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Authors’ note

This essay w
as w

ritten in three cities: Istanbul, Yerevan, and Berlin. 
M

any years ago, w
e em

barked on a m
ajor project entitled “Balat: 

Living Together”, dedicated to the borough of Balat in Istanbul and 
to the exploration of the form

s and narratives of coexistence w
ithin 

this sm
all yet profoundly m

ulti-ethnic space. O
ver the course of our 

cross-disciplinary investigation, w
e delved into the everyday practices 

that perm
eated the life of Balat: the oral histories, the architecture, 

the linguistic blend, the crafts, the folklore, and m
any other things 

besides. Back then, it seem
ed to us that together w

ith invited authors, 
w

e w
ould be able to say all w

e had to say about that unique vivre-en-
sem

ble, but w
e proved to be m

istaken. The inscriptions in the Chora 
M

onastery overlooking Balat’s streets and alleyw
ays provided us w

ith 
a fitting m

etaphor for the neighbourhood, nam
ely that of a container 

of the uncontainable: it turned out to hold so m
any layers of cultural 

heritage that no single research project could hope to fully encom
-

pass its palim
psest of the past. A

lready at that tim
e, it w

as evident 
that Balat w

as not only, and not sim
ply, a place of m

em
ory preserved 

in autobiographies and travelogues, but also a space inextricably 
associated w

ith childhood, prom
pting us to study the local A

rm
enian 

school together w
ith its Jew

ish and G
reek counterparts. In a w

ord, 
barely had w

e published B
alat: Living Together / aa

aa
a. a

a
aaa 

a
a
aaa (edited by Tigran A

m
iryan, Sona K

alantaryan, and G
izem

 
K

ıygı, CSN
 Lab, 2023) w

hen w
e entered another phase of research 

that ultim
ately resulted in the present volum

e.
O

ur reflections w
ere nourished by new

 ideas thanks to the H
rant 

D
ink Foundation and the Balat Foundation, w

hich invited us to 
Istanbul and granted us access to the school’s recently digitised 
archive. That said, the digitisation process w

as still underw
ay, and w

e 
unexpectedly ended up joining the archival team

 for a short period of 
Fig. 2: Digital reconstruction of the building’s 
arched entrance, w

ith the inscription “Khorenyan 
Co-Educational School, founded in &8++, Balat”.
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Authors’ note

A
s w

e observed the digitisation of the K
horenyan School’s 

archive, di$erent thoughts crossed our m
inds. O

n the one hand, 
the com

m
unity’s determ

ination to safeguard m
em

ory against the 
ravages of tim

e w
as evident; on the other hand, as the docum

ents 
w

ere increasingly transform
ed into num

bers and digital files, w
e 

becam
e ever m

ore concerned about the fate of the physical space 
that em

bodied the neighbourhood’s past. O
ne of the places w

here 
earth and stone still keep alive the m

em
ory of the A

rm
enians of 

Balat is the Edirnekapı Cem
etery: here, one can still see tom

bstones 
carrying the toponym

ic m
arker ‘Balateci’ that for tw

o centuries have 
preserved not only the nam

es of the K
horenyan’s renow

ned founders 
and benefactors, but also those of teachers and pupils, the m

ost 
m

odest participants in the educational process. This vast archive, 
engraved into stone, w

ould m
erely be an archaeological site, w

ere 
it not for the devotion and hard w

ork of its guardian and archivist, 
Rom

anos Vartkes Cezveciyan, w
ho has dedicated nearly half of his 

life to docum
enting the fate of Balat’s A

rm
enian com

m
unity. A

n 
alum

nus of the K
horenyan, he know

s the institution from
 his ow

n 
lived experience rather than from

 archival docum
ents; he does not 

sim
ply gather inform

ation about the past one tiny piece at a tim
e, 

he preserves the very space that em
bodies it. This essay, as w

ell as 
our broader research project on Balat, w

ould not have been possible 
w

ithout Rom
anos and his generous assistance. 

In 2024, w
e carried from

 Istanbul new
 know

ledge, priceless expe-
riences, and the aspiration to create a new

 book. Back in Yerevan, 
thanks to the dedicated e$orts of the Cultural &

 Social N
arratives 

Laboratory team
, the im

pressions and inspirations, the ideas and 
facts w

e had brought w
ith us slow

ly took on a concrete form
. But this 

dream
 could only be realised thanks to the invaluable support of tw

o 
institutions: Freie U

niversität Berlin and the Calouste G
ulbenkian 

Foundation. In 202&, one of the authors, Tigran A
m

iryan, w
as invited 

to a fellow
ship at the Cluster of Excellence Tem

poral C
om

m
unities: 

D
oing Literature in a G

lobal Perspective; the latter also kindly 
agreed to publish the present volum

e in its con·stel·la·tions series 
overseen by A

nne Eusterschulte, K
ristiane H

asselm
ann, A

ndrew
 

Jam
es Johnston, and A

nna Luhn. Being able to conduct our w
ork 

w
ithin the Cluster’s stim

ulating environm
ent w

as a true privilege, 
and w

e are particularly grateful to Susanne Frank, w
hose trust in the 

project a$orded us the opportunity to m
ake the m

ost of the m
aterial 

gathered in Yerevan and Istanbul. The original draft w
as extensively 

revised over the course of several m
onths in close collaboration w

ith 

tim
e. The archive, according to late tw

entieth-century philosophical 
critiques, is not sim

ply a static collection of artefacts, and this is 
exactly w

hat w
e experienced: w

e encountered the archival record 
not as a definitively catalogued, inert relic of the past, but as w

hat 
can only be described as a living organism

. Together w
ith volunteers 

from
 the A

rm
enian com

m
unity — including K

arin (e)etyan, A
ntranik 

Avitoğlu, and m
any others — İren Bıçakçı, Lara Çakm

ak, and D
eniz 

D
erya D

ertli m
eticulously sifted through vast collections of doc-

um
ents on a daily basis, digitising and organising them

. This w
as 

m
ore than a scholarly exam

ination: the w
ork conducted represented 

a form
 of archival co-existence and, at the sam

e tim
e, an integral 

part of com
m

unity life, an act of care for a shared past. M
any of 

the thousands upon thousands of pages of archival m
aterial had 

been in very poor condition for decades or even centuries, appearing 
yellow

ed and partially dam
aged due to exposure to cold, m

oisture, 
and sunlight. The task w

as further com
plicated by the fact that the 

A
rm

enian language has undergone extensive and num
erous trans-

form
ations over the centuries, and som

e docum
ents w

ere w
ritten in 

O
ttom

an Turkish, m
odern Turkish, and French, necessitating exten-

sive linguistic research. W
e sincerely believe that the trem

endous 
e$ort of the H

rant D
ink Foundation’s archival team

 deserves to be 
honoured in a dedicated book, w

hich is yet to be w
ritten. For the 

tim
e being, w

e w
ant to express our heartfelt gratitude to the entire 

archival departm
ent as w

ell as to our friend and colleague Talin 
Süzm

e, responsible for the Turkey-A
rm

enia dialogue program
m

e, 
for the opportunity to participate in this process and gain a unique 
experience that, although brief, w

as im
m

ensely valuable.
In parallel w

ith our archival research, one of us engaged w
ith the 

neighbourhood through the eyes of an architect and urbanist, w
hile 

the other approached it through the stories and m
em

ories of local 
residents and literary narratives of the past. Throughout our field-
w

ork, w
e w

ere com
prehensively supported by the Balat Foundation 

and the Surb H
reshdagabed (Saint A

rchangel) Church. W
e extend 

our deep appreciation to the Foundation and to the church’s clergy, 
w

ho opened to us the doors of the last stronghold of A
rm

enian 
life and m

em
ory in the borough. N

ever to be forgotten is the day 
w

hen, busily gathering oral histories, conducting urban analysis, and 
exploring archival docum

ents, w
e w

ere invited to w
itness the Easter 

liturgy at Surb H
reshdagabed, w

here, over several hours, the singing 
of the children’s choir filled the very space studied by us as a place of 
childhood from

 w
hich children’s voices w

ere conspicuously absent. 
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colleagues in A
rm

enia and G
erm

any, and readying the m
anuscript 

for publication w
ould not have been possible w

ithout the dedicated 
e$orts of Barbara Bausch and M

artin Bleisteiner. Versions of this 
book in Eastern and W

estern A
rm

enian are currently being pre-
pared w

ith the support of the G
ulbenkian Foundation, w

hich m
eans 

that w
e w

ill continue our daily w
ork across di$erent languages and 

contexts. 
The present text w

as translated from
 the A

rm
enian by our 

esteem
ed colleague M

ariam
 Yeghiazaryan. W

e thank M
ariam

 not 
just for her tireless com

m
itm

ent to accurately conveying the essay 
from

 one language to another, but also for her indispensable help in 
transform

ing it into its final shape.

Tigran A
m

iryan and A
rsen A

braham
yan 

Yerevan and Berlin, at the end of 202&

Fig. (: The bilingual (Arm
enian–French) “O

rphan Care 
Body of Balat” letterhead, used on adm

inistrative 
docum

ents of the Khorenyan O
rphanage.
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“The O
rphan Care Body of Balat”

“The O
rphan Care Body of Balat”  

— addressing the com
plexity of 

a  place’s m
em

ory

N
ever forget this sm

all building w
here you first put your 

trem
bling fingers upon the A

B
C, its flickering, fragile,  

yet pure light that illum
inated your m

inds, O
 children.  

—
 Farew

ell letter to graduates of the K
horenyan, ,-24

&

In the pages before you, w
e discuss the past (and its echo in the 

present) of the K
horenyan, an A

rm
enian educational establishm

ent 
in Istanbul’s Balat neighbourhood, that, over the course of its history, 
served purposes extending far beyond the rem

it of a traditional school 
by operating as an orphanage and a com

m
unal centre in the w

idest 
sense of the w

ord. “The O
rphan Care Body of Balat” is a literal trans-

lation of the printed heading on som
e of the K

horenyan’s archival 
docum

ents, “Ո
ՐԲԱ

Խ
Ն
Ա
Մ

 Մ
Ա
ՐՄ

ԻՆ
 Պ

Ա
ԼԱ

Թ
Ո
Ւ”, a letterhead that 

appeared and disappeared in the m
iddle of a drastic disruption in 

the life of the institution. 2 Characteristic of bureaucratic term
inology 

& 
Q

uoted from
 the farewell letter from

 the adm
inistration of the Khorenyan 

School to the graduating class of &924, in: Հնգ
ա

մեա
յ տ

եղեկա
գ

իր Խ
որէնեա

ն 
Ե

րկսեռ Վ
ա

րժ
ա

րա
նի, Թ

երզեա
ն եղբա

յրներ տ
պ

ա
րա

ն, &9((, էջ 9. 
[Five-Year Bulletin of the Khorenyan C

o-Educational School, Terzean Brothers 
Printing House, &9((, p. 9.]

2 
The archive concerning the Arm

enian com
m

unity of Balat, the Surb 
Hreshdagabed Church, the Khorenyan School, and the Khorenyan O

rphanage 
com

prises m
ore than 2,000 docum

ents, m
ostly dating from

 the early 
nineteenth century to the second half of the twentieth century. It includes 
m

aterials relating to the Khorenyan School and the Khorenyan O
rphanage, 

such as correspondence, accounting records, inform
ation on m

em
bers of 

the institutions, as well as internal regulations. These docum
ents exhibit 

recurring features am
ong w

hich the “O
rphan Care Body of Balat” letterhead, 

appearing after &9&), is particularly notable. Hrant Dink Foundation Archive: 
Balat Surp Hreshdagabed Church and Khorenyan School Collection, 
O

A)K)Y0.

from
 the late O

ttom
an and post-W

orld W
ar I era, the phrase also 

stands as a m
etaphor for the A

rm
enian com

m
unity during that dark 

period, w
hose entire existence w

as suddenly condensed into a single 
entity w

ith the sole task of looking after its m
ost deprived m

em
bers. ( 

The K
horenyan’s chequered past could be approached from

 m
any 

angles. Yet in w
hat follow

s, it is precisely this aspect w
e w

ant to focus 
on: its history as both a physical space and an intangible infrastruc-
ture of care sustained across generations — a perspective that grow

s 
from

 the tribulations experienced by the A
rm

enian com
m

unity in the 
O

ttom
an Em

pire and later in the Republic of Turkey, as w
ell as from

 
that com

m
unity’s persistent e$orts at self-support and self-assertion. 

O
ur approach revolves around docum

ents and narratives pro-
duced by A

rm
enians, honouring their legacy as agents in the telling 

of their ow
n (hi)story. In the O

ttom
an Em

pire of the nineteenth 
and tw

entieth centuries, archives prim
arily served the needs of the 

im
perial bureaucracy; yet the K

horenyan’s archive also becam
e a 

form
 of self-preservation — after all, it w

as com
piled and safeguarded 

by the inhabitants of Balat them
selves. The K

horenyan O
rphanage, 

despite — or m
aybe because — of its appearance and disappearance 

over a brief period of tim
e, form

s an essential part of the neigh-
bourhood’s cultural identity: it captures the very m

om
ent w

hen the 
local com

m
unity becam

e traceable through docum
entation and 

institutionalisation, or, in the w
ords of Jan A

ssm
ann, the physical 

em
bodim

ent of its m
em

ory. 4 “The O
rphan Care Body of Balat” — in 

the fabric of thousands of archival docum
ents, the printed heading is 

not only a com
m

on thread that ties together the K
horenyan’s legacy 

before and after the A
rm

enian G
enocide in the O

ttom
an Em

pire at 
the beginning of the tw

entieth century; it is also a constant rem
inder 

of the shattering of the A
rm

enian com
m

unity’s future. If this essay 
foregrounds the fate of one particular institution, the K

horenyan 
w

as not an isolated phenom
enon: at the beginning of the tw

en-
tieth century, sim

ilar places of care began to em
erge all over the 

region in cities such as Athens, Cairo, A
leppo, A

lexandropol, and 

( 
Due to the flexibility of the Arm

enian language, the English phrase ‘caretaker 
of orphans’ can be expressed w

ith a single adjective — vorbakhnam
 

(որբա
խ

նա
մ). In the everyday parlance of the early twentieth century and for 

a long tim
e thereafter, the term

 ‘Khorenyan’ referred not only to a school, 
but also to an orphanage (մա

նկա
տ

ուն, literally ‘a house for children’).
4 

Assm
ann, Jan: “Com

m
unicative and cultural m

em
ory”. In: C

ultural M
em

ory 
Studies: An International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, edited by Astrid Erll 
and Ansgar Nünning, De G

ruyter, 2008, pp. &09 – &8, here p. &&&.
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“The O

rphan Care Body of Balat”

Tbilisi. ) At the sam
e tim

e, our reference to a specific ‘address’ is an 
invitation to regard this essay as part of a broader engagem

ent w
ith 

local history that w
e began years ago w

ith our book B
alat: Living 

Together. + 
A

ny study dedicated to the m
em

ory of the A
rm

enian com
m

unity 
in today’s Turkey inevitably becom

es an attem
pt to understand the 

m
atrix of oblivion w

oven from
 the threads of thousands of individ-

ual narratives and m
em

ories that have survived in fam
ily and state 

archives. In our endeavour to uncover the (hi)story of the K
horenyan 

School in its m
anifold entanglem

ents, w
e ask: W

ho rem
em

bers the 
School? W

hat exactly is being rem
em

bered? In w
hat form

s and 
expressions is this m

em
ory constructed and/or deconstructed? N

ot 
only is m

em
ory inherently precarious — that of the A

rm
enian com

-
m

unity in the form
er O

ttom
an Em

pire is historically torn. O
ver their 

long and convoluted trajectory, recollections of the past have under-
gone a prolonged process of transform

ation, encom
passing both the 

fusion and disjunction of narratives. W
e define this particular form

 of 
m

em
ory as the m

em
ory of m

em
ory, in w

hich the com
m

unity rem
ains 

a living, active elem
ent of the present w

hile sim
ultaneously bearing 

a m
em

ory of the past — a m
em

ory that has evolved beyond even the 
stage of w

hat M
arianne H

irsch calls “postm
em

ory”. ,
A

n integral part of contem
porary society in Turkey, the A

rm
enian 

com
m

unity rem
ains m

arked by its m
arginalisation w

ithin the broader 
realm

 of m
em

ory, but also by its specific positionality, and, m
ore 

precisely, its condition of exotopy w
ithin that sphere. 8 A

s an ethnic 

) 
A detailed analysis of the politics surrounding orphans, abandoned children, 
and vagrants can be found in M

aksudyan, Nazan: O
rphans and Destitute 

C
hildren in the Late O

ttom
an Em

pire. Syracuse University Press, 20&4. For an 
in-depth discussion of the orphan care body in the city of Alexandropol 
including its establishm

ent, subsequent displacem
ents and reorganisations, 

as well as the fragm
entary records preserving the m

em
ory of its inhabitants 

and em
ployees, see: Nercessian, Nora: The C

ity of O
rphans: Relief W

orkers, 
C

om
m

issars and the “Builders of the New Arm
enia”. Alexandropol/Leninakan, 

1919 – 1931. Hollis Publishing, 20&+.
+ 

Am
iryan, Tigran et al. (eds.): Balat: Living Together / Բ

ա
լա

թ
. ա

պ
րել միա

սին, 
C

SN Lab, 202(.
, 

Hirsch, M
arianne: The G

eneration of Postm
em

ory: W
riting and Visual C

ulture 
After the Holocaust. Colum

bia University Press, 20&2, pp. & – 2).
8 

Rather than em
ploying Liapunov’s translation of M

ikhail Bakhtin’s concept of 
vnenachodim

ost as ‘outsideness’ (see: Bakhtin, M
ikhail M

.: “Author and hero 
in aesthetic activity”. In: Art and Answerability: Early Philosophical Essays, 
edited by M

ichael Holquist and Vadim
 Liapunov, translated by Vadim

 Liapunov 
[ca. &920 – &92(, first published in Russian &9,9], University of Texas Press, &990, 
pp. 4 – 2))), we prefer to render the term

 as ‘exotopy’. This choice reflects the 

m
inority, it is engaged in a constant struggle for rights and freedom

s. 
M

oreover, the presence of this post-traum
atic entity in the social and 

cultural life of m
odern Turkey keeps raising questions pertaining to 

the past — in a sense, it constitutes a physical body that constantly 
rem

em
bers and rem

inds. In one of his interview
s, the journalist 

H
rant D

ink (,-&4 – 200.), w
hile discussing the Rem

em
brance D

ay 
of the A

rm
enian G

enocide in the O
ttom

an Em
pire, m

entioned var-
ious expressions com

m
only used to describe w

hat happened to the 
A

rm
enians at the beginning of the tw

entieth century: ‘tragic events’, 
‘displacem

ent’, ‘genocide’, ‘m
assacres’, and so on. D

ink preferred 
another term

: for his ow
n generation, his ancestors, and his descend-

ants, he argued, rem
em

bering the A
rm

enian com
m

unity m
eant 

rem
em

bering its ‘destruction’ across space and tim
e. 9 O

ur explora-
tion of how

 a particular A
rm

enian school in Istanbul is rem
em

bered 
therefore cannot be confined to m

erely bringing to the surface past 
events, nam

es, and faces: any attem
pt to form

ulate a retrospective 
narrative about A

rm
enians in Turkey inevitably encounters a point 

at w
hich the various tem

poralities involved refuse to obey the logic 
of sequentiality, dem

anding instead an approach m
ore akin to an 

assem
blage.

Balat’s A
rm

enian population form
s part of one of Istanbul’s m

ost 
m

ulti-ethnic neighbourhoods and thus also of a veritable m
osaic of 

narratives. D
escribing a com

m
unity’s historical connection to a place 

along w
ith its past and present concerns w

ould be a m
uch easier task 

in a m
ore hom

ogenous environm
ent. In the case of Balat, how

ever, 
w

e m
ust take into account the fact that the A

rm
enian com

m
unity 

w
as never econom

ically or politically dom
inant, nor w

as it rooted 
in a broad institutional netw

ork. A
m

ong the few
 rem

aining land-
m

arks that attest to the A
rm

enian presence in the area are the Surb 
H

reshdagabed Church, the nearby Edirnekapı Cem
etery, the long-

closed K
horenyan School, and the Kefeli M

osque (form
erly the 

St N
icholas Church). Located in the im

m
ediate vicinity of Jew

ish 
synagogues, G

reek and Bulgarian churches, and m
any other cultur-

ally significant sites, these architectural rem
nants bear w

itness to the 
interactions that once united the neighbourhood’s diverse com

m
uni-

ties in a vibrant vivre-ensem
ble — a geography of coexistence betw

een 

position of the Arm
enian school and com

m
unity in Balat, w

hich existed w
ithin 

the neighbourhood and actively participated in its interethnic and inter-
com

m
unal life. W

hile peripheral in relation to the dom
inant culture, they were 

not excluded from
 local history; they were not outside, but inside.

9 
Çandar, Tuba: Hrant. H

D
F Publications, 202(, p. )02.

&,
&+


