Igdir Genocide Memorial
The Igdir Memorial and Museum opened on the 5th October 1999 in Igdir, Eastern Turkey. Igdir was historically an Armenian stronghold but with the formation of the Turkish republic now sits within the Turkish borders. 
The memorial was erected to memorialize the deaths of a reported 80,000 Turks specifically at the hands of Armenians between 1915-1920. The Memorial is the tallest monument in Turkey at a height of 43.5 meters. In this short essay I will focus on the memorial, the design, its location and the intentions of the project.




Location and Background
The Memorial stands on a plateau with mountains rising to the north and east. Sitting at an important junction between Turkey, Armenia and Iran. The looming Mount Ararat towers in the background, a significant cultural and religious area for Armenians and Christain's alike, the land is now part of the Turkish Republic. Armenians believe the mountain to be the final resting place of Noah's ark and holds an important place in the cultural history of not just Armenians but millions of Christians worldwide. 
The Memorial commemorates massacres and persecutions committed by Armenians in the Igdir province during World War One and during the Turkish-Armenian War.  In a calculated bid by the Turkish authorities to continually deny the Armenian genocide, deliberately distort official records and continue to spin their own narrative causes huge frictions between the nations to this day. 
The Memorial stands in the shadow of Mount Ararat and just 35km from the Armenian capital Yerevan with its own genocide museum and memorial is a gross provocation to Armenian sentiments. To have two conflicting memorials of the same events within such proximity causes great pain to the Armenian people. The Turkish Government’s continued policy to deny the genocide is a sustained blocker for reconciliation and what was started by Ataturk is continued to this day. The official Turkish rejection of the genocidal memory argues that it is at odds with their national identity. The founding myth of the Turkish Republic emerging victorious in a heroic war of liberation after WW1 cannot be tarnished with presiding and subsequent events. To this day it is a crime punishable with imprisonment for mentioning the Armenian Genocide on the grounds of insulting ‘Turkishness’. Orhan Pamuk, a famous Turkish author was arrested and put on trial for this very reason in 2005, he broke article 301 which makes it illegal to insult Turkishness.
Structure
The Monument stands an imposing 43.5m tall at a focal point in the landscape and is built on an artificial hill with five Ottoman swords rising to form a circle. The dome beneath takes the form of Seljuk tombs and mausoleums of the past and the swords rise to form a star similar to that of the star on the Turkish Republics flag. Five military figures are carved into the swords’ hilts and face out towards the surrounding land with each craved soldier representing a different Turkic people, The Huns, Gok Turks, Selcuk, Ottomans and the Turkish Republic. The structure was designed and constructed by an Azerbaijani architect, Cafer Gyasi. Azerbaijan and Turkey have close relations and a shared Turkic culture and linguistics. Azerbaijani one of a few countries to deny the Armenian Genocide in a show of solidarity with their Turkish allies. 
The Memorial was built to help reinforce the common Turkish narrative about this contentious event in a positive and nationalistic way. The carvings of past Turkic people, the prominent flying Turkish flags and the location show the visitors that the Turkish government seems to have no collective guilt for the crimes. It seems to me that the design is not only intended to minimize accountability for the genocide but also to cause gross offence to the Armenian people. The structure being so close to the Armenian capital shows me that this was built not to educate people but to eradicate the crimes. The structure itself is memorializing mass violence which also contributes to existing violence and tensions between the two countries. Many memorials help to build bridges and open dialogue between perpetrators and victims, like the Holocaust memorials in Poland and Berlin, but the Igdir Memorial creates continued friction, division and polarization.
Purpose
The Igdir memorial is essentially a memory project but one which aims to erase the memory of the Armenian genocide. The memorial is historical negationism at its most obvious, the falsification of events and the imprinting of an alternative narrative. Used positive memory projects are powerful tools for reconciliation giving voices to the voiceless victims, to commemorate what those who perished cannot attest to. The Igdir Memorial was built with the purpose of continued denial of the Armenian Genocide and to rewrite historically accurate records to help push a different Turkish narrative. David Tolbert, president of the International Center for Transitional Justice states,
 ‘Such denial not only damages the victims and their destroyed communities, it promises a future based on lies, sowing the seeds of future conflict, repression and suffering.’ [footnoteRef:1] [1:  David Tolbert, president of the International Center for Transitional Justice - The Hague] 

I believe it's very purpose is to divert attention away from the crimes committed against the Armenians and to denial completely the term genocide when discussing this period. The Turkish government has very complex and detailed apparatus in place to continue their own narrative and use government ‘fact checking’ sites to contradict what many eyewitnesses and foreign consulars at the time confirmed was genocide. 
From the very creation of the Turkish state with Ataturk we can see a strong nationalistic agenda that Ver berates in modern Turkey today. The Igdir memorial is just one of many nationalistic monument's that help to form this view. The popular slogans used such as 'Turkey for Turks' and 'How happy is the one who says I am a Turk' clearly show the priority of the new government, and this has continued at a detriment to other ethnic groups to this day.
The wounds of the past will never begin to heal without acceptance of the events and, as the Turkish Government has continued to demonstrate, they are not going to change this stance anytime soon. As David Tolbert also mentions ‘Denial is the final fortress of those who commit genocide and other mass crimes.’[footnoteRef:2] Continued memorial projects such as Igdir continue to flaunt the general international acceptance that the events of 1915 were a genocide. With a change of government on the horizon will we finally see acceptance of guilt for these crimes and a chance for these two neighbors to finally begin reconciliation? [2:  David Tolbert, president of the International Center for Transitional Justice - The Hague] 

By Matthew Simpson
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