or event, but 
the designs incorporate recurring motifs 

• In Armenian theology a khachkar is a ‘gate’ between earth and 
heaven, so are found in contexts other than cemeteries, e.g. in towns 
and villages - useful if no church is nearby 

• Created as funerary monuments only for ‘important’ people; ‘ordinary’ 
people had tombstones 

• Khachkars face west with head of buried person towards the East; so 
s/he and mourners are facing towards the Second Coming of Christ
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The Julfa Cemetery Digital 
Repatriation Project

• Purpose: to recreate virtually as faithfully as possible the lost heritage 

• Resources:  

- Lantern slide photographs by Aram Vruyr and Jurgis Baltrušaitis 

- Argam Ayvazyan Archive: 2,000 photographs over 25 years 

- Other old photographs; new digital photographs; documents 

- Satellite images from AAAS project 2013-14 

• Outcomes: 

- Two permanent 3D installations in Yerevan & Sydney; touring version 

- Virtual reality model available online 

- Substantial digital & physical archive in Sydney 

- Publications, conferences, workshops
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Project progress

• Field trip 1: initial information gathering; assess significance to  

Armenian communities; assess availability of data; identify collaborators 

• Field trip 2: report on progress; identify new resources & collaborators 

• Field trip 3: follow up on outstanding resources 

• Pilot 3D model of an extant khachkar (exhibited at DH2015) 

• Contact with relevant & interested cultural heritage projects 

• Research on stones & symbolism is under way
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Project research

• Symbols used in khachkars - some areas of contested opinions plus 

some gaps in knowledge arising from the 1915 genocide 

• Each stone - to identify & honour the individual it commemorates 

• Position of each stone in the cemetery - using all the different 

resources available 

• Technology research to enable creation of permanent 3D installations 

that are sufficiently ‘real’ they can be used not only for information 

and education, but also for ritual 

• Researchers from: archaeology; architecture; stone carving; history; 

cultural history; theology & Armenian church history; photography & 

photogrammetry; sound; digital humanities



Digital Repatriation…

• Making available lost or fragile cultural heritage by digital means 

• Needs to be community-based 

• Technology must be appropriate to the community and purpose 

• Opportunities for collaboration at project and technical levels 

• Wide range of national and international contexts & projects



Digital Repatriation : to counter 
cultural genocide

• Making available lost or fragile cultural heritage by digital means 

• Needs to be community-based 

• Wide range of national and international contexts & projects 

• Technology must be appropriate to the community and purpose 

• Opportunities for collaboration at project and technical levels 

• Of growing importance in a context of rapid escalation 

internationally of cultural genocide
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Journey to Horseshoe Bend

• TGH Strehlow archive of films, sound recordings, photographs, documents, 

objects - housed in Museum of Central Australia, Alice Springs 

• Ceremonial life of Arunda* people is a particular focus; many sacred 

ceremonies & objects 

• Much of archive digitised as part of JHB project (Hart Cohen) 

• One of many Australian projects concerned with digital repatriation 

• Community engagement - e.g. ‘digital story telling’ 

• Alternative spellings: Arrernte; Arrente; Arrarnta; Arranta

























Digital Repatriation…some questions

• Who ‘owns’ cultural memory - e.g. artefacts / archival materials? 

• Should anyone have a power of ‘veto’ (or other form of absolute control)? 

• How to deal with competing ‘claims’? 

• How to bridge the gap between ‘then’ and ‘now’? 

• How to deal with materials or descriptions now considered inappropriate or 

even offensive? 
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South Africa: Official languages

• Afrikaans 

• English 

• Ndebele 

• Northern Sotho 

• Sotho 

• Swazi 

• Tsonga 

• Setswana 

• Venda 

• Xhosa 

• Zulu
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Creating as well as recording cultural 
memory…some questions

• Who ‘owns’ cultural memory - e.g. artefacts / archival materials? 

• What ‘rights’ do groups or individuals have:  

- for access to digital tools & resources? 

- for preserving ‘their’ cultural expression? 

• How to deal with competing ‘claims’? 

• How to bridge the gap between ‘now’ and ‘the future’?



Referenced websites

• Julfa Cemetery Digital Repatriation project:  

https://julfaproject.wordpress.com 

• Journey to Horseshoe Bend project  

http://pubsites.uws.edu.au/coa/soca/jthb/ 

• North-West University: Centre for Text Technology (CTexT®)  

http://www.nwu.ac.za/ctext 

• Language Resource Management Agency 

http://www.nwu.ac.za/ctext/rma

http://www.nwu.ac.za/ctext/rma


Professor Harold Short

———

harold.short@kcl.ac.uk 

mailto:harold.short@kcl.ac.uk

