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KARABAKH 
NOTEBOOK:
SHUSHA.  
REGAINED TOWN

By Andrey VASILYEV,
Moscow, Russia
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Azerbaijan, the second half of May 2022. Spring 
has run its course and summer is about to take 
over. There is a drizzle in Shusha; cold wind is 

blowing so intensely as if it is trying to squeeze out the 
remainder of warmth from under the raincoat.

Slipping on a steep path again and again, we are 
making our way toward the tower that was once at the 
end of the town’s defensive wall. Luckily, you can cling 
to a dilapidated stone-made fence. A garden full of wild 
bushes is seen behind it. A young man is standing in 
the gap.

“Are you looking for something?” the man asked.
We explained the purpose of our trip. 
“I can see, you are not from around here,” he said fur-

ther.

“We are journalists from Moscow. Are you from here?”
“I am from Baku, but my parents hail from Shusha. 

Here is their house,” the man said, pointing in the direc-
tion of the ruins hidden behind the trees. Three walls 
with broken windows are the only parts of the building 
that are still in place.

Everything becomes clear without explanation. 
Perhaps, one out of a hundred Azerbaijanis who were 
ousted from the town by the Armenians in 1992 would 
find his house in relatively undamaged condition. The 
word “relative” is being used, since the Armenian plun-
derers did not spare a single property. They did not miss 
on anything and all items, including household utensils, 
iron from the roof, window and door frames, were af-
fected during the rampage.
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“My name is Emil,” the man said. “I work for the Com-
mittee for Architecture and Urban Planning. I will be 
[involved in] rebuilding the town. I’m lucky. Entry to 
Karabakh is restricted. The police are keeping a close 
eye on this and that is how it should be. The Armenians 
planted so many mines that deminers will have enough 
work to do for many years to come. But people want to 
go home. They have been waiting for thirty years. My 
mother longed for seeing her garden once again, but 
it is too late.

• • •
Essentially, every Azerbaijani I have talked to and had 

to share my bitter recollections with over complete dev-
astation in this region said “We will restore it!” or “We will 
definitely restore it!”

I was astounded not by the confidence, but over 
the fact that this expression was not supplemented by 
any words about the bitter pain they had experienced. 
No one reproached the Armenians, whose forefathers 
moved to Karabakh about 200 years ago, lived nearby 
and shared meals with Azerbaijanis. Then they looked 

on indifferently as soldiers used rifle clubs to oust their 
neighbors onto the street. And there’s more. Certainly, 
not everyone, but a lot of people said, “Enough of the 
war!” We have to live in peace. Let them come back if 
they want to, work and raise their children here. But they 
must remember that Karabakh is Azerbaijan!”

• • •
Karabakh has an ancient and fancy history. It has 

been a place for a clash of interests of many powerful 
empires. However, it is hard to comprehend ongoing 
developments without the knowledge of the course of 
events, the cause and effect of conflicts and wars that 
have repeatedly occurred in this territory. 

People appeared in Karabakh almost 2 million years 
ago. This is an extremely lengthy period of time, which 
allows making a conclusion that this region was one of 
the most ancient habitats of human civilization.

In the 4th-3rd centuries BCE, the well-known Cauca-
sian Albania emerged in the northern part of Azerbai-
jan’s current territory. Karabakh was part of it for more 
than a thousand years. This state was a homeland for 
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Karabakh locals and Barda, the second capital of Cauca-
sian Albania, was located in their land.

In 314, Albanian king Urnair declared Christianity as 
official religion. Afterwards, the construction of temples, 
monasteries, and chapels was launched throughout the 
country. Most of these shrines have been preserved in 
Karabakh. Albania had its own written language and 
even the titles of treatises created by Albanian scholars 
and clergymen are known. Unfortunately, a significant 
part of these items was eliminated by Armenian clerics.

In the 8th century, Caucasian Albania lost its inde-
pendence following an assault by the Arabs. However, 
Karabakh remained under the rule of the Albanian 
princes until the 13th century. Most of the local pop-
ulation converted to Islam, but there were also many 
residents who retained their previous faith. This was fol-
lowed by a Mongol invasion. Karabakh was taken over 
by the Ilkhans. They were further succeeded by Tamer-
lane. Formation of the local ethnic group ended at the 
end of the 14th century. According to the author of the 
treatise titled “Aja’ib ad-Dunya” (“Wonders of the World”), 
at least 100,000 Turkic horsemen lived in the area.   

Karabakh was part of the Turkic states Qara Qoyunlu 
and Aq Qoyunlu in the 15th century. From 1501, Shah 
Ismail Safavi, the founder of the new dynasty, gained 
control over it. During his rule, Azerbaijani became the 
royal language and Azerbaijan turned into a core and 
foundation of the Safavid state. Karabakh then became 
a large baylarbay entity (governorship), headed by the 
Turkic Qajar dynasty, the future shahs of Iran.

The 16th and 17th centuries, as well as the first half 
of the 18th century, were a period of endless wars be-
tween the Safavid state, Turkey and Russia. A time came 
for Panah Ali Bay from the noble Javanshir family, a brave 
warrior, to take over the reins of power. Having taken 
advantage of the lack of governance in Azerbaijan, he 
established an independent Karabakh khanate. The his-
tory of Shusha was documented from then onward. 

• • •
I visited Shusha for the first time in October 2021, i.e. 

almost a year after the city’s liberation from the Arme-
nian occupation. I travelled 80 km on a very steep curved 
road toward a high rock (that stood over 1,500 meters 
above the ground), with Shusha floating atop in the 
clouds. There was only one road leading to the city. The 
city was essentially inaccessible and that, in fact, drew 
the attention of Panah Ali Khan. It took him a long time 
to choose the capital of the Karabakh khanate. The Bay-
at and Askaran fortresses were ruled out. The Shahbulag 
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castle, built on his orders, was not deemed appropri-
ate for this purpose either. In 1752, he founded Shusha, 
which was originally called Panahabad. 

Shusha was a special town. It was not located at 
the crossroads of trade routes, like other settlements. 
Initially, a fortress, barracks, stables, warehouses and a 
weaponry storage were set up there instead of caravan-
serais, bazaars and workshops. Panah Ali Khan needed 
a symbol of the independence of his state, an impreg-
nable citadel that intimidated enemies, a place where 
he would rest after work and feel free of his worries. He 
needed a spacious house where his family members 
would be safe and sound.

• • •
Nearly nothing remained on the spot from the an-

cient period due to the invaders’ actions. The remaining 
legacy primarily includes a fortress wall that fenced off 
the city from the northern side and provided the only 
pedestrian and equestrian access to it. It was 2,600 me-
ters long. A significant part of Shusha has been restored 
as part of the rehabilitation effort over a year that has 
passed since its liberation. Historians are confident that 
the appearance of this citadel is the same as it was dur-
ing the rule of Panah Ali Khan. 

The situation is worse when it comes to other an-
cient structures. The passage of time and barbarism 

of the invaders, to a greater extent, have turned many 
neighborhoods into ruins. Panah Ali Khan’s castle has 
nearly vanished and Shusha mosques were destroyed 
and desecrated. A total of 17 such shrines were locat-
ed in the city. The madrasah building is ruined as well. 
Moreover, palaces of the Shusha beys (rulers) have 
turned into piles of stones.   

The ancient part of the town located on the lower 
terrace was particularly interesting. Built in the late 18th 
and early 19th century, it was largely unaffected by the 
rehabilitation and rebuilding work that was done later. 
There used to be narrow streets shaded by tree crowns, 
along with houses built using local white rocks behind 
stone-made fences. Unfortunately, there is essentially 
nothing left of that beautiful landscape.

• • •
Undoubtedly, some would try to blame this destruc-

tion on the fallout from war. However, this explanation 
is meaningless. Plenty of photographs of Shusha taken 
before the Armenian occupation are available. The 
buildings were intact. They may not have been in per-
fect condition, but their windows, doors and roofs were 
in place.

During military action in the city in November 2020, 
the orders of Azerbaijani President Ilham Aliyev not to 
use artillery and missile systems were strictly followed. 
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Only firearms were to be used instead to avoid inflicting 
damage to Shusha.  

The town was ruined during the 30 year-long Ar-
menian occupation. This is not an impact of misman-
agement or a lack of funding, but a consistent policy of 
annihilating everything pertaining to Azerbaijan. The in-
vaders sought to eliminate all existing traces of the fact 
that it is Azerbaijani land and that it was, in fact, Azerbai-
janis who had built towns, ploughed fields and planted 
gardens in this area. They failed to wipe out Shusha, 
though they did everything possible in this regard. Their 
comprehensive cleansing plan envisaged elimination of 
not only historical sites; they also destroyed clubs, mu-
seums, hospitals, schools, kindergartens and recreation 
homes. They were particularly persistent in eliminating 
housing. Most of the privately owned homes are not 
subject to restoration.

The economy and communications in Shusha were 
rendered unusable. All items that could be dismantled 
were removed and transported to Armenia. By the time 
Shusha was liberated, around 2,000 Armenian residents, 
including mostly servicemen and members of their 
families, were barely accommodated in the city.

All these actions were taken under the motto of 
establishing “a second Armenia” in the Karabakh terri-
tory. Developers of the project had an “interesting” idea 

about it. I have seen plenty of their “creative” work dur-
ing my three field trips. I witnessed hundreds of kilo-
meters of trenches and anti-tank ditches, tank shelters 
and barbed wire, along with hundreds of thousands of 
mines! All this is followed by Aghdam, Fizuli, Jabrayil and 
Zangilan, which were razed to the ground…   

• • •
There is a small house located on one of the little old 

streets in Shusha. A gifted man with an amazingly beau-
tiful voice lived there. His name was Murtuza Mashadi 
Rza oglu Mammadov. The people named him “bulbul”, 
which is translated from Azerbaijani as “nightingale”. 
Having heard his performance at a vocal contest in 
1933, K. Stanislavsky wrote, “You sing like a nightingale 
and singing is a vital need for you.”    

The museum in Bulbul’s house has already been re-
stored. As for the home of Uzeyir Hajibayov, a great com-
poser and the founder of opera in the Islamic world, it 
is still ruined. The gate leading to the garden is the only 
part of the house left.

The palace of poetess Khurshidbanu Natavan, a 
granddaughter of the last ruler of Karabakh, an amaz-
ing woman whose contribution was instrumental in 
making Shusha “a conservatory of the East”, was also 
destroyed. It is indicated in the general plan of Shusha 
as the house of “the khan’s wife”. The site was one of 
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the centers of the city’s cultural life in the second half 
of the 19th century. The best khanende (mugham sing-
ers) were invited to gatherings in Natavan’s house and 
her referrals were crucial for singers and musicians ac-
companying them seeking approval to perform in the 
homes of other wealthy people in Shusha. Numerous 
performers from this town became popular far beyond 
the Caucasus by the end of the century due to her ef-
forts. Thus, a question arises as to “what Natavan could 
have done to harm Armenians”. Why was her palace de-
stroyed and the bust of the poetess in the city square 
riddled with bullets?

A lot of futile explanations could be considered to ex-
plain these “deeds” of the invaders. However, it is worth 
mentioning that no one has even raised this issue either 
in Armenia itself or within the Armenian communities 
abroad. But the only proper assessment of these ac-
tions is barbarism rooted in extreme chauvinism. There 
have been so many examples of utmost xenophobia of 
the invaders in Karabakh! These actions include bullet-
riddled monuments honoring those killed in the Great 
Patriotic War, broken tombstones and dug-up graves 
and pigsties set up in mosque locations. Moreover, all 

this has occurred at the hands of a nation that claims to 
have one of the most ancient cultures in the world.

• • •
On several occasions, I have come across a photo 

in the books about Shusha taken in the 1980s that 
showed poetry recitals by a monument to Molla Panah 
Vagif. This extraordinary man lived in the 18th century. 
The outstanding lyrical poet and excellent teacher was 
considered such an educational luminary that then 
ruler of the Karabakh Khanate, Ibrahim Khalil Khan Ja-
vanshir, offered him the position of a vizier. Molla Panah 
Vagif, in fact, justified his expectations. He managed to 
forge diplomatic ties with neighboring countries, made 
a great contribution to his country’s development and 
reinforcement of the capital city’s defense. Moreover, 
he displayed courage, taking up arms, when the army 
of Agha Mohammad Khan of the Qajar dynasty ap-
proached the city.

Molla Panah Vagif was remembered and revered in 
Karabakh. A beautiful memorial was built to honor him, 
though the invaders destroyed it later. A poetry festival 
named after him brought together many writers and 
poetry lovers. 
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None of the Armenian poets could have 
denied the significance of Vagif for litera-
ture just because he was 
not of Armenian de-
scent. However, as early 
as in the late 1980s, ral-
lies were launched in 
Shusha and even more 
frequently in Step-
anakert (the renamed 
Azerbaijani Khank-
andi settlement); 
envoys sent in from 
Yerevan demanded 
that Karabakh be 
declared Armenian 
land. This was fol-
lowed by the out-
break of the First 
Nagorno-Karabakh 
War in the 1990s.

Certainly, there 
is a root cause 

for this bloodshed. The issue has a track record that is 
nearly two centuries long and Russia, 

England and France played a 
very unflattering role in these 
developments. 

• • •
The Karabakh khanate is 

a gateway to northern Azer-
baijan. This was clear for the 
rulers in Iran, the Ottoman 
Empire and Russia. The only 
question that remained on 

the agenda was “who will 
get a key to this gate?” 

Diplomats bargained, 
while armed forces 
of different countries 
clashed; cities were 

taken over and surren-
dered and soldiers were 
killed in the battlefield. 
However, the stand-off 
took the most tangible 
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toll on the people, whose daily concerns were a far cry 
from the geo-political interests of those involved in this 
bargaining.

• • •
Considering the situation on the ground, i.e. the fact 

that Ganja had been captured by the Russian troops 
and the Jaro-Balakan jamaats (communities) had fall-
en, while the southern neighbor ended up under the 
rule of the hostile Qajar dynasty, it was impossible for 
the Karabakh khanate to maintain its independence. 
Therefore, Ibrahim Khalil Khan decided to recognize the 
superior authority of the Russian emperor. On May 14, 
1805, the Kurakchay treaty was signed. Formally, the 
khan retained his authority over Karabakh. Russian of-
ficials and officers of the garrisons stationed in Karabakh 
who were actually in charge did not trust Ibrahim Khalil 
Khan. Since they believed that he stood in their way, 
the Khan was killed shortly after the signing of the men-
tioned agreement. 

At the time, there was unrest in Karabakh. Separate 
protests were threatening to escalate into a comprehen-
sive revolt. Since the Russian authorities were extremely 
doubtful over the loyalty of the new subordinates, a de-
cision was passed to settle Orthodox residents among 

the Muslim population who would provide support for 
the occupation regime. Armenians from Turkey and Iran 
were chosen for this purpose. From 1828, the inflow of 
migrants incrementally increased. Its scope was evi-
denced by the figures cited in official reports. In a short 
period of time, i.e. from 1828 to 1830, a total of 124,000 
Armenian families were relocated to the region, in ac-
cordance with the Turkmenchay and Adrianople Trea-
ties.    

According to the 1832 statistical records, Azerbaijan-
is made up 91 percent of the population in Karabakh, 
while Armenians accounted for only 8.4 percent. How-
ever, the number of Azerbaijani residents decreased to 
64.8 percent, while the Armenian population reached 
34.8 percent just several decades later. Armenians 
made up 53 percent of the local population in Shusha 
and Shusha province by the end of the 19th century.

In the early 20th century, Nikolai Shavrov, a publicist, 
wrote that “more than 1 million Armenians out of 1.3 
million people currently residing in Transcaucasia are 
not indigenous inhabitants of the region and we settled 
them there”. In other words, no one considered Arme-
nian settlers as indigenous residents, but they were nev-
ertheless deemed a privileged part of the population. 
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They were provided with land that once belonged to 
Azerbaijanis and treasury funds to acquire housing and 
livestock, as well as willingly drafted to military service. 
The fact that “Orthodox” was indicated in the “religion” 
column paved the way for a good career, as well as 
wealth and prosperity.

The Russian authorities’ near-sighted approach is as-
tonishing. Blinded by the fact that the Armenians were 
of the same creed, they immediately concluded that 
they were “more reliable” than others.

Meanwhile, there were a lot of examples of the 
stamina and commitment of Azerbaijanis to their oath 
during the century-long period when Azerbaijan was 
part of the Russian Empire. If we were to compile a list 
of military leaders awarded orders for personal bravery 
in Shusha alone, which had a population of only 40,000 
by the beginning of the 20th century, it would be no 
less than a page long. 

The mentioned contradictions between Azerbaijan-
is and Armenians probably could have abated gradu-
ally. The passage of time often handles even more seri-
ous matters. However, Armenians once again became 
useful for some forces at the end of the 19th century 
and the early 20th century. This time, they were needed 

by England and France. The two countries were seeking 
to get their hands on the territory that belonged to the 
Ottoman Empire and the Armenians who lived in the 
country were supposed to play the role of the “fifth col-
umn”. Significant funds were spent on preparations for 
this plan. The “column” was armed and equipped; edu-
cated Armenian officers were appointed to relevant po-
sitions and envoys were trained to conduct propaganda 
activities. However, the plan failed, becoming a tragedy 
for the Armenian people. Nevertheless, the seeds sown 
at that time yielded fruit in the long run. This was also 
the case for Karabakh where nationalist Armenian orga-
nizations emerged. In 1905, unrest flared up in Shusha, 
triggering armed clashes. Up to 300 Azerbaijanis and 
about 100 Armenians died in the clashes and over 400 
houses were burned down.

The flame that was once lit showed no signs of abat-
ing. Moreover, it was reignited following the collapse of 
the Russian Empire. Nationalist detachments led by An-
dranik, Dro and Nzhde, reinforced by Armenian military 
units that previously fought the Ottoman Empire, were 
involved in looting and burning down Azerbaijani vil-
lages and murdering civilians. In late 1917-early 1918, 
they managed to block the roads leading to Shusha. 
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Nevertheless, the measures taken by the government 
of the Azerbaijan Democratic Republic (ADR) made it 
possible to save the city.

The Entente powers turned a blind eye to the Arme-
nian incursion, taking a pro- Armenian stance. Embold-
ened by their forbearance, the Armenian leaders put 
forward their territorial claims to ADR.

According to Alimardan bey Topchubashov, Chair-
man of the ADR Parliament, “the Karabakh issue thrown 
in by the Armenians does not boil down to five to ten 
villages. It is a matter of four sanjaks (administrative 
units), namely, Shusha, Jabrayil, Javanshir and Zangazur, 
where the existence of Azerbaijani population is faced 
with a death threat.” 

Armenia’s interference with Azerbaijan’s affairs per-
sisted. A riot was staged in Karabakh on March 22, 1920, 
in accordance with a plan developed beforehand by 
Armenian nationalists. Fighting raged in Terter, Khoja-
ly and Askaran. Shusha was in flares as well. Armenian 
militants were ruthlessly killing people caught up in 
fires. Thousands of civilians died and over 7,000 houses 
burned down.

Shusha, which was one of the coziest towns in Azer-
baijan, was burned down and vacated. The pro-Russian 
Bolsheviks, who seized power in the country in 1920, 

had no intention to reinstate its previous status. They 
made the Khankandi village the administrative center 
of the newly established Nagorno-Karabakh Autono-
mous Oblast (province) and immediately renamed it 
into Stepanakert in honor of Stepan Shaumyan, their 
collaborator. The “Armenianization” of the region was 
continued.

• • •
A conclusion may be made if an image created by 

poet Khagani Shirvani is used that Khankandi (Step-
anakert) where separatists from the puppet Nagorno-
Karabakh Republic had gained a foothold lies at the 
foot of Shusha. Unlike the latter, a significant amount of 
funds was injected during the Soviet rule into the town, 
which is clearly seen from the wall of 
the Shusha fortress. The remaining  
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homes may be counted without an optical device. Sup-
posedly, if there is any damage in Khankandi inflicted by 
missile and artillery strikes carried out during the Sec-
ond Karabakh War -- an issue that was extensively cov-
ered by Western media -- they are barely noticeable. In 
any case, this impact is several times less tangible than 
the damage inflicted after Shusha was taken apart by 
the Armenians brick-by-brick, or the destruction in Agh-
dam, which was levelled to the ground.

There is a term used by developers of computer soft-
ware called “by default”. It basically means that if the user 
does not want or does not know how to change the 
settings set by the developer, they remain in place. The 
same happened in the late 1980s and the early 1990s. 
The Armenian “developers” of plans aimed at transfer-
ring Karabakh to Armenia set the tone in Soviet media 
at the time. They concluded in numerous statements 
that this was “indigenous Armenian land” and that ev-
erything on it had been allegedly created or built by the 
Armenians, which made the latter the most oppressed 
nation in Karabakh.

Only a small number of people in the Soviet Union 
were actually aware of the Karabakh region. However, 

newspapers were considered a trustworthy source 
of information at the time. Since the papers sincerely 
sympathized with Karabakh Armenians, it was widely 
believed that they faced a predicament. In other words, 
the public accepted the views of the Armenian propa-
gandists “by default”.

I noticed no signs of discrimination when I visited 
Karabakh in 1987. Armenians lived there, just like Azer-
baijanis, and they were doing quite well. They were 
even better off than in neighboring Armenia. They 
faced no restrictions whatsoever when it came to the 
use of their language. Classes were taught in Armenian 
in some schools and Armenian newspapers were pub-
lished. Overall, I do not remember anyone asking the 
other person’s ethnicity during a conversation. 

I wrote down all these observations, but such arti-
cles were scarce. In fact, such content was so rare that 
it simply went unnoticed due to the bulk of anti-Azer-
baijani propaganda. Influencing public opinion was just 
the first step that was followed by more substantial ac-
tions. Furthermore, 300,000 Azerbaijani residents were 
deported from Armenia in 1987, which was not men-
tioned by any major newspaper. Meanwhile, protesters 
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gathering at rallies at the behest of envoys sent in from 
Yerevan blared about the need for Karabakh’s breaking 
away from Azerbaijan. Afterwards, militants trained in 
Armenia became active, setting fire to homes, killing 
and intimidating civilians, blowing up buses and trains 
and slaughtering cattle. The unleashed acts of terror 
were aimed at ousting Azerbaijanis from Karabakh. All 
this was also accepted in Moscow “by default”. Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s “ostrich policy” directly resulted in the 
First Nagorno-Karabakh War, which broke out after the 
USSR’s collapse. The hostilities claimed thousands of 
lives. One-fifth of Azerbaijan’s territory was subsequent-
ly occupied.

• • •
I have heard from many people that the Azerbaijan-

is defended Shusha relentlessly. A total of 193 people 
were killed in battles for the city. However, the forces 
were unequal and Shusha fell on May 8, 1992. Most of 
its residents had been evacuated to safety, while the 
rest of them had to leave at gunpoint as soldiers armed 
with submachine guns followed them. Loaded with 
bundles and suitcases with babies in their arms, refu-
gees started to leave the town. The displaced people 
had to walk dozens of kilometers to reach a safe loca-
tion. However, there were many among those people 
who were unable to leave the area, including the elder-

ly, women with babies, disabled and wounded people. 
No information is available about them to date, but they 
probably suffered a horrible fate. It is known, however, 
that several mass burials were discovered following the 
liberation of Karabakh from the Armenian occupation. 
Dead Azerbaijanis were found inside.

• • •
During the occupation period that lasted about 

three decades, not a single large-scale project was im-
plemented in Shusha. No houses were built, not a sin-
gle tree was planted and no asphalt was paved on the 
roads either. The invaders acted like a rat in a chunk of 
cheese, eating it away, robbing houses and looting ab-
solutely everything that was available in the city. Con-
sidering the scale of their pillaging, it had assumed an 
industrial basis. Organizations with considerable preda-
tory tendencies were engaged in taking houses apart, 
scraping off building roofs, removing window frames, 
dismantling water pipes and cutting off power supply 
wires. These actions produced a real impression that 
none of the Armenians living in Shusha had an intent to 
settle down in this town. Their dwelling was on par with 
slum areas around the world in terms of the filth level.

• • •
There are forests and even a waterfall on the outskirts 

of Shusha. The Dashaltychay river runs quickly along a 
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narrow gorge, rushing and boiling upon the riffles. But 
certainly, the main attraction in this area is, in fact, the 
Jydyr Duzu plain.

This is a large green meadow outside the city lim-
its. Equestrian competitions were held there during the 
rule of the Karabakh khans. The plateau is surrounded 
by a precipice on three sides. The abyss is so deep that it 
is scary to approach the edge. Fierce fighting occurred 
there in early November 2020 as Azerbaijani special 
forces were breaking through onto Jydyr Duzu. 

It took utmost courage to climb a very steep cliff un-
der enemy fire. The rocks by the precipice are riddled 
with traces of bullets. Less than 400 fighters were in-
volved in the battle and no weapons other than subma-
chine guns, grenades and knives were used. However, 
the attack of the special forces was so intense that the 
enemy outnumbering them many fold fled the battle-
field. All of Armenians’ subsequent attempts to carry 
out counter-attacks with the use of armored vehicles 
failed. By November 7, Azerbaijani motorized rifle units 
broke through toward the city. Shusha was cleared off 
the remaining Armenian soldiers.   

• • •
Rehabilitation of Shusha was launched with dem-

ining operations, just like elsewhere in Karabakh. The 
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Armenians left behind plenty of “keepsakes” as they 
were pulling out of the land they invaded about three 
decades ago. Therefore, signs saying “Inspected. No 
mines. ANAMA” (Azerbaijan National Agency for Mine 
Action) seen on homes do not serve any “decorative” 
purpose, but are a useful necessity. Electrical power and 
water supplies had to be provided in the city and these 
projects came to fruition. Furthermore, heating was pro-
vided in the homes; the main streets were cleaned up 
and asphalt was laid. Following a complete overhaul, 
two hotels were opened, along with stores and cafés, 
although their number is small at this point.

A number of people have visited Shusha. President 
Ilham Aliyev recently declared it the Cultural Capital of 
Azerbaijan. Various festivals, contests, conferences and 
meetings have been launched in the city, but the land-

mark event is the Kharibulbul music festival. Represen-
tatives of nine countries attended the last, fifth such 
event, which was held in May.

Shusha is gradually returning to peaceful life. A lot of 
construction equipment is seen on the streets and it is 
responsible for making most of the noise in town. More-
over, the pace and scope of construction operations is 
increasing every month.

In accordance with the general outline for the devel-
opment of Shusha, the old part of the city mostly made 
up of houses dating back to the 18th and 19th centuries 
will be left intact. Only renovators will be involved in the 
project. Several mosques, caravanserais, bath-houses 
and privately owned homes have already been restored. 
The neighborhoods with five-storied panel buildings 
are slated for demolition. These structures are to be 
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replaced by two and three-storied buildings plaited 
with white rocks from Shusha; public parks and gardens 
will be set up in the area as well.

A multi-purpose center is also under construction. 
It will house a spacious concert hall, a restaurant and 
a hotel. The groundbreaking of a school has been held 
and the construction of a hospital launched in the city.

• • •
Finally, the sun is out. The sky quickly became cloud-

less and the air acquired the limpid transparency that 
once prompted Panah Ali Khan to call his capital city 
“Shusha”, which is translated from Azerbaijani as “glass”. 
The rain that continued to pour down for several days 
thoroughly washed away dust from the leaves of plants 
left by numerous local construction sites and they start-
ed glittering with different shades of the green color. 
The whole city, which endured so much suffering, was 
rejuvenated, so to speak, as if it had forgotten its lengthy 
period of occupation. We sincerely hope that these days 
will last forever. 

Shusha - 270
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