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THE ARMENIAN QUARTER
OF JERUSALEM

Urban Life Behind Monastery Walls
VICTOR AZARYA

Much of the Armenian quarter of the old city
of Jerusalem is occupied by the large St. James

Monastery, which is home not only to twenty

to thirty monks but to a lay population of

about fifteen hundred people including fami- =~ ~*

lies with children of all ages. Why are they
living there, and how is the balance between
monastic and lay existences maintained? Vic-
tor Azarya’s fascinating study of life within
the monastery compound shows, against a
rich and poignant historical background, how
the Armenians of Jerusalem reconcile their
different and even opposing states of life.
The Armenian lay community began in a
search for sheer safety, an escape from phys-
ical annihilation under the Turkish persecu-
tions of World War I. At one point, as many
as four thousand refugees were encamped
within the monastery. Although many moved
on to other countries or other areas within
Israel or the West Bank, a large number re-
mained, and a new wave of homeless Arme-
nians entered the monastery when their prop-
erty was confiscated during the Arab-Israeli
War of 1948. The economic and social advan-
tages of a coexistence begun in necessity led
to the establishment of a permanent lay com-
munity that has transformed the monastery.
The lay residents within the compound ac-
cept many of the limitations of monastic life,
including the closing of the gates at night.
They depend on the monks for community
services, and acknowledge their leadership;
but their life-style and their outlook are
thoroughly secular. As the clergy’s monastic
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Preface

My interest in the Armenian quarter of Jerusalem long
preceded the writing of this book. Like scores of other vis-
itors to the Old City since 1967, I did not fail to notice the
Armenian names on many of the souvenir and jewelry shops
at the Jaffa Gate entrance to the bazaar. Born and raised in
Turkey, I knew more about these people than other visitors
and was intrigued by rediscovering them here and hearing
them occasionally speak Turkish. This special interest in fel-
low “ex-Turks” took a more professional form in the mid-
1970s when I tried to diversify my fields of research, which
until then had concentrated on Africa. A study of the Arme-
nian community of Jerusalem seemed to be a good idea because
of my special attraction to these people and also because it
lent itself to my particular methodological inclinations as a
sociologist trained in observation and not well versed in
quantitative survey techniques. I first thought of studying
their socioeconomic role as entrepreneurial middlemen
minorities. A quick look, however, at their patterns of resi-
dence convinced me that this would be the focus of my
research.

Fieldwork for the research was conducted between 1975
and 1978, although bits of information have flowed in ever
since. The data have been updated several times, but un-
doubtedly changes will have occurred before the book appears
in print. During the academic year of 1975-76 I visited the
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Armenian quarter several times a week, most often in the
afternoons. My visits to the quarter became less frequent in

the summer and fall of 1976 and then picked up agdin™in -

1977, this time with the help of a resident Armenian priest
who worked for me as research assistant. Another period of
absence followed in 1978-79 when I spent a sabbatical year
abroad. Intermittent fact-finding (or-gap-closing) visits have
continued since my return in 1979, and the Armenian quar-
ter has been on the standard itinerary of my students of the
various seminars on urban communities of Jerusalem. T would
like to extend special thanks to my good friend Kevork
Hintlian who has always graciously played host and com-
panion to those study tours.

Early in my work I made the crucial discovery, which of
course was known to those familiar with the area, that the
otherwise modern and secular-looking Armenian shopkeep-
ers and artisans lived for the most part within a large monas-
tery compound surrounded by walls with gates that were
closed at night. The thought of a modern lay community
living within a monastic institution captivated my imagina-
tion, and I could see its potential sociological implications.
Monasteries and lay communities were theoretically oppos-
ing categories, and it would have been interesting to explain
the reasons, the mechanisms, and the effects of their spatial
coexistence in this case. From the outset this has been the
principal focus of my investigation. Later, it became clear
that one could not understand the nature of this coexistence
without studying the general economic life, culture, educa-
tion, and leisure time of the community, as well as its history.
However, these issues and other facts of community life
were touched upon only insofar as they contributed to
understanding how and why the lay and monastic communi-
ties lived together. This is not, therefore, a comprehensive
ethnographic study, in the sense that it does not attempt to
give a general picture of community life but concentrates on
points of encounter between the clergy and the laity.

PREFACE xi

I should stress an important difference between my data
collection and the data revealed in most urban community
studies, such as those of Suttles, Gans, Whyte, Kornblum,
Liebow, Stack, and others which will be referred to in later
chapters.1 1did not live in the community during the period of
study, nor did I “hang out” with local residents on street
corners or “carry out” stores. I did not use the local public
facilities for everyday life, and I never pretended to be more
than a visitor. I developed familiarity but not intimacy with
the people studied. For one thing I did not speak their lan-
guage; our communication was held in English, Hebrew, and
occasionally Turkish. Data were collected mostly by means of
extensive interviews (or rather conversations) with infor-
mants. These data were supplemented by documentary mate-
rial on the quarter and its inhabitants (some of it translated
from Armenian) and by observations on the community’s
gatherings and public events, such as church services, wed-
dings, baptisms and funerals, school graduation ceremonies,
parties, bazaars, sporting events. The richness of the com-
munity’s public life made for many of these public events at
which I could be an unobtrusive and legitimate bystander. I
also spent some time in my informants’ stores, exchanging
views with them and with their friends who used to drop by
for chats or coffee while the shopkeeper was busy serving
clients. Eventually I had access to the families and was invited
to homes, but admittedly my view of things was mainly from
the angle of public territory.

My method of data collection, compared with the more
“participant observation” type of urban community studies,
is also indicative of the type of community studied. An out-
sider could not just move in, rent a flat, and take up residence
in the monastery, hoping to look at life from within. Nor
could one hang out in a corner of the monastery and talk to
passersby. There are no sidewalk coffee shops within the
compound. An outsider spotted in the courtyard has to be
“going somewhere.” He has to show at all times that he is























































































