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Airports are by definition places of transit rather than 
permanent destinations, designed to be passed through, 
where the only obstacles are security checks and the lure 
of duty free shopping. Few people would choose to dwell 
in one longer than strictly necessary. One result of all this is 
that many of us don’t quite appreciate the complexity of the 
airport as an institution: the many hundreds of simultaneous 
procedures and routines that maintain that illusion of 
transitoriness; the human labour involved at every level. 

Garegin Papoyan’s debut feature, following on from the 
2016 short Skhtorashen, also shot in Nagorno-Karabakh, 
asks us to sit with those procedures and that labour, 
revealing the airport as both a grounded place and 
living organism. In his direct, observational approach – 
Papoyan favours long, unmoving shots, carefully framed 
compositions in and out of which people move at will, and a 
self-reflexive understanding of the effect of the camera on 
its subjects – the director recalls that great documentarian 
of the public institution, Frederick Wiseman. In only 69 
minutes (a much brisker pace than Wiseman favours, to 
be sure), Papoyan breaks down the airport in Stepanakert, 
capital of the self-declared Republic of Artsakh, into a 
succession of digestible but fascinating scenes. 

There is the control tower, in which banks of computer 
terminals relay detailed meteorological data. The 
administrative offices, where the director sits through 
meetings, drinking coffee brought by his assistants, who 
themselves clock in and out of their desk jobs each day. The 
hangars, where small biplanes are carefully maintained by 
mechanics. The marble floors of the terminal, mopped clean 
by diligent middle-aged women. The skill in this kind of 
direct cinéma verité filmmaking is to accumulate banalities 
in such a way that they become more than the sum of their 
parts, a trick that Papoyan pulls of beautifully. 

There is a dual purpose to all this, however. The 
comprehensiveness of the portrait belies the central 
absence that defines life at Stepanakert airport: there are 

no planes, no flights, no passengers. Although built and 
operational in Soviet times, the facility has lain dormant 
since 1990, when the First Nagorno-Karabakh War was 
raging. Rebuilt in 2009 into the gleaming green-glassed 
structure of Papoyan’s film, the airport has not witnessed a 
commercial flight in 32 years: the border with Azerbaijan is 
too close, and the threat of missile strikes on civilian aircraft 
is too high for any such risk to be taken. 

The airport has thus become a symbol of Artsakh’s isolation 
from the international community, a painful but meticulously 
maintained reminder of its unrecognised status; conversely, 
the decision to perform that maintenance despite the 
Kafkaesque futility of the enterprise is an indication of 
the aspiration towards recognition and integration that 
drives Artsakh society. The situation has been entrenched 
by years of military conflict, including the 2020 war over 
Nagorno-Karabakh that redrew the borders in Azerbaijan’s 
favour and rendered the kind of hopes Papoyan documents 
even more fragile – but if it were ever to change, 
Stepanakert would be ready and waiting. This point is 
underlined by the sequence in Bon Voyage in which airport 
staff perform a mock passenger flight, complete with 
security checks, baggage handling, and gate calls. Only the 
journey itself is missing. 

The sense of stillness and suspension that runs through 
the film is not just a result of directorial choices, but also 
symbolic of the absurdity of Artsakh’s predicament. 
The airport is a microcosm. As Papoyan told Klassiki in 
a recent interview: “The place and the people working 
there informed every aspect of our film; the atmosphere 
contributed to the language of the film. It was this seeming 
lack of activity and continual state of expectation that 
expressed the sense of hidden anxiety regarding the 
present and the future, which is felt by so many citizens of 
Artsakh, and especially by the airport workers who I grew 
to know personally.” Or, in the words of one of the airport’s 
employees: “the cessation of war is not peace.”
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