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The Beginning
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The idea for this book came along when my
colleagues of the CSN Lab and | were working on
a project to study the vernacular neighborhoods
of Yerevan. Even then, while collecting the oral
histories of almost extinct old neighborhoods
such as Firdus, Krivoy, Nork and Kond, we kept
hearing the name of Getar in the stream of
endless stories. This river seemed to be an integral
part of the invisible urban space. It belonged
to the history of the city and constituted the
narrative of its past; we heard the name of the
river, but almost never saw the river itself. It
became obvious to us that Getar belonged to an
urban fabric that had been consigned to oblivion.
To hear the murmur of the river and see its short
stretches that have not yet vanished from sight,
we have to strain not only our ears and eyes, but
also our memory. Getar's memory embodies a
fragment of Yerevan's urban memory that has
been completely destroyed and covered with
the concrete of modern gentrification. It fell
victim to urban transformations which not only
subordinated the river to the Soviet functionalist
projects but also to the post-Soviet practices of
exploiting urban space exclusively for economic
gain.
The river was visible only through the veil of personal

and family stories, constituting a fragment of social

and architectural memory that we attended to on a

daily basis to understand the identity of the city and

its inhabitants — a deeply traumatized identity that

has never been properly analyzed. Before we had even

finished the book “Firdus: Memory of a Place” we already

knew that we were to create another one - “Getar:

Memory of a River.” The new book was literally written

by the old city’s inhabitants themselves. It encompasses

their stories about the houses that once overhung the

river banks, about their everyday life when they used

to soak their feet in Getar's cool and gurgling waters on

sweltering summer evenings as well as their memories

and fragments of postmemory related to Getar'’s floods

that occurred around the middle of the last century.
Nowadays when attitudes towards natural
resources in urban space are changing
dramatically, when closed rivers are being
restored, thus becoming the sources and centers
of newly created green neighborhoods, the
need to talk about the river seems more urgent,
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especially in the context of comprehending the
identity of a hot city such as Yerevan.

In addition to its ecological and urban significance,
Getar is a vital part of the city's cultural past and social
memory. Since Yerevan's identity is more damaged
than ever before, studying memory of the river is a high
priority. Along with tracing Getar's hydropoetics, we
were also documenting its memory by compiling an oral
history which forms an important part of this book.

The book originated not only from the
inhabitants’ memories and folk narratives about
the city’'s past, but also from fiction. In particular,
the writer Aram Pachyan is one of those authors
who through his own writing tried to bring back
to a reader the river's memory which had been
erased over the past half-century.

Throughout this comprehensive project to provide
a hydropoetic study of the river we have been supported
by all those who too recognized the significance of the river
and its memory in shaping the identity of the city. Experts
from a variety of disciplines were involved in this process:
ecologists and anthropologists, urbanists and architects,
writers and illustrators. Thanks to the joint efforts, we
managed to bring to fruition the first book ever produced
in Armenia about Getar and its memory. It adopts an
interdisciplinary approach and covers a rather long period
of transformations of Yerevan's urban and water spaces.

I would like to express my gratitude to my
colleagues and collaborators who have been by
my side during the long months of creating this
publication. First of all, | am greatly indebted

to my friends, experts in their field who spent
many hours, days and weeks working on the
written and visual narratives about the memory
of the river, namely Harutyun Tumaghyan
(architect and artist), Hovhannes Galstyan
(editor), Klim Grechka (designer and editor),
Arsen Abrahamyan (architect). | am grateful to
all those who lent a helping hand to work on
archival materials and collect oral histories as
well as provided their input at different stages
of the project, namely Mariam Yeghiazaryan,
Sona Karapoghosyan, Sona Kalantaryan, Mane
Grigoryan, Samson Martirosyan. | would also
like to thank the entire staff of the Eurasia
Partnership Foundation for realizing the
importance of this research project and offering

their support. ] 2
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Getar. The River

On hydropoetics
and urban memory
of the Getar River
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..we saw cars reduced to their roofs, streetlamps
truncated till only their tops rose above
the surface like water lilies, houses cut
up like children’s blocks, a cat treed for
several days.

Roland Barthes

All the cellars were filled with muddy water and
sand. Boards, household items and other
material were floating down the street.
A carriage trying to cross the street
overturned.

Evidence from an archive report

on the 1908 flooding of the Getar River.
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Getar is a river
This statement alone can trigger conflicts,
contradictions and clashes between different
languages describing the city. The language of
memory shaped by everyday life of Yerevan's
inhabitants rebels against the language of
bureaucracy - a language that represents the
city as seen from above, its bird-eye view®. An
administrative language has not passed through
everyday urban experiences and does not
mingle with the stream of urban vernaculars;
it describes Getar very briefly, ending
a conversation before it has begun.
Getar is a closed river. Getar is not a river but rather
a watercourse polluted by sewage and industrial
wastes.® When Yerevan's inhabitants say “Getar is
a river,” they simply express their dissent through
language; they write the river by using their own
knowledge, experience and vernacular.
By ignoring experience-based writing, the
language of bureaucracy aims to "make
the complexity of the city readable."®
A bureaucratic text erasing the river from the
city, is no more than a fiction, a trick, which
is resisted by the memory of the city and its
inhabitants. Striving to represent reality more
accurately and comprehensively as well as to
elucidate the city's memory space and writing space,
official narratives prove to be an optical illusion,
an unreal and fictional matter.

(1] De Certeau, M. The © De Certeau, p. 93.
Practice of Everyday Life. University of
California Press, 1984, p. 92

o For more detail see Mari

Chakryan’s article in this book. 2 0
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Getar is a closed river
The river does not exist.

It is invisible to the locals and tourists, unknown to
Yerevan's inhabitants and not recognized by municipal
authorities. This mode of non-existence intensifies and
becomes unquestionable. There is no river in Yerevan,
this is a city without a river. The presence of Hrazdan
does not refute this argument. This river does not
flow through the center, it is inconspicuous, outside
the heart of the city. It is under the authority of a deep
gorge, as if belonging to an ancient urban epic and
prehistoric proto-language. It is hidden from the city’s
inhabitants and remains in the depths of the rocky
historical past. Expelled from social space, it has also lost
its erotic dimension; it is far away from the place of our
encounter with the “other” - the place of ludic forces and
ruptures.@

Getar should be placed in this semantic center,
as it is the river that once ran through urban
space and thereby gave a meaning to it.
However, this semantic quality is long neglected
and forgotten.

As Olivia Laing puts it in her meditative memoir -
“There is a mystery about rivers that draws us to them,
for they rise from hidden places and travel by routes
that are not always tomorrow where they might be
today."® In fact, even if one imagines that the river
is not stifled with asphalt, few people can tell where
the river rises from. Flowing from the Kotayk province
which is separated from the capital by barren lands,
Getar disappears several times across the mountainous
terrain of Yerevan before entering the city. Getar
appears in urban space as abruptly as it drops out of
sight; it runs into Hrazdan, a river in the southern part
of the city. On several 20th-century maps the Yerevan
Lake is also marked as sea - an imaginary element
epitomizing the longing of sweltering southern cities
for distant shores. The name of the Tbilisi Sea emerged
from the landlocked city’'s same desire for a missing
vital element. It should be noted that both the Yerevan
Sea and the Tbilisi Sea are reservoirs built in the

o Barthes, R. “Sémiologie o Laing, O. To the River.
et urbanisme” in “L’Architecture A Journey Beneath the Surface.
d’aujourd’hui” CL 111, 1970 Canongate, 2011, p. 18
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d’aujourd’hui” CL III, 1970 Canongate, 2011, p. 18



1950s. However, by calling these reservoirs a sea, the
inhabitants of the two capitals created an imaginary
spacetime that imbues their urban identities with
antiquity, grandeur and vastness.
Getar whose waters flow into Hrazdan (which in
turn runs into the Yerevan Sea) seems to be an
integral part of urban myths. If Getar disappears,
its poetic ambience will vanish as well.
Barthes compares the pacifying view of an
overflowing river with the “euphoric myth
of movement” (“looking at the photographs
of a flood, each spectator feels himself
conveyed by proxy”) and defines the river flow
as the “elementary form of all geographic
perception.” @ The loss of a river implies
“a suspension of the functions and the names
of terrestrial topography.”® Getar has been
deprived of the mystery which drew us to the
river. The city has been deprived of its river
which would run into the sea.

“Unlike a lake or sea, a river has a destination and
there is something about the certainty with which it
travels that makes it very soothing, particularly for those
who've lost faith with where they're headed,” writes
Olivia Laing about the Ouse River in her reflections
on the significance and destiny of world’s natural
waterways.® Now that Yerevan lost the integral part
of its myth which connected the land to the sea, the
city has also abandoned its hope of being soothed; the
immutable image of a stone city is forever imprinted on
the minds of Yerevan's inhabitants.

Getar is present in historical discourse, clearly
visible on old maps of the colonial era, and
often mentioned by poets and travelers.
However, as soon as we move from a historical
narrative into the city's memory space, we
witness an insoluble conflict. The section of the
river that flows (or once flowed) through the
ity center, conveying meaning and creating its
semantic and semiotic fabric, was eventually
closed and channeled into a sewer in 2008.
Municipal authorities rationalized their

o Barthes, R. The Eiffel (2] Ibid
Tower and Other Mythologies. University 2 6
of California Press, 1997, p. 32 (3] Laing, O. p.18



2/

EpLwywjwlywu Uh tnwpp, npny wpunwhwjunybg
E hEnwdnp ondEqtpph Lywwndwdp hwpwyw)hu
innpe pwnwpubph wpnup: 26Ug wju pwgwyuw,
pw)jg YELuwlywl twpplu ntuEUWNL gwuyniejwUp
E wywjdwuwydnpdwé @phihujwt 6nd wuyjwunwp
Uh pwnuwpnw, npp ptl Gip sntuh nbuwh énd,
pwjg 2ng wuhuubphu onh upnu £: Mewnp £
UzkL, np pb Eplwuyjw, pE Rphhujwu ényEpp
1950-wjwuutphl untnddwé gpwidpwnutbp
Eu: Uju wjwquwuutpp ony YnsEny’ Epynt
dwjpwpwnwpubtph puwyhgubpp uinbnénwd Bu
EpLwlywjwywu Uh lnwpwoéwdwdwuwl, npuinkn
wn pwnwpubph hupunte)ntup nwnunid &
huwdtuh, Jubd nt onuwdwyuy:
QLwnwnp, nph ontpp hnunwd BU nkwh 2pwgnwu
(npU hp hEpphu pwihynd £ Eplwiujwit 6ny), wubku
pwnwpwjhu wnwuwbh wupwdwl Jwu |huh: Uhw
Pt hugnt gbuinh wuhbunwgdwdp Yspwtw bwl npw
pwlwunbndwywuntpe)niup:
Fwpup Jwpwpnn gbnph hwuquunwybun
unbuwpwup hwdytdwunnd £ «pEpypwih uwhph
wnwuwbh» hGwun («JupwpdwU (niuwuwpubphu
Uwjtihu ptipph puptingnnp Ywnotu hupu £ uwhh
gbwnh ypwiyny»), huy gbuinh hntup hwdwpnud
«inbnwuph puywdwu nwppwywu dup»@:
QEwnwnh Ynpnwwnp hwugtgund £ Uh yphswyh, Gpp
Fwpunh pwntpnd wuwd «JEpwund BU tinEnwigpnipjwu
anpéwnnypUENU Nt nEnwunUuEpp»@: Gpbuwul
wjllwi junphnipn gncuh, npnd hdwynud £ Utq: Lwnwplu
wjlu gbwinEn gnituh, npnup ywn pE niz dndhb wyhwnhp
Uhwiuwnudthu:
«b tnwpptpnipyntu ondh Ywid |8h, gbunp
dEpguwytwn ntuh, nph ninnniejwUp hnubint
wlfuwfuwnnie Nt wubu uthnthwup (huh,
hwuwunywwbu Upwug hwdwn, ndptp hnwwhwunn
Lwlg EU wnb) Yeu Swuwwwnhhun®, — uznd
E LEugp” wptuwphh puwywu gpwhnuptiph
Lpwlwynipjwu nt Swlwwnwagnph hwdwuinbpuwinnd
dwnpbind Nigq gEuinh Jwuhu: Unpgutiny
ubthwywl wnwuwbth hwugnygp, npnd hpwp
Ehu vhwunw guwdwpl neonyp, Epbwup gnyytg
Lwbl uthnthwUup guuBnt hnyuhg, huy pwpwyGnun
punwph wuzpgbiih nhdwghsp hwdtind npnzdytg
FUwyhgutinh ghunwignipjwl Utg:
QEwnwinp gnjnie)ntu ntuh wwndwuwu fununyenud,
huwinwy Epunw £ quuinnipwhu dwdwuwlwpewuh
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decision with simplistic arguments (need for
road expansion due to increasing number

of vehicles). Funnily enough, it was also argued
that the river might flood. The last serious
flooding, which | will refer to later, occurred

in 1946. Municipal authorities started talking
about the danger of a new flood half a century
after the last incident.

A whole new generation has grown up in the city
since 2008. During this period the flow of people to the
capital from other parts of the county has not stopped.
Today, neither the young living here, nor the new
inhabitants have seen the river. In their minds Yerevan
is a city without a river. However, the older generation
distinctly remembers the river; it is the only bearer
of Getar’s fading memory.

The conflict of memory arises due to the fact
that different ways of inhabiting urban space
coexist. Some inhabitants still live in a city that
does not have a river. Meanwhile, for other
groups the river is an essential part of Yerevan's
identity. The status of Getar is suspended
between physical body and dream. As it flows,
the river fulfills its daily function, but at the
same time it is dead. It is both existent and non-
existent in urban space.

In his meditations on water Bachelard writes that
a river constantly flows and overcomes death."Water
always flows, always falls, always ends in horizontal
death."® Due to this immortality, the river is not subject
to historical dimension. The river has no history, it is
beyond historical discourse. The river belongs to those
who managed to immerse themselves in its waters, who
had the chance to hear the murmur of its stream and
later to those who irrigated their gardens with its water.
If one considers the river as a temporal concept, then it
belongs exclusively to the memory of those who stayed
in close contact with the river. Getar’s history consists
of various attempts to capture, measure, subjugate the
river and close it in the bowels of the earth. These stories
constitute Getar's martyrdom. As Bachelard notes in his

o Bachelard, G. Water and
Dreams. An Essay On the Imagination
of Matter. The Pegasus Foundation,

Dallas, 1983, p. 6 .
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of Matter. The Pegasus Foundation,
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phenomenological study, “the pain of water is infinite."®
Hence all the endeavors to subdue Getar are only pathetic
efforts to reproduce what is intrinsic to water.
Thus, Getar is a river only in a physical sense;
it is a stream of life which has been destroyed,
erased from memory and deprived of its natural
purpose. Still, Getar exists. Though the river is
mostly closed in the central part of the city, in
some places it is visible to passersby. It is also
present in various discourses. Urban space is
a crossroads of discourses that form a kind of
poem, not focusing on a specific plot, but rather
unfolding in urban semiotics®, in its polyphony
of different styles, different narratives and
different memories. Any attempt to understand
the city cannot be successful without analyzing
the main discursive flows that somehow
intersect the closed riverbed.

The body of the river
The simplest but perhaps most misleading
way of understanding any river is to map it
and describe it in terms of space and time.
Getar originates in the Kotayk province and
is 24 km long. Flowing from the neighboring
region through Nork and the central part of
the city, it runs into Hrazdan near Shengavit.
According to various sources, the course of the
river has changed several times. Some maps
and descriptions of the underground water
channels south of the center indicate that
many tributaries and streams that branched off
from Getar and once irrigated gardens in the
city, disappeared. A concise factual description
will also note that the river was mentioned or
described by several 19th century authors, or
that it flooded and was eventually channeled
into sewer pipes.

The river is no longer a river. This will be a short
account of its birth, adventures and demise, a summary
of all descriptions of its body, a documentation of its
physical length and age, as well as a testimony to the

o Ibid 2] Barthes, R. “Semiologie et
urbanisme”
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view that the efforts of public authorities and scientists
to accurately characterize its ever-changing body are
always futile. This endeavor to erase the river by means
of a descriptive and unreal narrative is not the invention
of the recent past (when the river vanished from sight
and moved into the city's memory space); it dates back
almost a century.

In one of the archival documents, titled

“Report on the expeditionary study of mudflow

formations in basins of the Gedar and

Jrvezh Rivers” and prepared by the Water-

Energy Research Institute of the Academy

of Sciences of the Armenian SSR in 1949, the

river is described both in terms of the Soviet

nomenklatura and the prevailing functionalist

approach to urban space and its natural

resources. After a brief overview of the concept

of mudflow, the author of this document sets

about denying the existence of the river.

“The Gedar River, a left bank tributary of the Zangu
River, is not a river in the strictest sense. It is a kind
of gully through which spring meltwater and stormwater
runoffs flow."®

Subjected to a peculiar inventory and alienated
through language, the river lost its identity in
this document. The sole purpose of this ever-
changing and eternal body was articulated in
a verdict.

The author of the document writes: “The word ‘cenv’
[mud] is of Arabic origin and literally means turbulent
flow.” He also lists other names for this phenomenon: sil
(Central Asia), Ruffi (Switzerland), Mure (Tyrol).

Thus, this study begins with the description of

a phenomenon that causes serious harm to the
environment. After it makes its point that Getar
is not a river and lists other names for mudflows,
the report proceeds to its main conclusion:
mudflows cause damage by “impeding the
economic use of urban lands."®

o Academy of Sciences of the @ Ibid, p.11
Armenian SSR, Water-Energy Research

Institute. “Report on the expeditionary

study of mudflow formations in basins

of the Gedar and Jrvezh Rivers,” RA

National Archives, File Number-710,

Yerevan, 1949, p. 31 [in Russian].
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Most studies on Getar were carried out following
flooding events; the body of the river exists only where
it is running a high fever. In Soviet archives the river
is a sick body. The river was defined or articulated
only after it had caused serious damage to the city; its
history consists of destruction. Getar's story amounts to
madness. It's not surprising that the language of Soviet
functionalism literally diagnoses this disorder, removing
the sick body from the healthy and useful city. It is no
coincidence that in his analysis of Bachelard'’s “Water
and Dreams,” Foucault noted that in the Western
imagination, reason belongs to terra firma, while
unreason is an infinite and uncertain oceanic space.
“Madness,” writes Foucault, “is the flowing liquid exterior
of rocky reason."®

Historical knowledge about Getar began to
accumulate at the end of the 19th century,
when ariver, like any other urban element, was
viewed as a separate spatial unit and studied
properly. Rainfall events caused flooding in 1873
(on August 27), 1908 (in early March), 1923 (in
the summer months), 1924 (in July), 1925 (on July
25), 1928 (in June). The largest flood, when the
water depth reached three meters, occurred
on 25 May 1946. It caused “53 million rubles
worth of damage, 800 houses were destroyed
and another 610 were damaged. Several dozen
inhabitants were killed."®

In 1950 the same research institute revisited the issue
of flooding as the latter occurred repeatedly (although

since 1946 no flood had caused severe damage to the city).

“Gedar flows across the entire city of Yerevan
from north to south. Jrvezh, another small

river or rather a dry ravine, passes across the
southern part of the city from east to west.

A downpour is enough to turn these brooks into
devastating torrents. Gedar in particular may
cause massive destruction to the city, which
occurred on May 26, 1946 as a result of a two-
hour rainstorm.”

o Foucault, M. “L’eau et la o Academy of Sciences of
folie.” In Dits et Ecrits, vol. ., Paris: the Armenian SSR, Water-Energy
Gallimard, 1994, p. 268. Research Institute.”Estimation of

flood discharge of the rivers of Gedar
and Zangu,” RA National Archives,
File Number-82, Yerevan, 1950 [in
Russian].
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o St'u unyu wnknnud, kg 11: o Foucault, M. “L'eau et la
folie.” In Dits et Ecrits, vol. L., Paris:
Gallimard, 1994, p. 268.



The flood of 1946 terrified the city which was utterly
exhausted and impoverished after the war. This natural
disaster, which damaged the urban infrastructure, was
not only a research subject but also became deeply
embedded in social memory. The city's oral history
preserves the memory of this catastrophic event by
combining the accounts of several floods into a single
narrative. During the interviews, conducted between
2019 and 2022, people living in different parts of Yerevan,
reminisced about the flood, mainly talking about the
damage inflicted on the city and its inhabitants.

Popular stories about the flood abound,
recounting how the river flooded the KGB
basements, why the Soviet government decided
to close the river (although this happened much
later), how the flood washed away corpses from
the morgue, how the water flooded into houses
and carried away children from their cradles.
This is an endless chain of stories; over the years
each of them became a basis of urban legends in
its own right.

There is a contrast between the disaster depicted in
the accounts of Yerevan's inhabitants and the ‘disastrous
situation’ described in archival documents. For Yerevan's
inhabitants, the flood is part of their history, an integral part
of their lives and that of the river, whereas from a scientific
perspective natural disasters are just an opportunity
to subdue the river in search of its effective use.

Almost all accounts contain two emotional
moments: the flood and the river closure.
While the flood constitutes an almost faded
and washed-out narrative belonging to
postmemory, @ the river closure is distinctly
remembered by many. Getar was closed under
one of the most corrupt mayors of Yerevan.
People are happy that it happened. Although
nobody trusts the official version, which stated
that the river was closed to expand the road,
Yerevan's inhabitants seem to think that the
closure was an absolute necessity at the time.
Over time the river was polluted and no clean-
up activities were organized by municipal

o Hirsch, M. “The
Generation of Postmemory.” Poetics
today, 29(1), 2008, 103-128.
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BopHO-9HepreTHYeCKUM HHCTUTYT

/| HanuoHanbHbINA apxuB ADMEHHH,
Doup 263, onuchk (CnUCcoK) 2, geno 85.



authorities. Hence, the scene of a stinky river
littered with trash was distressing for people
living in central areas. However, they talk about
this with great regret as if sympathizing with
the river. As an elderly inhabitant of Yerevan

put it during the interview -"...the construction
work took a long time, there was dirt and dust
everywhere, we hoped it would end soon, it was
some kind of long funeral.”

This sympathy for a river that has lost its purity
reminds us of the “literary” rivers explored by Bachelard.
Their pollution fills us with repugnance and rancor as “we
sympathize obscurely with the drama of the purity and
impurity of water."® The body of the river that Yerevan's
inhabitants were unable to clean up, has been shrouded
in darkness like the pages of history from the early
19905 to 2008 — economically, socially and culturally,
the gloomiest period of the country’'s independence.
Getar's paradox pertains to this ambivalence of memory;
it is a topos of fear and disgust, and at the same time -

a topos of desire and longing.

The name of the river
The name “Getar” already contains “river” (in
Armenian get means river), so for Yerevan's
inhabitants its closure implied not only
a suspension of a specific river, but also an
elimination of a natural phenomenon. The name
gives the impression of something unremarkable
and unobtrusive as if we deal with a domestic
animal that has no nickname.® On the other

o Bachelard, G., p. 193. (2] Besides creating an image
of an abandoned and useless river, or
a ‘non-river, this name also implies
that it originates from folk tales. Not
attached to any historical event or
era, it belongs to all, by speaking a
single language. This namelessness
is reminiscent of a river described in
Sokolov’s “A School for Fools,” where
it was so natural for an urban language
not to give the river a particular name:
“And maybe there simply was no
river? Maybe. But what was it called? 4 0

The river was called.”
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today, 29(1), 2008, 103-128.



hand, its universality endows the river with

uniqueness — it is called Getar because it is one

of a kind, the one and only. It is the city river.

In spoken language, Getar is pronounced “Gedar.”

In literature, the dual meaning of water is more
condensed - the river is called Getar-chai (in Turkish chai
or ¢ay means river). Armenian and Islamic roots coexist
in this name, in the memory of this twofold statement.
In recollections of Yerevan's inhabitants the Muslims
lived on the other side of the river. Getar's bridges are
like hyphens, ensuring that the two sides live together
rather than erase each other. Getar — Chai. The latter
seems to resolve the conflict between the two ethnic or
religious groups. The name itself is part of social history
in which the water morphs into a place of compromise
and coexistence. During endless disagreements about
the ownership over a territory, the flowing stream
reconciles the conflicting parties by abandoning its
specific name and assenting to be simply called “river”
in both languages.

Between two frames
Getar has such an important place in Yerevan's
identity and memory that despite multiple
pressures exerted on it, it resurfaces in the
city’s visual and auditory memory. Everything -
whether it is a report on Getar, or a government
decree - that tries to confine the discourse on
river to monosyllabic expressions such as “it's a
closed river,” or "“it's not a river at all,” does not
withstand the fluidity and mobility of cultural
memory. As we know, “the stream is more
durable than marble."® Getar's images speak of
its significance for the city. On the other hand,
they are peculiar artifacts of a lost cultural
landscape as well as signs of the past.

The two photographs, taken almost half a century
apart, in 1946 and 1986, are perhaps the most famous
visual reminders of the river once existing in the city.

The first photograph was taken after the flood.
It depicts a small bridge covered with uneven
wooden planks. The riverbed is barely visible,

o Barthes, R. Oeuvres
completes, Vol. 1, Paris, Seuil, p. 25.
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we see only the empty space underneath the
bridge. Almost all photographs of Getar, taken

in the first half of the 20th century, show heaps
of stones driven ashore by a mudflow. Historical
archives preserve only this image of Getar; it

is a stonestream rather than a waterstream.

The most dramatic picture of this series is

shot at the entrance to the city morgue (called
“anatomicum” on old maps), littered with huge
stones. In black-and-white images, Getar is a
stone river belonging to the Stone Age of the
Soviet past, to the Ice Age of photographic
memory. The bleak scene of erratically scattered
stones is in contrast to the image of a young
woman almost halfway across the bridge. The
woman wearing a light-colored dress and high
heels and maintaining a strict posture walks
across the bridge over the river which has
brought large quantities of stones and mud to
the shore. On closer inspection we see two more
women; one walks behind the main character as
if copying her gestures, while the other, sitting
on the opposite bank, waits for these two.
Behind the walking women there is a one-storey
building with a stone barrier fencing off the
house from the watercourse. There are tree-
covered hills in the distance and dense trees near
the building. Nowadays you will never see such
a panorama in Yerevan. This scene takes us back
to the past not only due to the quality of the
medium — the yellowed paper — or due to the
signs of time — the main character’s white shirt
and light-colored skirt, the small and compact
handbag she holds in her hand - but also thanks
to the landscape that has long disappeared

from view. This photo depicts a "non-place.” It
performs the function of shooting twice; it stops
the flow of reality (by capturing the moment®)
in which the young woman crosses the bridge
and at the same time confirms the loss of this
urban space by consigning it to the archives

of the city’s history museum.

A term used by André

Rouillé, a theorist of photography.
See-Rouillé, A. La photographie: entre
document et art contemporain. Paris:
Gallimard. 2005, p. 500
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o Barthes, R. Oeuvres
completes, Vol. 1, Paris, Seuil, p. 25.



The second famous photograph was taken in the
mid-1980s. There are no traces of disaster in this
color image; it depicts the urban idyll of a Soviet city
equipped with modern infrastructure. This idyll will
soon be swept away by another disaster. We see a red
tram passing along Khanjyan Street. The steep walls
along the river are paved with smooth and durable
stones (according to urban legends, these walls and
other similar structures were built by German prisoners
of war). The Youth Palace (also known as “Kukuruznik”)
and the statue of Mother Armenia loom in the distance.
In a few years’ time the age of disasters will begin, and
as in the previous photograph, taken half a century
ago, the cityscape will change dramatically. Aimost the
entire architectural heritage of Soviet modernism will be
mutilated, Kukuruznik will disappear, the two- or three-
storey buildings with red and dark gray facades will be
destroyed or disfigured beyond all recognition. This shot
fulfills the most important function of photography -
it captures the moment and stops the flow of life,
i.e. of urban life. In a few years’ time when the Soviet
Union collapses and the country plunges into a series
of disasters (earthquake, economic blockade, war,
emigration), everything will come to a halt. Trams will no
longer pass through the city, Getar will be channeled into
a sewer and forever hidden from passersby. Sontagian
juxtapositions® between taking a photo and killing
multiply in this picture; the latter becomes the last
portrait of the city before its death.
Following the river closure, the urban landscape
has changed. Many practices of everyday life,
preserved only in social memory, gradually
fade away. An inhabitant of Moskovyan Street
recounted how young athletes used to go
jogging along the riverbank, while his neighbor
reminisced about her youth when she used to
cross the bridge over Getar on her way back
from the university. For her, that moment was
like a magic passage from one reality to another;
leaving the university milieu, she entered
a territory which was associated with adulthood
in her mind: “we lived a carefree life across the

o “Just as the camera is a frightened time.” (See-Sontag, S. On

sublimation of the gun, to photograph Photography. RosettaBooks, Farrar,

someone is a sublimated murder - Straus and Giroux. New York, 2005, 4 6
a soft murder, appropriate to a sad, p. 10).
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Gallimard. 2005, p. 500.



river. There were many young people around.”
We were also told that the Muslims lived “on
the other side,” but these are hyperbolized

and localized forms of memory. In fact, the
Armenians and Muslims lived on both sides

of the river. During the Soviet years the city was
multiethnic and multireligious — a phenomenon
that vanished like the river.

Apart from being a watershed or a borderline between
different social and psychogeographical fragments of the
city, the river also serves as a liaison between different
parts of the urban imaginary. The oral history of Getar
seems to set the past in motion, pointing to its aptitude
for bringing together what is left out of citizens' everyday
life. Most of the stories about Getar mention what can
be regarded as its imaginary starting point, or its source.
Since the course of the river changed several times
before it was closed, Getar is described through different
locations, but in the popular imagination its invisible
source is always “where the Zoo is located.” There are
also countless stories about the university area. Flowing
through this fragment of the city, the river entered into
the active life of students who often spent their leisure
time on its banks. Students used to walk to the university
along the river. They met each other near the river. They
crossed the river. The river was always present in the
daily lives and memories of former students. As the river
ceased to exist in this area, their stories would go in
the historical archives as well. These recollections bear
no relation to reality, they inhabit another urban space
and belong to it. We walked from the university area
towards Tigran Mets Avenue and collected the stories
of those who used to live along the banks of Getar. In
these accounts, recollections of youth and student life
are interwoven with childhood memories in which the
miniscule river transforms into a loud and treacherous
giant capable of flooding houses, killing neighbors,
destroying vegetable gardens and tearing down walls.

In these childhood memories Getar embodies the eerie
and supernatural water of vaguely remembered fairy
tales. We used to swim in the river during hot summer
days, we used to fish there, keeping in mind that it
was not allowed to watch the waterstream for too
long, otherwise it would wash us away. Getar lives not
only in vernacular memory of the riverside Yerevan,
but also in memories of the old districts neighboring
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the river. While recalling the former structure of their
quarters, the inhabitants of Krivoy (curved street) and
Firdus (neighborhood)® describe Getar as a boundary
that marks the edge of their quarters. Then family or
childhood narratives about the river pause for a moment.
It takes place where Getar descends underground, giving
way to one of the main avenues and a large cinema
building. Tigran Mets Avenue, switching names several
times in the Soviet years (also called October Avenue,
Mikoyan Avenue), continues to manifest itself as an
official statement, a hegemonic discourse representing
the solemn passage from the city square to the railway
station. This stately narrative (urban commemoration of
the October Revolution, naming after a great ruler) has
its physical embodiment which can still be read today.
For most of its length the avenue constitutes a highway
with a row of five-storey stone buildings on each
side. Some of these exemplary constructions are too
gloomy, some are adorned with latticed balconies. This
manifestation of grandeur and propriety still dominates
the avenue, hiding the complexity of the city beyond the
facades of stone buildings.
The encounter with the “other reality” occurs
when we pass "Rossiya Cinema” and leave
behind the very first buildings of Tigran Mets
Avenue, descending to the depths of urban space
and getting away from the city hubbub. Then
we suddenly hear the gurgling stream, we see
the watercourse and the riverbank houses, built
by the locals decades, or even a century ago.
In this realm of vernacular dwellings a folktale
about Getar comes back to us, accompanied by
the river itself which is hidden behind the veil
of Soviet architecture along the entire avenue.
An altogether different city appears before our
eyes — we see its inner space. Only by moving
through this space do we overcome the image
of a dead river. Only by our willingness to walk
through these places do we stop believing in the
illusion of a photographic image, in which the
river is part of a historical narrative, belonging to
ano man's land, to a lost city.

o See- Amiryan, T.,
Kalantaryan, S. (eds. ). Firdus: The
Memory of a Place. Collective
monograph. CSN lab, Yerevan, 2019.
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Here people call the river by its old name. The locals
have a hand-on experience of communicating and
coexisting with the river. It's one of the places in Yerevan
where the river validates its own name, becoming a vital
and legitimate part of the urban environment. Turning
from Tigran Mets Avenue to Khorenatsi Alley, walking
along the houses built on both sides of the river and
crossing the small bridge that connects the alley to the
backyards of the avenue buildings, we find ourselves in
a side street named after Getar. Invisible to passersby
along the main avenue, the river took shelter in the
bosom of folk architecture and vernaculars.

Following this triumphant and brief

appearance - when the river, inhabiting a small
island of memory amidst the great ocean of
oblivion, throws off the shackles of government
decrees and transforms from nonexistence

into a natural course — Getar disappears again,
running into the underground pipes along the
industrial area of the city. Flowing amidst the
abandoned industrial buildings and gurgling now
and then, the river reemerges again at the end
of its path in the courtyards of the apartment
blocks next to “"Hayrenik Cinema.” Here the river
reminds us of itself for the last time, as it reaches
its natural end by merging with the Hrazdan
River and running into the Yerevan Sea. Sooner
or later, all rivers run into a sea.

Nonetheless, walking into this area, where the river
comes into sight, coalescing with people’s everyday life
and folk architecture, we begin to realize once more that
the internal space of the vernacular city is so different
from its outer layer that the river is not a mere existence;
it's almost owned by the locals. The river has become
a stream of spoken words; it performs its communicative
function, connecting the university area with green
spaces, the recreation areas with the residential ones,
the residential ones with the industrial ones, and the
industrial areas with the residential areas again - those
were already highly urbanized during the Soviet years.
The river is mostly deprived of its language, it stutters
as if trying to overcome the memory loss, artificially
imposed on the city.

In addition to various social, economic and
political discourses, Getar succeeds in creating
another duality in urban space. The river 54
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constantly shifts from the public sphere to the
private domain, and vice versa. Only when we
meet people living in close proximity to the
river do we assess its significance in shaping
our perceptions of home, city and the past.
One of the inhabitants of this small alley,
whose house literally grows out of the river
(with a window overhanging the water) tells
us about the difficulties throughout the year.
Humidity, insects, rats and fears that the river
could flood the house - these are the problems
that abound in most of the stories. However,
when it comes to relocation, the conversation
takes an unexpected turn. The woman says
that she came to Yerevan from another region
of Armenia, and whenever she goes to her
ancestral home, she is unable to sleep there at
night, because she misses the sound of the river
coming through her open window. She would
like to move to a new flat and live in better
conditions but she cannot imagine her daily life
without those sounds. She tells the river about
the hardships she suffered and the river - as
she believes - takes away all her troubles and
sufferings. Another local inhabitant (father of
the family), who lives not far away from this
house, shares with us various stories about
the river, reminiscing about the time when the
water was much cleaner and the stream was
much stronger and fuller. While talking about
his wish to exchange the house, he also adds
that he is attached to the river. “If | am offered
another flat, I'd like to live on the ground floor,”
he says, “and build some kind of stream or
fountain outside my window so that | could
hear the murmuring water.” When talking
about the river and their quarter, both this man
and his neighbors emphasize - “our river,” “our
section of the river.” He also says that the river
is neglected by municipal authorities, it is not
being cleaned as before, so in the spring he and
his grandchildren have to wade through the
water in rubber boots and clean “their section of
the river.”

Getar represents a whole series of transformations:

from scattered dwellings around the university area to 5 6
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vernacular districts, from a fragment of green space

to industrial areas. Besides, Getar always changes its
identity; at times, it demonstrates its commitment to
public life or performs governmental functions, at times
it is engaged in private activities. While flowing through
the city, the river assembles both broad public narratives
and personal, intimate fragments of family stories.

Internal memory of the river
Getar's general, or external memory pertains to
traumatic experience; the river has been erased
from the visible surface of urban memory.
Language, imposed from above, denies the
river's existence. External memory of the river
also exemplifies its social memory which was
formed when Getar had been already stripped
of its physical manifestation, driven underground
and thus had become a ‘non-river. In order to
see the river, to penetrate into the space of
its inner memory, one has to make physical
and mental effort, to be a flaneur, to surrender
oneself to a drift or dérive®. Only by traversing
the dense urban fabric and descending into
the hidden and embarrassing (due to its poor
condition) depths of the city do we finally have
the opportunity to see and hear the river. We
find ourselves in a community that preserves
the river from oblivion through their everyday
life and language. This community along with
the houses they built is a unique manifestation
of the memory of the city and that of the
river. Getar's internal memory is accessible to
those who agree to the rhetoric of walking
in their communication with the city. Michel
de Certeau writes: "To walk is to lack a place."®
Writing itself is also a kind of wandering in
the wilderness, an expression of deficiency or
absence, as Derrida puts it. Getar's internal
memory is revealed when we try to examine
what is written about the river.

o For more detail about this o De Certeau, p.136
practice see Andrey Ivanov’s article in
this book.
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Apart from appearing in this community — a small
group of people who still live in their old and dilapidated
houses, hidden behind the pompous rhetoric of Soviet
well-being - the river also dwells in literature, which
goes through an endless process of self-transformation
like the daily life of these people, like the reinforced
structures of their handmade houses. “"He went to bed
without closing the window. Almost all night long he
could hear the murmur of the trees and the river"® - so
begins the novel of Mkrtich Armen. It was written at
the beginning of the previous century. Like Getar, it was
consigned to archives and banned, as it did not conform
to the rhetoric of Soviet discourse. This sentence seems
unreal, but thanks to the rhetoric of walking, a century
after the novel was written, we meet a woman who
says that she falls asleep listening to “the murmur of the
trees and the river.” In the city, depicted in Armen’s
novel, waterways still occupy a unique position and
are not yet subordinated to the Soviet functionalist
architecture: “A panorama of streets and alleys opened
before us, with hills and a plain looming in the distance.
There were single-storey houses, ramshackle shops
and new buildings on the streets. Numerous streams
were running alongside the pavements."® The novel
also depicts the internal space where different urban
languages are pitted against each other, creating an
ambivalent situation in which the dream of preserving
the river is dismissed as something shameful: “"Getar-
chai - several verst in length, cleared of sediment — will
flow through the city along the barriers built of red tufa
and along the pavements constructed on each bank.
High lamp-posts will be erected on both sides so that the
electric lights attached to their tops will be multiplied on
the surface of Getar-chai."®

Like vernacular practices, literature not only
penetrates into Getar's inner memory but is also
capable of registering what is unattainable for
the language that commits the river's flowing
body to a map or an archival document. For an
archival or administrative language, the river is
an object of description (technical, geographical,

o Armen, M. Yerevan:An o Ibid, p. 58
Epic. Yerevan, Antares, 2016, p. 7 [in
Armenian]|

) Ibid, p. 16
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The map of Getar and Jrvezh rivers basin,
The National Archives of Armenia.

Qe b pykd ghnbph wjwquih pupunkqp,
22 Uqquyht wpfuhy:
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geodetic, etc.) — similarly, for external memory
the river is just an element of urban space -
whereas in the space of literature the river

is endowed with identity. It becomes a full
member of the city. In literature and in
recollections, we encounter a river which is
neither a container that carries rubbish, nor

a suffering body that represents the endless pain
of water.

Heroes of Gevorg Ter-Gabrielyan's collection of essays
“The Godless Movie Theater” definitely know that the
authorities “buried Getar” as a result of their corrupt
practices. He shows that the river has its memory and will
“remind” the city of how it has been treated: “Getar will
soon take its revenge...Getar once played a trick on the
city, by flooding the Turkish quarter.” Getar remembers
everything, it has not dried up yet, nor is it dead.

If in Ter-Gabrielyan's essays we clearly see

how the municipal authorities buried the

river, in Pachyan's novel “P/F" we encounter
another faculty inherent in literature. Thanks

to the fictional text the fates of the narrator
and the river are juxtaposed. By closing Getar
they erased its memory; that is how the

older generation deprived their children of
memory. The burial of the river denotes the
burial of a whole generation that has lost

their memory and knowledge of the river: “in
getar our parents killed us.” The body of the
river represents the body of the narrator - the
body of a whole generation, on whose behalf
Pachyan’s hero speaks out. Pachyan'’s text itself
is like a fragment of memory floating in the
ocean of oblivion, bringing the river back to

a reader — not only as an image, but also as a
relic of lost cultural memory. Pachyan'’s novel

is a genuine reminder of what Mkrtich Armen
wrote about a century ago when he witnessed
the first signs of this lengthy process of memory
erasure and bestowed an identity on the river.
This is the space where the river regains its
vitality, its natural ability to flow — it is not a
submissive body ready to be destroyed, but
rather a vessel stretching into the dark night of
oblivion and shimmering across the land, across
the city, across the handmade houses, across the 64
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darkness itself. The river is the initiator of the
physical and mental movement, “inviting us on
an imaginary journey,” when we no longer know
where the sky begins or the river ends.@®

Lights
Only the silver moon is shining,
Sliding gently across the sky.

In the moonlight late at night
The river murmurs in delight
Tiny frogs are slowly crawling
Out of their underwater dwelling
Squeaking, croaking all night long
They do not stop, they go along
Only the silver moon is shining,
Sliding gently across the sky.

On Getar-chai's uneven shores
Stand earthen walls and little doors
The walls are gloomy and tenebrous
They don't allow the light to pass
They just resemble tiny creatures
That absorb the river's waters.

Only the silver moon is shining,
Sliding gently across these walls.

High above the dormant land
Across the boundless space
Strands of light dance hand in hand
llluminating the river’s face.

Did the stars explode there,

Did the darkness flare?

Or is the silver moon shining,
Sliding gently across the sky?

Beneath these strands of light

The streets are colorful and bright,
Their shapes are dancing instead
Lighting up the sky above their head.
Beneath the sky life flows so gaily,
The city is full of electric lights,

o Bachelard, G. p. 132
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The silver moon is trying vainly
To shine and slide across its streets.

Thousands of electric lights

Line dark and empty streets,
Stretching along the river ribbon
They reach beyond the horizon.
Along this line bit by bit

Electric lamps are being lit

Now they are brightly shining,
Sliding gently across the night.

Darkness recedes trembling
Frogs rush to their dwelling

A frightened dog under the wall
Let out a long and angry howl.
The lamps are here and there,
They abound everywhere

Only they are brightly shining,
Sliding gently across the night.

Along the shores of Getar-chai

The houses dark and not so high,
Are now filled with electric light,
Their doors are now widely open

To meet the illuminated night,
Come to see it, we've made it bright
Lamps are now shining instead
Across your houses, sliding ahead.

Mkrtich Armen@®
(Translated by Hovhannes Galstyan )

The light of memory
Getar is ariver. Like any river, it flows across
a territory, fulfilling at least two functions at the
same time. The river enlivens its surroundings,
assembling countless stories and narratives
belonging to those who walk along its ribbon,
cross its waters or inhabit its banks. Unlike other

(1) Mkrtich, A. Collected
Works. Yerevan, 1927, [in Armenian]|
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water bodies, such as seas or lakes, a river is not
a container of memory, but rather the driving
force behind it.

The river also performs a communicative function,
ensuring the constant transformations of different
urban areas and the relationship between them, as well
as shaping urban practices and vernaculars. Getar is
the backbone of communication in urban space. Unlike
roads (highways or pedestrian routes), it is a natural
line of communication. On its short journey Getar
manages to flow through different parts of the city as
well as to intersect with different social and economic
discourses. Getar belongs simultaneously to the city
and the "non-city,” to nature and urban landscape. It
is both public and private, containing in its memory
stream both grand urban narratives and private family
stories. Finally, Getar manages to be both existent and
non-existent in urban space. To be remembered and
forgotten in everyday life of Yerevan's inhabitants. To be
vengeful, sinister, stinky, and at the same time - vibrant,
healing, sonorous, refreshing, irrigating. Getar's memory
is confined in a register where it is described, indicated
or even forgotten to be mentioned, where the river is
rejected, condemned and canceled. Despite all these
efforts, memory of the river still lives in urban myths,
family stories, and spoken language. The thin gray ribbon
of the river, almost entirely underground, occasionally
reemerges from its hiding place, reflecting the moonlight
on its flowing surface and reminding us that the city
does not constitute a huge mass of stones but rather
a flow of multitudes, a bustle of discourses. The city's
identity is neither its postcard views, nor the sunny city
belonging to the Soviet colonial myth; it is the strands of
moonlight sliding across the surface of the mountainous
river. The river is not its factual description, but its
memory — wounded, mutilated, littered, polluted, but
still gurgling like the waters of Getar, loudly recounting
the story of Yerevan and its inhabitants, before merging
with other currents and disappearing like fading images
of memory in the darkness of natural oblivion, like silver
moonlight in the dead of night.
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do you hear the river?
look down at your feet,
turn your ear to getar,
we walk on the water right now;
ergo jesus of the christ?
no,
no -
of arabkir
of krivoy
of bangladesh
all anointed in revan

he said

there is a river flowing
along khanjyan street
say hello to him

in getar our parents killed us
their names are where the river begins

getar
appears
and
disappears
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getar used
to be once
and upon a time

chelent and smbo gambled
they'd drink water from the river

and
stay
alive,

they swallowed it and didn't die,
chelent utilized a dropper as glass,
smbo made good use of a tin can
that had contained american beans

getar is made of this,
getar is made of that

a dog was thrown into getar with its legs bound,
a drunk citizen fell into getar,
getar's flow lost its way,
a newborn baby was found in getar,
a getarestaurant at the edge of getar serves grilled rat
in a getarosauce,

he said

there is some guy

named tit

of mergelyan,

he was stabbed

and cast into getar,

he neither survived,

nor expired,

and cried for help

for five months,

delve into the pits of getartarus,
the poor tit soul is likely in there

in getar our parents killed us

our body was
neither ahead,
nor behind,
neither flowed,
nor was frozen
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we took getar
for a child
for a fool
for a river

live on our body
getar will be quiet on our behalf

there was a girl

looking in the mirror of getar
and painting her lips red -

bright and glossy

it's nice that

this memory sprang to mind now,

at the end,

while forgetting you

and

making you

forget

though defeated by you,
my getardor never fails

to drive me mad, mad for getar,

for river and iver...amin!
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Getar near the carpet factory and the
No.5 polyclinic, 1946.

Yerevan History Museum (YHM) collection.

Qtwnwnp gnpgh gnpswpwh b 5-pr
wnihlythtihuyh depawlwipnud, 1946 p.,
Bl punuph wunnd nupjuwitt pwbiquipuwith
(6LNP) hunjwpwénihg:

— 40.155840, 44.495220
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Getar after the flood. 1946.
From the YHM collection.

QLwnwnp 9phtintinhg htiwnn, 1946 p.,
ELNP hunwpwdnihg:



A bridge on Getar near the fire station.
1946. From the YHM collection.

Shunwnh Juidnipop 2poke ntiwyngh
dbpawluypnid, 1946 p. GLAE hwwpwsdnihg
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A bridge on Getar near the Pedagogical
Institute dormitory. 1946.
From the YHM collection.

Shwnwnh Judnipop dwiiljwdwpdwljui
huunhwununh hwipwugwpwh
dbpawluwypnud, 1946 .

ELMR hwwpwsnthg:



The railway bridge of Getar, 1946.
Currently at the intersection of Saralanj
Street and Myasnikyan Avenue,

From the YHM collection.

Shunwnh bpjupniquiht judnigyp, 1946 p-.
Uydd Uwpuwjwiigh thnnngh b Ujwuthljut
wnnnunuwjh fuwsdwt ennud,

GLMNE hwwpuwdnihg:

— 40.192520, 44.532392
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A bridge on Getar near the “Oil-soap”
factory. 1946.
From the YHM collection.

Stwnwnh Judnipoliiphg blp «Qtp-o&wn»
Yndphtiwunh dbpawluypnud, 1946 p.
GLMNE hw]wpwdnihg



Getar and Tchaikovsky Street, 1946.
From the YHM collection.

Shunwnp b Quyynyulne thnnngp, 1946 .
GLMNR hwwpuwdnihg:

— 40.173315, 44.518634
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Getar
As an Ecosystem

Getar’s ecological significance and
the environmental issues it faces
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Various sources® provide information on Getar, one of
the left tributaries of the Hrazdan River. Getar is 24 km
long, its drainage basin covers an area of 158 sq km.
The river is fed by precipitation and groundwater and
overflows in the spring. Most of the water flowing in
Getar comes from the Hrazdan River through a channel.
Getar's tributaries are Jrvezh and Dzoraghbyur.
However, one is not sure whether this
information is accurate today as Getar has long
ceased to be ariver or an ecosystem; it is merely
a watercourse, an artificial stream fed not by
groundwater sources but rather by meltwater
and rainwater containing air pollutants, as well
as by domestic and industrial wastewater.®
Getar rises on the western slopes of the Geghama
Mountains.® Its headwaters, or the Karasunakn springs
(forty springs) are located at an elevation of 1570 meters
on the southern foothills of Hatis, a volcanic massif
between the villages of Akunk and Katnaghbyur. The
forty springs have a flow rate of about 1450 I/sec. They
are classified as safe drinking water supplies and are used
for the water supply of Yerevan.® Getar, flowing south
and south-west, runs mainly through Yerevan (the Avan
and Nork valleys) and joins the Hrazdan River near the
Shengavit district. In its estuary, Getar is no longer a river

o — https://bit.ly/3ZWrtpf o A Concise Dictionary of
Elements of thePhysical Geography of the
(2] Procedure for developing, RA. Yerevan, Center of Geodesy and

assessing, coordnating, approving and Cartography SNCO, 2007, pp. 130-150.
amending general plans and combined

spatial planning documents of the RA

communities (settlements), Appendix

2-Urbanplanning and architecture,

sewerage-

— https:/fwww.arlis.am/Annexes/3/

erit3_10_216-223.pdf

(3] The Geghama Mountains
are the central part of the Armenian
highlands. The range is of volcanic
origin defined by numerous cinder
cones, including Azhdahak, its highest
peak. The steep western slopes

extend down the Hrazdan Valley.
Breathtaking valleys and gorges cut
through the mountain range. The
south-western slopes of the Geghama
Mountains are part of the Khosrov 94

Forest State Reserve.
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but rather a dark-colored, severely polluted substance

(highest level of pollution)® that runs into Hrazdan by

further contaminating its poor quality waters.
According to the Hrazdan Basin Management
Plan, the river is used for drinking and household
purposes as well as for fish farming, industry,
irrigation and hydropower.® The wastewater
discharges generated by these activities end up
in the river. The same is true of Getar. It's not
known how much water is withdrawn from
Getar without a permit. As a result, Getar's
ecosystem is being degraded; besides marginal-
quality water, the accessibility for migratory fish
is considerably reduced, the flow rate is altered,
and the effects of non-native invasive species on
the ecosystem are quite detrimental.

The poorly planned urbanization along the riverbanks
had a damaging impact on water resources management
and failed to control pollution caused by residents and
other economic actors. Urban runoff containing various
harmful pollutants flows into the river, thus having
negative effects on biodiversity. Getar's freshwater fish
species are almost extinct now.

Getar’s Biodiversity
Little is known about the river ecosystem.
Meanwhile, the Hrazdan River has a completely
different ecosystem. Even though some
keystone species are still found in Yerevan, the
same is not true of Getar. It is known that brown
trout and South Caspian spirlin (or Kura chub)
were found in Getar. Professor Samvel Pipoyan,
doctor of biological sciences, recalls® that in the
early 1970s one caught Kura barbel in Getar's
waters. In the 1990s he personally observed how
people fished for Kura chub. Nowadays one lacks
information on the river's biodiversity. Getar is
heavily polluted which renders water practically
unfit for fish life throughout Yerevan.

o Official website of 2] See Draft River Basin
Hydrometeorology and Monitoring Management Plan for Hrazdan River
Center of RA. Basin District in Armenia (2020).

— http://armmonitoring.am/page/17 — http:/bit.ly/3YWRuTZ

3] In his interview with the 9 6
author of this article.
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Getar’s water use and pollution

Urban wastewater has a disastrous impact

on water quality. It is mainly generated from
domestic and recreational activities as well as by
various industrial facilities and businesses along
the river. This untreated or insufficiently treated
wastewater exceeding discharge limits flows
into the sewerage system, collects domestic
sewage and eventually runs into Getar. More
than o5 percent of domestic and industrial
wastewater is not treated due to the lack of
local wastewater treatment plants or collection
wells for sewage management as well as due

to the lack of effective wastewater regulations.
No regular and adequate records are maintained
regarding the number of business entities in the
areas adjacent to the river.

Getar's waters are being polluted by point sources as
well. Various food or non-food, as well as car service and
car wash facilities often discharge wastewater into the
river without appropriate treatment and permits. Point-
source pollution is easy to identify along the unburied
fragments of the river in the area adjacent to Khanjyan
Street and on the upper side of Myasnikyan Avenue.

(1]
am/page/17

According to the surface water quality
monitoring results, domestic wastewater is mainly
polluted with biogenic substances, whereas industrial
wastewater mostly contains petroleum products,
phenols, heavy metals (lead, cadmium, copper, zinc, etc.)
and complex organic compounds (synthetic detergents,
dyes, grease) that degrade the quality of household
water and make it unfit for drinking or irrigation. They
also disrupt the biological processes of the drainage
basin, impair water’s ability to purify itself of pollutants
as well as alter the structure and nutritional value

of aquatic biodiversity. Streams that change the
temperature of the basin thus adversely affecting
spawning, destroying plenty of good bacteria and
producing parasites are extremely dangerous. Domestic
wastewater contain pathogens of gastrointestinal
infections causing other diseases in the river basin as
well.@

— http://armmonitoring.
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Other sources of Getar’s pollution include building
material manufacturers, shopping facilities, and active
construction works in Yerevan. Stormwater runoff from
construction sites discharges into the river.

Typically, the Environmental Impact
Assessment (EIA) procedure for construction
projects involves creating reservoirs or dams
adjacent to construction sites for trapping
sediment-laden runoff during rainfall events.
After the sedimentation, treated wastewater

is used for irrigating the area, whereas
dredged sediments are discarded along with
construction debris. However, not all entities
comply with the EIS requirements. Stormwater
runoff overflows down the streets via
downspouts (or due to the fact that they are
clogged) and discharges into the river. Because
of the unsanitary conditions in several urban
areas around the river (e.g. down the blind
alley nearby Garegin Nzhdeh Street, next to
the school after Belinski, at the intersection of
Tumanyan and Khanjyan Streets, as well as in
other places) Getar is full of rubbish and silt.
The strong sewer odor is noticeable even at
some distance. In the summer season residents
of the Shengavit district complain of foul smell
and large mosquitoes.

In addition to waste, the accumulation of silt over
time is another issue that should be tackled. Unless
preventive measures are taken, the constant flow
of sewage into Getar can eventually turn the dump into
a swamp which will complicate the situation.

Back in 2018, in an interview with Radiolur Hrayr
Antonyan, head of the Communal Services
Department of Yerevan Municipality, said that
Getar is indeed prone to siltation caused by
discharges of sewage into the river. He also
stated that although the plan is to remove
waste and rubbish from the river, appropriate
techniques will be used to reduce the amount
of fine sediments.

The river has lost its self-cleaning ability; it no longer
exists as an ecosystem. At one time Getar's water
was used to irrigate the gardens of Nork-Marash and
Aygestan. Today, however, the application of water for
the same purpose is not possible.
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According to Gevorg Nazaryan, head of the
Environmental Protection Department of
Yerevan Municipality, by law the municipality
has no authority to establish wastewater
infrastructure or install local wastewater
treatment plants. However, as mentioned
above, urban runoff flows into the river; besides,
the cleanliness of the river basin is one of the
urgent environmental problems in Yerevan, and
it's the responsibility of the municipality to deal
with it.

Getar’s water quality monitoring
The surface water quality assessment system
in Armenia distinguishes five classes for each
indicator of chemical water quality: excellent
(1st grade), good (2nd grade), moderate
(3rd grade), poor (4th grade) and bad (sth grade).
The overall assessment of a water body is based
on the “one out-all out” principle and determined
by the element with the worst status out of all
the biological and supporting quality elements
(Government Decree No. 75-N of January 27,
20M).@

According to the data published by the Center

of Geodesy and Cartography SNCO of the RA Ministry

of Environment, the main pollutants of Getar are nitrite

jons and ammonia. In recent years water quality in the

estuarine areas has been assessed as bad (sth grade).®
According to the Hrazdan River Basin
Management Plan, Getar's water is also of bad
quality as it contains ammonium and phosphate
ions. The objective of the Management Plan is
to take basic measures aimed at "preventing the
degradation of water status in all water bodies,
ensuring stepwise improvement of water status
in water bodies and enhancing national water
management in relation to water uses (permits;
licenses). These shall be implemented during
the first two planning cycles, following the
requirements of the Armenian legislation".©

o —https://www.arlis.am/ (5] — https://www.euwiplu-
documentview.aspx?docID=65705 seast.eu/images/2021/05/PDF/Hrazdan_
draft. RBMP_Report_ ENG_VFi-
(2] — http://larmmonitoring. nal_21042021.pdf, p. 170. ] 02
am/page/17#hrazdan
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Cleaning of Getar
Veolia Jur committed itself to ensuring the
production and sale of drinking water,
wastewater treatment systems, developing and
improving residential distribution networks in a
number of Armenian regions, including Yerevan.@®
Considering the Hrazdan River and its tributaries
as the company’s drainage system, Veolia Jur
provides water supply, sewerage and wastewater
treatment services for its subscribers. Perhaps this
is justified by the fact that even the Government
by its decree considered Getar to be a stormwater
drainage.®
At the same time, Yerevan Municipality annually
allocates money from the city budget for cleaning the
riverbed. In 2021, 38 million 600 thousand AMD was
spent to clean the Getar and Voghjaberd rivers.® In 2019
and 2020, more than 38 million AMD was allocated for
this purpose.
The cleanup is carried out from March to April.
It mainly includes simple cleaning activities,
particularly removal of waste found in the river
basin. Getar's most polluted segments are in the
administrative areas of Shengavit and Erebuni.
Nevertheless, Getar's deplorable condition is not only
the result of citizens' lack of awareness or ecological
literacy. Neglecting and circumventing environmental
challenges and legal requirements as well as not
following procedures or not fulfilling obligations by public
authorities and public service organizations are among
the major causes of the problem.
Members of the Council of Elders addressed this
issue many times.® Civil society organizations
brought it up time and again indicating that
despite the huge sums spent, Getar still needs to
be cleaned. The matter of biological treatment
of Getar's water is not even discussed.
Recently Yerevan Municipality announced that the
Hrazdan Gorge was granted a special status noting that

o — https://www.veolia.am/ o — https://www.aligmedia.
en/veolia-armenia am/2022/02/28/50216/

(2] — https://[www.arlis.am/ (4] See the coverage of the
Annexes/3/erit3_10_216-223.pdf meeting of the Council of Elders by

the Public Radio of Armenia
— http://bit.ly/40ebGSi
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the river faces serious environmental problems and the
concepts of recreational activities in the gorge have
changed due to the disorderly urban sprawl since the
1990s.
"As a recreation area, the gorge should be a
place designated for relaxation, tourism and
wellbeing activities", the Council said in the
statement.®
However, Getar as Hrazdan's left tributary, is not
included in the project for improving environmental
conditions in the Hrazdan Gorge. In the meantime,
Getar flows into Hrazdan where people still go
fishing for leisure or use the river water for irrigation.
Successful implementation of these projects/policies
will lead to an increase in the river basin’s recreational
value. It also implies that environmental risks should
be minimized by focusing on cleaning up Hrazdan's
tributaries, improving their water quality and restoring
their ecosystem, as well as on tightening pollution
control regulations and adopting pollution prevention
plans.

A vision for restoring Getar as a river
The EU Water Initiative Plus programme for
the Eastern Partnership countries supported
the development of River Basin Management
Plans (RBMPs), including the Hrazdan RBMP.©
The document puts greater emphasis on
monitoring and identifying pollution sources
as well as on construction of wastewater
treatment plants. It particularly highlights the
need for bringing rivers closer to their natural
state, restoring riparian zones and regulating
water abstraction without repeating the
mistakes of the past.

Getar’s significance in term of climate change
"According to the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), Armenia is
a country with low water availability, and subject

o — https://armenpress.am/ (2] — https:/flwww.

arm/news/1079653/ euwipluseast.eu/images/2021/05/PDF/
Hrazdan_draft_ RBMP_Report_ENG_ ] 0 6
VFinal_21042021.pdf
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to water stress with 45% Water Exploitation.@®
Based on future projections, even under the
optimistic scenario, the value of the water
stress index in the central and southern parts of
Armenia will increase to 80% in 2030-2040".®

River flow is forecast to decrease by 7% throughout
Armenia by 2030. Under the pessimistic scenario the
flow is predicted to decrease by 39% by 2100 which
underlines the urgent need to implement respective
adaptation measures.

River networks are essential for cities, especially
for grayish Yerevan, located in a semi-desert
and dry-steppe landscape, in the northern part
of the subtropical climate zone. The climate

is described as continental; winters are cold,
sometimes snowy, summers are predominantly
hot and dry. Precipitation is low. The average
amount of annual precipitation is 380 mm. The
annual precipitation maximum is observed in
April-May. The second maximum is observed in
October-November.

The lowest temperature in Yerevan was -312C, recorded
on January 31, 1933. The absolute maximum air temperature
was 42°C, recorded at Zvartnots Station in July, 2011.©

The average monthly temperature in August
ranges from 222 to 26°C, with a daily maximum
of 41.40°C (according to the official website

of Yerevan Municipality)®. In the summer
season mountain and valley winds have slightly
cooling effects in the evening.

Freely flowing Getar was beneficial to the city, cooling it
down during the summer months, says Hakob Sanasaryan,
president of the Union of Greens in his interview with
the Econews.am®.

o According to the 3] Puanoc MKpT4siH,

Organization for Economic Co-operation Knumam Epesana [Mkrtchyan, Rianos.

and Development (OECD), if the water The Climate of Yerevan|

exploitation index is higher than 40% the

country is considered under water stress. o — https:/lwww.yerevan.am/

See en/climate-conditions/

— https;/fwww.oecd.orglenvioutreach/

AM%20Water%20Value.pdf, p. 13 o — https:/leconews.
am/?p=8794&l=am

(2] — http:/lwww.nature-ic.

am/Content/announcements/12796/ ] ] 0

WSAP_draft_report_eng.pdf, p.16
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The fragmented topography of Yerevan has a
significant effect on the formation of weather
and climate conditions in the city. Overall,
heat flow rates in urban and suburban or rural
areas are quite different; cities are much more
warmer. Urban land expansion and changes
in the chemical composition of the earth’s
surface and atmosphere have a huge impact
on solar radiation, air movement and certain
meteorological elements. The amount of solar
radiation received by the earth’s surface varies
greatly due to the absorption and scattering
of solar energy by water vapor, dust particles
and aerosols. Increasing amounts of water
vapor and carbon dioxide in the atmosphere
absorb longwave energy emitted by the earth’s
atmosphere resulting in the greenhouse effect.
In recent years global climate change has caused
a surge in natural disasters, including mudflows and
floods. Therefore, the risk of Getar’s flooding is high. Getar
overflowed its banks regularly in the last hundred years
(in 1923, 1924, 1925, 1928, 1946, 1947, 1950) causing extensive
damage to the city. On May 25, 1946, the level of the river
water rose up to 100 times, the solid flows were estimated
at 415,000 cubic meters.@
At that time it was decided that retaining walls
should be built along the river in areas that
now comprise the Avan-Arinj district. However,
building walls cannot eliminate all potential
hazards. Since 1946 the wooded hillsides and
forest near the Yerevan TV Tower — ecosystems
that were created not only for regulating
urban microclimate but also for reducing the
probability of mudflows - have been cut down.
The riverbed is blocked which means that in
case of a mudflow, the torrent will run across
the surface causing significant harm to the city.
"This can lead to great loss of life and property",
concluded Hakob Sanasaryan in his interview.
Under such conditions, not neglecting Getar as
a natural water flow is crucial to make the urban
environment comfortable and pleasant but also safe.

o — https://lwww.eu-
wipluseast.eu/images/2021/05/PDF/
Hrazdan_draft RBMP_Report_ ENG_
VFinal_21042021.pdf, p.42
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Getar river and the panorama of the city,

view from Khanjyan street, 1986.
Shunwnep b punuph hwdwjiwwuwnytpp, ] ] 4

Stuwpuwt hwhgjut thnnnghg, 1986p.
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Nature-based solutions for urban areas
Ecosystems play a unique role in improving
urban environments, citizens' well-being
and quality of life. There are four categories
of ecosystem services: provisioning, regulating,
cultural and supporting. What goods and
services can Getar's ecosystem provide for
Yerevan and its inhabitants? This question has
not been seriously studied yet.

For instance, by using Getar's water, we benefit from
the ‘provisional’ service of the river.

Getar's regulating service can manifest itself
through microclimate regulation, flood
prevention, self-purification and other functions.

The river can offer cultural services or create
intangible goods, such as the possibility of riverbank
recreation or the aesthetic pleasure of watching the
river’s pristine water and listening to its pleasant sounds.

The creation of another ecosystem is a fine
example of the river's supporting service. The
aquatic biodiversity, including the reproduction
of fish, amphibians, reptiles, mammals, birds and
invertebrates, will greatly benefit from Getar’s
restoration.

The fact that Getar is currently unable to provide
ecosystem services is not only an environmental, but also a
socio-economic issue as it enhances both the environment
and the economy, and the welfare of Yerevan's inhabitants
who are deprived of the vital services Getar could offer to
them. Further pollution and deterioration of Getar's waters
present a grave threat to the city.

The ecological status of the river can be changed
by identifying the main sources of water
pollution and adopting measures to prevent it,
e.g. by establishing sanitary protection zones.

It is necessary to increase the river's self-cleaning
ability by constructing domestic wastewater
treatment plants, coming up with local solutions
for water management, etc.

Nowadays, countries successful in urban planning
shift their emphasis towards nature-based urban policies
that maintain a balance between social, economic and
environmental benefits by contributing to biodiversity
conservation and improving the provision of ecosystem
services.
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Memory
of the River



GGwnh

pqnqwo
Ahonnnipinian



Vagharshak Badalyan
13 Khorenatsi Str., 2nd Blind Alley

Vagharshak or Vagho, spent his childhood with Getar and its
inhabitants. He played and had his vacations here.
After living in the 9th Massive (Nor Nork District) for
30 years, he moved back to his native district. He is
sure that his house is the oldest one here. It was built
in 1883 by his grandfather himself. ] 2 0
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I was born here, and for as long as | can remember Getar
has been present, it still is, but since the 1980s things have
changed a lot. The water quality suffered, but the riverbed
is unchanged. The water quality was affected a lot, the
river has been polluted. That's the only difference we have
noticed, nothing else. The river is still the same.

Did the river become smaller in size?

Did the water level rise or drop?
It rose and dropped, both happened from time
to time. Once it rose by 1-1.5 m and apart from
this room, the entire house was flooded... It
reached the backyard but didn't surge into this
room. The backyard was covered with water. It
happened only that year. It occurs in autumn or
in spring caused by the rains and thaw. If it rains
constantly for more than three hours, the water
level rises by 50-60 cm. That's how it happens.

Is it more difficult to live here in winter?

Is the weather colder here?

Does the water level rise when it snows?
No, it doesn't rise when it snows, it happens
during the rains. The urban runoff mostly flows
into Getar. Then the water level gradually rises.
From the area surrounding the Botanical Garden
the surface runoff flows down into the river.
That's the main reason why the level rises.

We experience some difficulties in living here because of
high humidity. We try to deal with this problem... We don't
know how the situation will change.

But is it possible to deal with that problem

if you live in close proximity to the river?
No, you just have to keep a distance from the
river, that's it. The air is humid. Even if you
have a humidity controlled house, the air is
still humid. It has both good and bad effects.
In my opinion, the good thing... that's what |
noticed... is that people living close to the river
don't get sick frequently. In a sense, humidity
prevents it to some extent. | don't know, maybe
I am wrong but it's the case as far as | can see.
Here people experience milder symptoms of flu
or similar infections... For instance, my aunt, she
is still alive and well, she was born and grew up
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here, lived all her life here. She is healthy and
doesn't getill... We also didn't get sick, | was six
when we left, but | was here twice a week, on

the weekend... no health problems. Maybe that's

because everything was clean, the food was
healthy, that's why we beat disease... I'm nor
sure... | mean before the war [in 1992-1993].

What did the Soviet government do?

How come it was a better place by then?
I was a kid by then, | can't explain why it was a
better place, | didn't experience it myself. | didn't
suffer from humidity or hot weather... when
you're a kid, you just eat your food and rush to
play outside, that's how you spend your day
and grow up. If it's warm indoors, the humidity
outside will cause no harm... quite the opposite.
It would be better if the river and the air were

clean, if the water wasn't smelly. Now [in winter]

itisn't smelly, itis in summer. If it's cold outside,

the odor isn't pungent, we don't smell it. But in

summer, when it's hot, and the water is warm...

and people dump their garbage into the river,

it smells awful. Even if it's a little bit windy, that

pungent smell fills the air. That's it.

| used to fish here, the river was full of fish, the water

was clean and unpolluted. | caught fish, | knew where
to catch them, at the edges of the river. There were no
barriers, and the river seemed motionless. That place
was not in the center, but at the edge, close to the
houses and buildings. The water was still and the fish
were visible, as if they were having a rest there. | was
watching them closely, what else could I do as a kid? |
managed to get a fishing line by asking someone for it. |
set the hook using bread.

Did your father or older people go fishing?

Did they use to just sit there catching fish?
No, it's a flowing watercourse, it's impossible to
catch fish in the flowing river. You should either
use a fishing net or direct current electricity...
which is illegal. But older people told me how
they'd got together on the Getar bridge taking
a little rest, smoking, watching the big fish

swimming up to the surface against the current.

They caught these fish once in a while, but they
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didn't go into detail about it. So this kind of thing
happened too. They also said that the gurgle of
the stream makes you relax and feel at ease.
Every year one or two elderly persons die in this
neighborhood. It seems as if the neighborhood starts
afresh, the older generation passes away, only a few of
them are still alive, mostly women. As to women... well, |
don't think they're well informed. All of them were not born
here, they came here marrying someone.
You know... | don't remember when, but once
the Persian ambassador came to our small
house to take a rest enjoying the gurgling
stream on the riverbank. Somehow they
managed to find our house and asked if they
could rent it for the ambassador. My aunt lived
here at the time. She let them rent it for a
month. He [the ambassador] left for work in
the morning and returned in the evening. When
he took a rest, he would open the window, lie
down and relax enjoying the gurgle of the water.

Do you find this gurgle relaxing?
If you sit back and listen to those sounds for ten
minutes, you feel at ease at once.

Does it mean that life is peaceful

here thanks to the river?
It contributes to that. Yes, it's peaceful here.
People are quiet, not angry... | mean that
aggressive behavior depends on a character,
it has nothing to do with the gurgling. But it's
a fact that the sound of the water has a relaxing
effect.

Are there good neighborly relations?

Is it a good community?
These relations are weak, people are not actively
engaged in neighborly life. It seems that now
the same happens in all other places too, either
because of the hardships of life or because of
a character type. Definitely weak. | lived in the
oth Massive [Nor Nork District] for 30 years,
we got the apartment in [19]87, however, | was
always attached to this place. The difference
between these two neighborhoods is like the
difference... between Mount Ararat and Mount ] 26
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Ara. There is such a huge difference. There [in
Nor Nork] we lived in a nine-story apartment
building... but people were attached to each
other like relatives... It was due to our parents.
We continued to maintain and develop these
relations. Everyone knew and respected us there.
But here there is no such thing as neighborly
relations. Because there are few men or

younger people here, only elderly people. There
is no proper communication and daily contact
between each other. It's been five years since I've
moved here and | tried every single day to bring
people together to have a chat, share meals,
socialize and enjoy good relations... but it didn't
work, nothing has changed. I've been trying for
four years, but with no success. So | thought let
it be, do whatever you want.

Were things different in your father’s lifetime?
At the time when he was a young boy,
neighborly relations were relatively good,
because the older generation was still alive.
Their fathers could maintain such relations,
then they died and the war broke out, the
communists were removed, and we were left
with the present situation, people scattered in
all directions, those relations came to an end,
things have changed.

Weekends
I loved this place. My aunts pampered me.
They let me do whatever | wanted, and | did,
| climbed the mulberry tree and ate the fruits
during the picking season. | kept pigeons on the
rooftop. | also kept hens, raised chickens and |
was upset every time when cats caught and ate
my chickens. My aunts were very permissive,
but not my parents. That's why | was attracted
to this place. | had a rest here on weekends. |
left only on Sunday evening as | had to go to
school the next day.

Friends?
| have [childhood] friends here. Now they are
scattered all over the world, but we stay in
touch, we talk on the phone. They are not here, ] 28
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they live in different places, but there are few of
them.

Memories about Getar and friends
Sometimes while playing a game we kicked the
ball so hard that it fell into Getar. At the time
there were neither garages, nor houses along
the lower part of the river. Getar wasn't hidden,
it was visible. We ran into the river and waited
until the stream would bring it back, so we
could take it. Sometimes we could take the ball,
sometimes we missed it. We got upset and felt
sorry that we couldn't catch the ball and got
angry that we couldn’t continue to play football.

Should one cover Getar?
Covering Getar will create serious problems now.
If they cover it, all the inhabitants must leave
the place because the sewage discharges into
Getar. How can they sort out this problem? If
they channel it into pipes, the inhabitants’ issue
will remain unresolved. It means that they must
evacuate all the inhabitants, raze the area to the
ground and channel the river into the pipe.

If it didn't create such problems, maybe it would help
to get rid of humidity... | don't know... on the other hand,
I am not sure what we would have there instead. The
river is the boundary between my house and my front
door neighbor's. What form will it take [if the river is
covered]? Walls? Pipes? What does this area turn into, if it
is desiccated?.. A road? Nobody will agree on this.

It would be better if | had the chance to decide
how to build it. But | don't have that chance. And
I won't do it, because if the river is covered and
turned into a road, one side of my house will face
the road, and | won't be able to enter my house
from this side. And windows must be walled up,
which is a problem, both financial, and technical.
The buildings are very old, small repair work
causes more issues. That's the problem... If Getar
is covered, everything around will be transformed.
And if the state ignores people’s opinions for its
own sake, it will be very difficult to do it, because
nobody will agree. The only solution for the state

is to buy up properties along the street as it did in
the city center, compensating citizens per square ] 3 0
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meter, close the street and turn it into a new

big neighborhood. That's the only way to cover
Getar. There are houses on both sides of the river,
from that end to Sukiasyan’'s warehouses. What's
the length? soo-600 meters.

What if the state does the opposite?
First, they cannot keep the river clean, this
process must start at the top, all the business
facilities must be closed down. These facilities
shouldn’t be allowed to discharge wastewater
into the river. So that water stays clean. One
needs to be strict and consistent in forbidding
people to throw trash into the river. There is
no proper dump site, so people throw their
trash into the river. For example, to throw
out the trash in the morning, | walk soo
meters to reach the main road where trash
containers are located. Why do | have to walk
500 meters holding the trash bag in my hand?
The yard is narrow and it's not possible to put
a trash container there so that people in the
neighborhood could use it, and trash will be
collected regularly. But there is a charge for this.

There are many problems. People throw trash into the
river which carries it, but it accumulates somewhere.

Business facilities?
These facilities don't cause inconvenience [to
us], they just pollute the water and discharge
chemical waste into it, the river becomes smelly.
All the facilities, including the restaurant in the
Botanical Garden, the Water World, Argayadzor
[restaurant] and other facilities, night clubs
discharge wastewater into the river. That's
enough to contaminate this small river.

Nearby business facilities?
There are some in the [Botanical] garden.

The room and the mulberry tree
The mulberry tree is a bit younger than this
room. According to my aunt, my grandmother’s
mother was born in this room in 1883. This room
was built by my grandmother's mother’s father.
In 1917 my grandmother was born here. Then my ] 32
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aunts and my father were born. The oldest of
my aunts is 75 years old, my two aunts are still
alive, my father and the third aunt passed away.
And one of my aunts lives here. All of them grew
up in this room. This room was divided into two
parts. There was a log here. A huge wooden log.
It served as a pillar and supported the roof. That
pillar divided the room. A bedroom on one side
and a small living room on the other. There was
a kitchen, but it was very small, a kind of kitchen.
That's how they'd lived until my father was 16
years old and decided to build a kitchen and one
more room, all by hand...

A woman lived next door, her husband had died
before. If I'm not mistaken, she was either Gypsy, or
Yazidi. She was a wicked woman and didn't let us climb
the mulberry tree and eat the fruits. She said that we
broke her roof and it was leaking. She lived alone most
of her life, had a hard life and became a bitter woman.

Where was I? So my father built that room. My
grandmother’'s mother, an old woman, moved
to that room, so there was enough space for
others. The oldest of my aunts got married
and only the other two sisters lived here. Then
my father got married and lived here until 1987
when my parents got their new apartment
and left the house. So let's do the math, these
walls are 140 years old. They are made of soil,
their thickness is 70 cm. But they are decaying
gradually, time wears them down. They should
be repaired and renewed. Each year some type
of repair is necessary.

They built these walls using stones and clay, maybe
they mixed the clay with something else, and fastened
the layers with soil. They made them so thick that they
can withstand any pressure. They are still standing, thank
God, but how long will they resist? If we don't repair
them, they will collapse. The next door neighbor's wall
is collapsing. It's been empty for 30 years. This room is
older than that house.

We were one of the first inhabitants who built

a house on this street. You can find a house with

a small balcony nearby. The father of those people

who now live in that house, was the other one

[who built his house here]. But that house [with

a balcony] is rebuilt. That man lived close to the ] 34
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riverbank. The area next to our house belonged to
him. The entire part where Sofik’s house is located
now, was his property. When people wanted to
live here he divided the land into small pieces and
each one built his small house and occupied it. Mrs
Nvard also got her piece of land from that man.

The family
My grandmother’'s mother was born here, but
my grandfather was from Hrazdan. He came
here as a student, then he met my grandmother.
They liked each other and got married, so he
didn't go back to Hrazdan and stayed here.

What about your grandmother’s family?

Do you know where they came from?
No, nobody knows that. As far as | understand,
they must be from Sasun or Mush, but | have
no information, nobody can tell me now. So it's
unknown where my grandmother’s mother was
from.

Foreigners
No, there were no foreigners, only Armenians lived
here. The Turkish Mayla [district] is some distance
away, it includes the houses behind the court
building, that's where it was. Today's GUM Market
was in fact a Turkish market. The Turks bought, sold
and resold their goods there. It was called a Turkish
market, a long time ago though. A lot of Turks lived
in the area called Sarajov [Sarajev], this part was
also called Sarajov. People called it a Turkish Mayla
because there were many Turks. | was bornin
[19]83, and there were no Turks by then. During the
Soviet period they were removed slowly. At that
time [1980s] there were no Turks, | just heard people
calling it a Turkish Mayla.

About Karo’s family
According to them [Karo's family], they owned
a large part of this area, there was also a bakery
here. Then they stopped baking bread and
divided the land into pieces and gave them
away. His [Karo's] brother lives down the street,
the area in between [these streets] belonged to
their father.
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Janik Hambardzumyan
2 Nard-Dos Str.

Since the 1980s Janik Hambardzumyan has been living on
Getar’s bank, at 2 Nar-Dos street. His daughter and
grandchildren, Inessa and Grigor, also live here.
They, like Janik, feel a strong bond with Getar.
Recently Janik gave his room to his grandson. Now
he sleeps in a small cabin built by the river. As
his granddaughter Inessa puts it jokingly, for her

grandfather it was a good opportunity to be close to
the river. ] 3 8
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“I've been living here for about 40 years. | worked at
the Yerevan flour mill. In 1979 with the help of the
factory | went to Moscow to study at the Institute for
Personnel Training, in the department of flour and wheat
production. I've worked at the factory for 30 years, until
2009, when it was closed.
When [ finished my studies in Moscow, | was
offered to stay and work there, but | refused and
came back to Armenia and shortly after | received
a state award for my work. | was offered to move
to Spitak and work in a flour mill.

At the time | rented a house but as soon as | returned
to Armenia, | wrote to the ministry and | was given
priority for getting an apartment and | was to receive
one soon afterwards. But this coincided with the events
of the late 8os — war, revolution, etc — and our plans fell
through. Then one day the director called me and told me
that | wouldn't get my apartment because the country
was on the verge of collapse. He offered an apartment in
this building. | had to live there for a while and figure out
what | should do next. This building adjacent to the flour
mill was the dormitory for factory workers. But now it's
our property.

Here | was provided with temporary housing, it
was the guard barracks. | moved there with my
family, my wife and son. The house where we live
now belonged to a woman who had worked with
us for many years. Her family moved to the US
and she was going to join her family. The director
called me again and told me that the woman
would soon leave for the US and at the meeting
of the trade union committee it was decided that
her house would be legally allocated to me. | still
keep the old warrant entitling to allocate the
house to that woman, Sirush, and then to me.

In 1984-86 my family and | moved to our present
apartment. But before that | was always familiar with the
area, | knew all the inhabitants, they were the workers of
our factory.”

Recollections about Getar are

an integral part of Janik’s life

stories since he moved to Nar-Das 2.
Unlike others, living by the river seems
to evoke only positive emotions for Janik.

Both Janik and his grandchildren ] 4 0
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are primarily concerned about

the pollution of the river.
“Old inhabitants told many stories, they used
to take water from the river in the morning
for cooking, they used the river water for
bathing. The water was clean and its level was
high. Now it has turned into a small stream.
Let me tell you one more thing. In those days
each year a tractor was moved down from the
bridge, the riverbed was leveled, the garbage
was piled up, collected by garbage trucks and
sent to a dump.

But | haven't seen anything like this in the last 30
years. | made a pitchfork, and on my own initiative my
grandson and | regularly clean the river section in front
of our house. People throw bags full of garbage into the
river which accumulates along the riverbank attracting
rats and producing awful smells. | clean it myself.

At the time the river from the morgue to the
Chess House was open. Nobody would even

try to throw rubbish into the river. When the
river was clean, even my grandson Grishik
remembers, there were lots of fish and turtles.
Now there is nothing, not even a frog or a worm.
However, Getar is our salvation, the salvation
of the city. If it doesn't exist, the city will be in a
terrible state. First, the river produces moisture
and not only for those who live by the river.
These trees along the riverbank grew absorbing
the water. When people come to my house,
they're astonished, they say it's a paradise.
During the difficult period when people had no
fuel, no electricity and no water, even the roots
of the trees on the riverbank were removed and
used as firewood. But a short time later the trees
grew again and abounded thanks to the water.
The river keeps a large supply of oxygen, if it
doesn't exist, this place will turn into a barren
land.

| don't leave even a small piece of garbage in the area
surrounding my house. I've bought rubber boots so
that we can go in and clean the river. But people don't
grasp this. | even forbid my neighbors to pollute the
environment, and sometimes they get upset, but there is
no other option, each of us must make sure that the area
stays clean. ] 42
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My sister-in-law’s paternal house was located
not far away from ours, by the riverbank. In the
50s and 60s those were houses made of soil. My
sister-in-law's father recalled that the crib was
washed away with the baby, they were barely
able to save the girl. All those earthen houses
were washed away by the river, it was the
biggest flood. Now the river doesn't overflow as
it used to, but when it does, it's not dangerous
anymore, on the contrary, it gets rid of the
garbage accumulated over time. Now when you
look at the water, the riverbed is clearly visible
but in a few hours the sewage of the entire city
discharges into the river, and there is no trace
of pure and clean water.”

The river has become an important

part of Janik’s life and now he cannot

even imagine how he can live in a house

without a river flowing by, without

hearing the babble of water.
“..When | explain to my acquaintances and
friends where | live, | say that | live in a place you
cannot find elsewhere in the republic. Of course,
if I'm ever offered a place with better facilities, |
will move. But | haven't found a better house in
the city, a place where a river flows nearby. At
least an artificial river must be constructed next
to the house, otherwise nothing can compare
with my place. The river is a great comfort to
us. Come and stay at this place some day. The
gurgling stream soothes your nerves. In the
summer we leave the windows open, and the
babbling stream brings a pleasant sleep.”

144



145

tnuhg uh phg Ytpl' gbiinh withhu: 2nnhg wnutip Bu tnty,
50-60-wlwuutpu Eu k|, hwpuhu hwjpp Uhauin wywindnd
En. np wnglw opnpngp’ Bptifuwl £y Utgn, onipp tnwunty w,
hwaghy BU upnnwgt Gpbluwghu thpyt: £n painp hnnh
inutpp gbuinp Jwppbl, twintp w, pwjg nw wdtuwdto
Jwpwpnidu w btntp: 2hdw wpnBu sh Jupwpnd wnweyw
wbu, huy Jwpuwnptnig £| dinwuqwiynp gh, hwlwnwyp
dwppnud w wuhuubph pupwgpnid Yniinwydwéd wnpen:
2hdw nbn wnwynunjw, np bwynd Gu, hntup wyuwnpg Epunw
w, Uh pwuh dwd htwnn wdpnng pwnwph YEnunwenptpp
Lgynwd Bu. Jwpnip, wwng gnhg htuinp k| sh duniu»:

Qlunp nupdby £ Quithljh yuiiph juphnp dfp dww,

I uyddd sh b yppunhpuginud” piisybu upng

E wypby Jp v, nph Ynnpoy shnuh qlnp,

stugh 9ph pspsngp.
«..N\p pwgwuinpnid BU dwunpUtphu, puyGnputppu,
Pt npuntn BU wuypnid, wunwd EU” Uh inkn BU
wwpnwd, nph udwu gbntghy inbn wdpnng
hwupwuwtwnnip)niunid sEp gunuh: bhwnpyt,
Ert Uh op upwuhg (wy Wwjdwuubp hud
wnwownyEy, yunEnwithnfudbd: Fw)g ntn
upwuhg jwyp ¢6U gunt|, np wincu (huh pwnuwpntd,
QEwnwnu £ Ynnpny hnuh: REYNLg wphBunwywu
gbwn uwppEU tnwit Ynnpp, pwjg wnwlg npw
ng Uh intBnu £ sh hwdBdwuwinydh upw hGuin: UBLp
Eu gbuinind Eup wwpnud: Uh op thnpdtp quu;
uintn duwiy. kn gbinh hnupp, fuzfuzngp’ ninnuihh
Ujwpnbp BU hwugquunwgund: Udwnp, Gpp
wwwnnthwuubpp pwg Bup puntd, 2uiwn hwdth w
onh fuzzngh nwy pubip»:



Tatev Duryan
22/4 Tigran Mets Str.

Valeri Duryan, her father, b. 1952
Shoghik Gapoyan, her mother, b. 1957

Tatev was born and still lives with her family in a house on
the riverbank. The river is part of her most vivid
childhood memories. During our conversation she
spoke of Getar as if it’s a living organism. Tatev is

a photographer, and although taking photos is her ] 4 6

daily job, Getar never appeared in them.
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“I was looking for pictures. | looked through all of them,
not a single photo of Getar. There was always a wreck
on its banks, so we tried to make it invisible. | love
wandering around the city, taking pictures but it never
occurred to me that | could take a picture of Getar. |
took pictures of everything except Getar. It's part of me.
Likewise, you don't notice the pieces of furniture in your
house, the same is with Getar, it's an environment dear
to your heart, and you don't perceive it as a river flowing
through the city, it's rather your Getar. It's even one of
the first words that | said. Though | cannot pronounce
the R sound, Getar was one of the first words | uttered.”

Tatev’s house is different from

the other houses on the riverbank.
“The area near our house is called Silachi
[Shilachi], it used to be called Sarajev. Sarajev
was an architect and lived near Getar, he built
a vinegar factory [brandy-wine factory]. It's
considered to be a historical building, that's why
it's not completely demolished and the remains
are still there. That very Sarajev lived in our
house, it was his house, built by himself, perhaps
that's why unlike other houses on the riverbank,
ours is higher, it has a five meter high ceiling and
a window at the top. Other houses almost slope
down to the river and have no windows, it's dark
and damp there. Now the owners repaired them
a bit, but when | went to my neighbors as a child,
the air was very dank there. People say that
Getar overflowed several times and many houses
were flooded, but our house is built on a high
foundation and the flood didn't damage it.

My parents moved here and bought this in the 9os, and
then | was born. First, they rented the house. They rented
part of the house from an old man, then they bought it
and since then we've been living here. There was always
talk that the houses of this area would be demolished,
even some private investors came to see the area before
the revolution, they wanted to demolish the buildings in
this area and build something else. But nothing worked
out. There were always threats that the houses would be
demolished soon, but nothing has been done yet.”

Although the municipal authorities

neglect the river, Tatev is confident ] 4 8
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that the inhabitants also play

a crucial role in the preservation

and prosperity of the area.
“I honestly think that the people living on
the riverbank are mainly responsible for the
pollution of Getar. My father was a bit strict
about it. As a child | liked to throw something
in Getar and watch the river taking it, but
my father didn't let me do that. You have
no idea how much waste is accumulated in
Getar. People don't put the garbage in the
container, they throw everything into the river.
Sometimes my dad tries to tell them not to do
that, but nobody cares. People put construction
waste in bags and throw them into the river,
they can tear down an entire room on the
riverbank and throw the waste into the river.
They throw food waste, everything. And the
sewage of all the houses, including ours, also
discharges into the river. But it's so wrong, and
| don't know what should be done to change it.
Incredible things appear in the river. Someone
has thrown away his old refrigerator, clothes,
suitcases, and other things. People pollute,
people protect themselves from Getar.

Now most people living here are newcomers, the
houses are rented out, half of the old inhabitants left the
place, those who stayed don't have enough money to
move out. They cannot even sell their houses at a price
which will allow them to buy a new house. There are
households where five people occupy one or two small
rooms, but they have no other option.
| don't recall that the river has even been cleaned up,
| don't remember anything like that. | remember that
a long time ago people used to come and collect metal
objects from the river and exchange them for money. At
the time my mother collected all the metal objects from
the yard so they couldn’t take them away. Sometimes
people clean only the section of the river which is visible
from their houses so that their own area is clean.”

Getar continues to undergo endless
changes, every construction work
in the area affects and changes the riverbed.
‘| know that the river was diverted twice,
the first time for constructing the Rossiya ] 5 0
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[cinema] underpass and the second time for
recent construction work. During the last
construction work an old bridge was found.
My neighbors said | would be interested but by
the time | arrived there wasn't much left. They
demolished the bridge completely to continue
the construction work. It happened recently
during the construction work next to the
Rossiya Mall.”

Tatev treats Getar as a living being

and as she points it out, the river

played a crucial role in her life.
“I've always been interested in the history of the
river, as | haven't found much about it. | always
wanted to learn more about it, because the river
is part of my life. It had a great influence on me.
My close friends say that I'm a very calm person
by nature, and | think that it's due to Getar. Every
day sleeping and waking up by the gurgling
sound make you really feel peaceful. When
people come to our house, they think it's raining,
but it's the babble of the river. But I'm used to
that sound, | don't concentrate on it, that sound
is never ending and really calms me down. And
even so, our neighbors are so noisy, | sometimes
wonder how Getar doesn't affect them.

| remember that when I was a child I associated all

bodies of water with Getar. Whether it was a brook,

ariver or a lake, | called them Getar. Now when | tell

my friends that | live by a river, they are surprised, most

of them don't even know that such a river exists in the

heart of the city. | somehow explain the place so that

they can imagine. I'm happy to live there. It's true that

our house is old, the environment isn't that good, and

the road is partially closed because of the construction

work. No matter what, | love this place. The sound of the

river blocks the street noise. Because of my job | have to

visit many noisy places every day and then going home is

the quietest moment of the day.”

Getar is one of the most pleasant
and best-loved places not only for Tatev,
but also for her parents.
“My dad has a very caring attitude towards the
river, he always gets angry when people throw ] 52
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garbage into the river. Every year in the spring he
cleans up the area surrounding our house. Our
house is old, it has old earthen walls, if you try

to tear something down and repair it, the whole
construction will collapse. But for my dad it's the
best place in the world. He says that nowhere
else in the city center can one hear such lovely
sounds, as if we live in the heart of the city but
outside of it. Where else will you find a house by
the river? Unlike ours, other houses don't have

a garden. The door faces the street, the window
faces the river. My dad was born in Shamkhor,
which is part of Azerbaijan now. He came to
study in Yerevan and stayed here. My mom was
born in the village of Mantash in Shirak. She

too came to study and work in Yerevan. They
got married at an old age, found this house and
decided to live there. Maybe they liked the place
because both are not from Yerevan, because it
doesn't look like an urban place, as if it is outside
the city. Maybe in Armenia there are villages that
are like this place. It's essential for my dad to have
a garden where he would plant and maintain his
trees. We have many trees on the riverbank, my
mom cultivates some plants here, but there are
many cats. Our neighbor across the street, Mrs
Susan, keeps cats, and they are always in our
yard, spoiling everything.”

Tatev’s recollections of the river

are different from those of other

inhabitants, Getar was Tatev’s best

childhood friend, part of her games

and everyday life.
“I always played by the river, and | have
somewhat sad childhood memories, the river
carried away most of my balls and toys. Other
kids were endlessly throwing rocks or other
things into the river, but my dad didn't let me
do that. It was a natural curiosity, | wondered
what would happen if | threw something into
the water, where it would go. | wondered where
I would get if | moved across the river like that. |
always played by the river making and launching
boats. Not everyone had the chance to go down
to the river, but the riverbank near our house ] 54
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was open and | was always there. It never
occurred to my dad to build a fence and close

it. Why close it? | always searched for fish in the
river, sitting for hours, looking for little fish, but
seeing everything except fish. Everytime it was
raining | went out to see how much Getar had
risen. But if it rose a bit more, the houses would
be flooded, people were afraid of that. Our
house was on the top, it was like a game for me,
it was interesting. There were times when many
people left their houses as they feared that the
houses would collapse. | was a kid and didn't
realize how dangerous it [overflowing river]
could be for others.

In their childhood pictures kids usually draw a house.
Getar was always present in my drawings, anytime |
drew a house, | also added the river. The river always
evoked positive and wonderful memories in me. Getar is
our home. There's been talk that they would demolish it,
fill it with concrete, cover the river and build new houses.
| thought that this area would turn into a gloomy place
without Getar, because its continuous movement
among these immovable houses is very appealing and
fascinating. When | was a kid, | once saw so much
rubbish near one of the bridges that | got scared and felt
sorry for Getar. As a kid | perceived the river as a living
creature, who breathed and talked, and when | saw
that rubbish, | thought it would be very hard for him,
living among people, carrying that big pile of rubbish.
The river's segment next to our house was always clean,
that's why the accumulated rubbish made an awful
impression on me.”
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Penzara Khachatryan
17 Khorenatsi Str., 2nd Blind Alley

Penzara has been living near Getar with her husband for
40 years. In 1975 she moved here from the village
of Noratus, got married and since then she has been
living in a small house built by the river. Penzara’s
life is closely linked with this river. During our
conversation she talked about the problems and
difficulties connected with the river, while not

forgetting to mention the relaxing effects of the ] 5 8

flowing river.
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“When | got married, we'd been living with my husband'’s
family for 4-5 years, their house was next to ours. My
brother-in-law was 29 years old, he was going to marry
but there was no room in the house. At the time my
husband worked as a driver in the department of the
“supervision of maintenance work” in the City council. He
wrote to the council to get an apartment. It was planned
to demolish the houses along the river and provide the
owners with new apartments.
But then the earthquake occurred, followed by
the events in Baku. These incidents just coincided
with each other. We were supposed to receive
our apartment around the end of that year, but
when those events took place, the Armenians
arrived from Baku, the earthquake left many
people homeless, the city council gave those
apartments to the homeless.

Afterwards we wrote to the municipality but there
wasn't any such program. They allowed us to build a
room adjacent to my mother-in-law's house. We built
aroom to live in and waited for its demolition. Over the
last 5-6 years we built a kitchen and a bathroom over
the river. There was no plan to demolish the house, and
when the law on privatization was passed, we applied
for privatizing our house but they didn't let us do it
saying that the house is built over the water.

My husband's family had lived here since the
[19]40s but now they have moved, they had
health problems because of the humidity. They
rented out the house and moved to another
area of Yerevan.”

Penzara’s family history is full of accounts

about the overflowing river and floods.
“My father-in-law's house almost touches the
river. The river rose to the level of the walls
and poured into the house several times. It also
flooded our house several times although our
house is located higher. This happened quite
often 7-8 years ago. | remember very well the
floods of the 40s and 5os. The water flooded the
houses several times. My mother-in-law told me
that one day in the sos my brother-in-law was
in his crib [when it flooded], and one of our male
neighbors rescued him. At the time people were
still expecting that the state would demolish the
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houses and provide them with new ones, that
was why they didn't move. My father-in-law
died in [19]63, my mother-in-law was bringing up
her four children on her own, my husband was
eleven by then.

The place they built their house belonged to their
neighbor before. One of the floods of the 40s and 50s
washed away their room. So that neighbor gave that
area to my husband'’s parents. They were very kind
people who shared their food with that neighbor,
probably that's why this neighbor gave his plot to them
appreciating their kindness.”

When talking to Mrs Penzara it

becomes evident that they faced

a lot of difficulties living on the

riverbank but she doesn’t forget

to mention Getar’s positive influence.
“The river doesn't always flow peacefully.
Sometimes we get scared of the sound of the
overflowing river during the spring months.
The river carries a lot of rubbish. | don't know
whether it's people throwing it into the river or
the water flowing over its edges and collecting
all sorts of rubbish. But it still amazes me how
people throw chairs, tables and other large
items into the river. When rolling down the
water these items make a sharp sound, | can't
describe it. Apart from the fear that the river
will rise and flood our houses, I'm afraid of
that sound too. The sound is so unpleasant, it's
a noise made by humans. Nature gives us rain,
you can't help it, you can't complain, but when
you realize that people deliberately throw all
sorts of rubbish into the river, you get very
angry.

During the Soviet period tractors cleaned the riverbed

four times a year. At the time it was possible to reach

the river and clean it up. Its bottom was clearly visible.

Nowadays people throw rubbish into the river, and we

suffer from it first of all. There are garbage containers, but

they are some distance away, so people don't go that far.
Now we are used to the river sound, we don't
even hear it, but when I'd just started living with
my husband'’s family, | couldn't tolerate that
sound, it was very unusual. But let me tell you ] 62
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one thing. | thank God for letting me live by the

water. Its peaceful gurgling has a healing power.

| suffered many hardships in my life but when |
opened the window and sat in front of the river,
all the disturbing thoughts disappeared. That's
why | tell everyone that the river has a healing
power, | recovered thanks to the river. And now
when | go to Noratus for a day or two, | can't
sleep at night, as if something doesn't belong to
you, as if something is missing.”
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The Galafyan family

Ara Galafyan, b. 1946

Sofia Galafyan, b. 1949

Elmira Liloyan, b. 1953

2 Getarchai 2 Str, [Khanjyan Str.]

Childhood
memories
S.G. We don't have childhood
memories, | was 22, when our house
was demolished.
A.G. In the winter the river

was of course absent in our
everyday life, but in the summer
we even swimmed in the river.

S.G. We caught fish, the canal
was very clean. We lived on the
riverbank. My brother and | were
fishing.

E.L. Women were washing
their carpets.

A.G. It was very clean.
E.L. Yes, very clean.
A.G. We talk about the early 50s.
The flood
S.G. | wasn't born yet in the 1930s

but my mom recalled that there was

a flood, heavy rain, the water level rose
so much that it washed away the
houses and logs, people were rushing
through the water. The son of my
neighbor's uncle lived on Getar's

bank. The river flooded his house,
destroying it. Later they got a new
house in Ajapnyak.
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onh dwlwpnuwiu Fupwl w pwnpapugty,
np Jwpnhy Bu BYE vBep' innwiiny,
gbpwultp Bu BYE|, wdpnne wnubnp:
Utp hwplwUuh pEnnt tnnuit wwypby
w hBug @bwnwnh withht, gbnu EuwBu w
hptug tinctup nnnnky, np wintu sh duwigk,
hpBup hEwn tnintu BU unnwigb
UowithUjwynid:
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E.L. My mom told me that
there was such a devastating
flood that it reached my parent’s
house on Abovyan Street and
covered the basement with water.

S.G. The riverbank we lived on
was higher than the one on the side
of Khanjyan Street. That area was
always flooded, not ours. The great
flood of 1949 occurred at night. While
Astghik’s brother-in-law was coming
home after the night shift, the flood
washed away his house, his wife and
four kids were killed. Astgho's sister
was his second wife.

A.G. In 1946 and also in 1956.
I remember the flood of 1956 very
well.

The retaining wall.

Diverting the river
E.L. At that time the Khanjyan
street was a piece of land, it didn't
exist. In 1944-45 the Khanjyan street
was completely paved with blocks by
the German prisoners of war. It was
built so well that even in winter cars
were driving smoothly. It's a pity
that they demolished the blocks and
covered the street with asphalt. There
were retaining walls in the upper
parts, but there were none in our area.

S.G. Our house was located
near the Vardan Mamikonyan
Statue. In the Circular Park.

E.L. Your mulberry tree is still
standing, isn't it?

S.G. The mulberry tree is there

along with other trees except two
walnut trees. ] 68
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E.L hJ Jwdwijhu wywundtiny
£l uBug nidbn w Bnk| ophEnknp,

np Utpnup wwnb| BU Upny juiu
thnnngnud, ntuniyuhuly hpwtg
uyninuwyhu hwpyp phy swslws w

Gt [enny]:
U.Q. Utn withp wytbih pwnén kp,
pwl nhdwgh' vwlgjwuh Ynnuh wihp, L
kn htntnutph dwJdwuwy Eu Ynnuu
En 1gunwd, Utn Ynndp skp (gynid: £n 1949
rUwywuh gphEntnp-ubiwdp gh2tnu w
tnt: Uuwnnhyh thbuw Sphzp, np BLE| w
cMeHa-hg, gphtnknp hpw wnintup uppty
wnwipb| w, 4 EpEjuBU nLyhuu £ gnhybg
lt:U: Uuwninnjh pnynp hpw Bpynnpn yhul
n:
U.Q. 1946 pwlwuhu, Uty k[ 56
pywlwuhu: 56 pywlwuhup Gu jwy
hh2nwJ BU:
Quniibiy/
Zniup thnfubkip
E.L En dwJdwuwy Eu fluwltgjwu

thnnngp hnn tn, s4uwin: 44-45
pwlywuutphu gbpdwuwgh gEphutp
GU pEpG| N1 Eu luwlgjwt thnnngp
wdpnneonyhu uwjwhwwnwy uwnpt) Bu:
Euwbtu Ep uwppwé, np &dtnp wuquid
Utptuwutpp wwn hwughuwn gunud
Ehu: Eupwu withunu w, np pwuntght,
wudwiintghu: depuh hwwnyjwsénd
wwuwnutukp Enk| BU, pwjg Ut
hwuinywoénud sjuip:

U.9Q. Uwuhynujwuh wpawlh
Unun w JBp inntup BnGi: En wyghu np
yw' Onwywal:

EL atn prh dwnp Yuw, sE:
U.Q. Utp prh dwnu £ Yuw,
pninp dwntnu £ juwl, pwgh Epyne
wnwnph dwnhg:

EL Utnphg pwl sh duwgt), pninpp
Yupkght:



E.L. Only a few of our trees are
left, most of them were cut.

S.G. They seized a large part of
our land to divert the river and
prevent a new flood, etc, etc. There
was a madhouse on that side,

| remember how it was demolished,
| didn't learn about it from my
mother, | saw it myself. So they
diverted the river, a large part of
our yard was used for that purpose,
so yes, we lost our piece of land.
We had a dog in the yard. They dug
a ditch there and as we didn't put

a fence around our yard, the dog
accidentally fell into the ditch and
drowned. | remember it so well, we
buried the dog. | was deeply
affected by it.

E.L. | remember those retaining
walls. On our way to kindergarten, we
used to cross a small bridge next to
the cableway, and there were high
retaining walls, and rats running
around, | remember that.

S.G. We planted sunflowers in
our yard, next to the fence. My
sister and | used to cut one from
the bottom so that nobody would
notice, throw the stem into the
river, share the seeds and eat them
sitting under the walnut tree. Our
house was demolished to build the
garden marking the soth
anniversary or some anniversary of
something, otherwise it was in

a good condition.

E.L. It was demolished in 1970.
They dug a new riverbed, covering the
old one.
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U.Q. hpwlup whwghu Jtp
wnuhg ytipgntighl' qtiuinh hntup
thnfubint hwdwin, np sihuh gphtntn
b wiyu, b wyjpu: EU ynnuh dpw
gdwlung Jwp, En gdwungnp
pwuntght, kn Gu hhan!

EJ wpnbu, wpnbu Jwdwyjh
wwwindtiny sh: Enwtu hniup
thnfubghl, Utp pwlhg £ whwghl
nwnpwdép guwg, hnnwunwpwaoép
niuEhup wjuwbu wuwé, hw, guwg:
UEUup 2ntu niukhup pwyned, np thnu
Ehu thnpBl, k| EhU, nEn gniuGhup
gwlwuwwunwd Jwu, hupp htun-
hGuw Ep quwigl), YwiudE| ntubnnyt):
LkUug hhonud BU, hiu, pwntghup,
2wuwn wgnb| w kh dpbu:

EL. Muwuwnub2p bu B hhanud,
npnyhbunl dwulwuwwpuntq [guwihu]
UtUup wugunwd Ehup, uGlg thnpp
Jwdnipg Yun Snwwuninnt hwuinyguwénd,
wwiwnubutip Ehu funpp, pwyg Jhwyju
wnubwnutp Ehu Juagygnid, Bu hhand BU:

U.9. Utp pwyh Ute,
gullwwjwnh 4nnpl
wplwoéwnhyutp EhU tnuywé: Lnip
nt wiuwbp gunwd Ehup, Uh hwunp
hwunt Ehup, np ¢Eplwin, np Uh
hwuwup hwub| Bup Utohg, wnsp ggnud
Ehup QGwnwnp, pwpwep Yhun
Ehup, gunwt Ehup wnwnph 6wnh
wnwy, Epynuny nwnnud kEhup: Ukp
wnubpp so-wdjwyh, pb pwuh
wdjwyh dwdwuwly wjght uwppbnt
hwdwn pwunkght, pt ¢k Utp tnnitup

2w (wiju kp:
EL 70 pUhU EU pwiunky:
Eu unp hntup thnptEght, thwytghu Eu
hhu hncup:

U.9. Mwuunswnwpwuntpjuwl

dwuhu funup s4wp, Eet Juwp £ Utq
hwuwUG|h sEp, npnyhGunl £
dwdwuwly Jbp tnwphpu Eu skn, np
lukhup, hip Uh hww £ En
pUlwnpydwup Jwulwygbhup: Eu
dwdwuwly hwybwnne k| skhu UBq’



A.G. They gave no explanation
for why it was demolished, if they
did, it wasn't available for us, we
were too young to ask for an
explanation or participate in

a discussion. At the time they
weren't accountable to us, they did
whatever they wanted, thinking
that the state is always right.

Getar ran through the other side of
the street, near the Vernissage
[market], 10-12 meters away from
here, to the Rossiya cinema, then

it ran beneath the ground and then
emerged again in the narrow

street behind the Rossiya cinema,
near the flour mill, which is the
business area of... Grzo. But as kids
we weren't familiar with those places.

The contours of Getar.

The Turks
S.G. And besides, | remember that
we were not allowed to go across the
bridge. There was a married couple
selling sunflower seeds, we were not
allowed to go further from their house,
because Turks lived nearby, there was
a mosque.

E.L. They settled both near

the industrial enterprise of the

blind and here.
S.G. The Turks lived across the
street from the ministry building and
beyond.

A.G. They weren't all Turks.
S.G. Mostly Turks.

E.L. Their houses were

located behind today's court
building. ] 72
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hug nignid Ehu, wunwd Ehu, hwadnud
Ehu, np wEwnnie)ntup Uhpwn 8hown w:
NipEUU YEnwinp gunid kp, ku
fuwugjwu thnnngh Ujnw dwiyep, np
ghuwntp, £ dbpuhuwdh dwypp, W)
puinEnhg Unuinwdnpwwtu Uh 10-12
Utuwnp Eu 4nnd, YEinwnu
widpnnentpjwUp inEug gunwd Ep
Uhusl hun «Nnupwy, Euinkn
duinunwd Ep tnwiyny, nnipu Ep quithu
yhun «Ntnuhwjh» hEwnlp Uh hwwn ubn
thnnng Yw, np huh pwubugl w, hip
wipwnuwg shwuwo, Eu 9ngnjEug
hhduwnyu w: UGUp En Ynnutphu
wpnEBU dwunp sEup, npnyhbunl
thnpp thup:

SLwnwnh vwhdwiibpp
U poipphipp

U.a. Pwgh npwuhg, Gu hhanwt

Ed, np Jwudnipghg Eu Yynnd Utq wpgbnd
EhU quuwi: UdnwuhUutBp Ywhu, np
wnlwdéwnhly Ehu Jwdwnnid,
wdtuwhtnnt inbnp, np hpwyntup
ntubhup quwint hpwug wnintuu En,
npnyhBunl pnipptp EhU wwypnud, Uquhp
Yuin:

ElL 2Wid unypkph Yndphuwnh
Udnwn wip hptug pwnp, huwdd® uintn:

U.a. EU Ynunitw) Lwiuwpuwpnie)wl
26upp buin, ¢k, npwlhg nhdwg nitu
Unnd wnntu pninptn th:

U.9. Fninnp ¢Ehu pnipp:
Uu.a. Fninpp sk, pwyg 2wiinknp:

EL Uy tu hhuhygw
nwuwwnwuh Unwin Eh pnippbph
winukp khu:

Qnphbknkn

U.g. 56 pYhU np ophtntnu tnwy,
utug guihguihng tp qLuLhu:,Uhnl:[h
pwnkp Ep ginpnud, pepnud, £) dwintp,
£l dwnnhy, £ yeunwuhutn tnwpptp



The flood
A.G. During the flood of 1956 loud
sounds were coming from outside.
Huge rocks, trees, people and animals -
cows and pigs, etc — were floating down
the street. We were standing near the
bank and watching but the adults didn't
let us look at it too long, they said we
would feel dizzy and fall into the stream.
They were right. If you looked at the
stream a little bit longer, you
mechanically wanted to jump into it.

S.G. When Rosa and | heard

a loud bang, we rushed out into the
riverbank. We saw that it was quiet
around, the river was flowing
calmly but from the other side of
the road a huge two-meter-high
water wall was coming towards us.
Then the mudflow followed.

A.G. Corpses were floating down

the street, there were two as | recall.
People brought long two-meter sticks

and tried to pull the bodies out with hooks.

E.L. Do you recall that
grandpa Samvel fell into the water?
Ha-ha.
A.G. Our neighbor looked around

for a while and then fell into the water.
People pulled him out. Yes, the morgue
was flooded too. Do you recall that
there was a house near the madhouse,
on the riverbank, next to the trees? It
collapsed into the river. My mother used
to tell us a story about our tenant, and
my father joked about it too. Our tenant
had money in his suitcase, he keptitin
the shed. The flood soaked his money
and he was drying the banknotes in the
shed for a month. The building on

Abovyan 46 still exists. The flood ] 74

reached there.



yny, fung, hug Nnp Wwiinnwhnw kp
Swuwwwphhu, wnund pEpnid £p:
Utup qunwd Ehup QGwnwinh wh,
Ywugunwd, bwynd Ehup, b UtédEpp Utq
sEhu pnnund Eplywip bwyt], wund Ep.
«qnfulbpn U$nnw, Ypuyutbp puntn»:
Shawn Ehu wunwd. Uh phg Epywip np
Uwynid Ehp, wulwiu pEquhg nignid Ehp
pgyti Utigop:

U.a. Gu nt Ntnquiu, nipkUuL,
nuthnudihngp |utighup, Jwqtighup
wth: Ywgbghup, nbuwup' Utip Unuin
ntn fuwnwn w: 2wughuw, gbwnp
utlig 2wn phs onny quithu w, puwyg
Eu Ynnuhg wy utug oph wwwn w
quwhu’ 2 UEinnpwung: 2Ewnn wpntu
ubwdu BYwiy:

U.Q. 26wnn En dwdwuwl, np
nhwyutp Ep pEpnud, 2 hngh Yuwip, 2
hngnt BU hhznd, ubug pwwn Bpluup'
hwdwpjw 2 UGwnnpwung &nnkn ntukh,
utrhbutpp ggnw thu, np En nhwyutpp
hwuthu:

EL Uwdyb| wwwp, hhond Gu,
np puuwy: 2w, hw, huw:

U.9. Utp hwplwuu Bhuy,
Uw)bg-uwjkg, ypend hupl puluwd,
GLywl, hwubghu: Ujn, Wuwwinndhyu £y

w nnnnty, huy En gdwungh Ynnpp' htug
gbwnh withhl, Uh hww iintu Yuip, hhnd
Ep dwntph Ynnpp, nnipu Ep BHE| hEug
gtunh ypw: Uwdwu ywindnwd w,
wwuwl Ep hw 46n wnunwd, Utn
wnuynpp, nipbdu, Swdwpnyny thnnkp
niutp, Utp wdpwpnud Ep wywhnid,
ublwdp np guwithu w, npw thnntnp

uwn pnpend w, htunnn Uh wdhu wdpwph
dpw thnntpp snpuwigunid Ep: £En

Upnd jwl 46-p vhugl hhdw Yui, wjuphupl
Uhusl Enuntn hwut| w gbunp:

U.a. Fwlwnwnpydwdéutnht,
gbphubphu Eu hwub|, np gfubnnyt,
hw, wwuwwu Ep ywindnid:
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S.G. Prisoners of war and
convicts were evacuated so that
they wouldn't drown. My father
told me that.

The contours

of Getar
A.G. So the river ran through the
Circular Park alongside the Chess House
and the Khanjyan street then headed
towards our area flowing past the walls
of our house. We went to school
following that route. Then they changed
the river's direction. It ran past the
Vardan Mamikonyan Statue towards the
Griboyedov Statue. That's what | remember.
Then it disappeared near the market.

S.G. When | was in 3rd grade
at a school focusing on math, | had
to cross the river on the way home,
and there was only one bridge.

E.L. The wooden bridge.

E.L. Was there a bridge on
Gnuni Street?

S.G. There was a big one.

A.G. It was next to Getar, near
the private gardens and houses
bordering on the Circular Park,

not far from the Rossiya cinema.
Those were ramshackle houses, but
the gardens were excellent.

S.G. We cultivated white apricots

in our garden, we had plenty of plants -

eggplant, peppers, and tomatoes. We

picked up so many strawberries that my

brother and | gave them away to our

neighbors, at the time you couldn't find

anything in the market. We harvested

our crops, we couldn't eat all of them. ] 76



QLunwnh

uwhdwbubpp
U.g. NinEUL hupp quithu Ep' ku
Onwlywal wjghu np Yuw, Cwiudwwnh
wnwl' ku nkwh thnnng wywunh Ynnuny
nnw tnwyny quihu tn, wjgne nbwh
fuwugjwl thnnngh Ynnuny, utlug quihu
En, h&winn dh thnpp ptipynud Ep ntwh
Utp inubpp inubph wwunh twyny kp
gqwihu: UEUp np En tnBGnEpny Ehup
gund nwpng, tntn-wnkn ywuwnh tnwyny
Ehup qunud: 2Ewinn np Utp Ynnuh
rpGpnie ntlp ninnGght, tu Ywpnwl
Uwuhynujwuh wpdwuh tnwyny gunid
Ep Uhusl @phpnjEnnyh wpdwu: Enpwup
hh2nw! BU: Cunknhg wpnbu Ynpnud En,
puntn wpntbu 2nlywiu kp:

U.a. Gu 3-pn nwypngnd [wydd’
Uwunty Upknjuwuh wudwu] £h
undnpnid” dwptdwunhlwjh
ptipnudnd, puntnhg npwtiugh
wuguthp Eu Ynnd, np quwjhp wind,
Uh wnkn Ywp Ywdnipe Jbuwly:

EL. EU hwjuint udnipgn:

EL. Fw Suntunt Ynpw [wjdd®
Jdwpnwuwlg] hug Ywdnipe Yunp:

U.a. Quntunt ypw wpnku Utd
Jwdnipg Yuwip:

U.9. Cuwkn, En @Gwnwnh Unnpp,
Eu wjgnt wupntbwiynie)niup np Yuw
Uhugl Yhun «Mnuhw», puinkn
ubthwywu wjghutp thu, uGthwyuwu
wnutip Ehu, Uh phg fuwipfuny niutip
Ehu, puwyg 2w (wid wyghutp Yuigh:

U.a. Uwhuwnwl shpwu Yuip, hug
wubu Utup ntubhup Utp wygnud®
pwnngwl, phpwn, wyndhnnn, Eupwu
Uintpuhlw ntuBhup, np hwdwpnid
Ehup, pnip-wfuwtp pwdwund Epup
hwplwuutphu, nk Fu dwdwuwy ny
Ep 2niywiubpnud pwt swifunud: Ukp
wjgnt pbppp Utup Ehup hwywpntd,
EnpwUu nunk huwpwiynp skp:
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The cleanliness

of the river
S.G. The river used to be very
clean, then people threw a lot of
rubbish into it. Then the water level
was low.

A.G. It was low in summer, but
high in spring and in autumn.

S.G. My dad used the river water
for irrigating our garden. He used a pump
which was clogged with debris from time
to time. Then my dad installed a pump
strainer or something like that, which
filtered the water.

Daily practices
E.L. There was a channel called
Mamur [moss] in the upper part of the
river, boys used to swim there, it no
longer exists. The brook next to our
house was not deep, we used to soak
our feet in the water.

A.G. | also recall that the
brook was so shallow that we
built barricades from both sides,
made it deeper and swam in this

pool.
E.L. They built stone walls and
swam.

A.G. We used to lie down on

big rocks after swimming.

On cleaning

and covering Getar
A.G. | don't recall that there was
talk of covering the river after the
flood, there was talk of cleaning it.

| remember that. ] 78
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Qhtup

dwppnipjntiip
U.a. QEuwnp uygpnd 2w Jwpnip
Ep, hEwn' hug wnp wubu Ubgp Yuwn:
26wnn’ gnipu Ep 2w phy:
U.9. Udwnu tp phg, pwg

guwnniulu nLwncup’ |hpp Ywp:

U.a. hJ ywwwu Jtp wyghu
nnngnd tp gbunh opny: Lwunu Ep

nn&| utpplp, npp dwdwuwy wn
dwdwlwl fugwudnid En, npndhBunl hug
wubu gkp jgdnud Utgp: 26uinn ywuwwu
npn2tg, ubuinwjny inEug pwl Yuwbght,
gwlugh Udwl pwU wpkght, nt dwpnip
oninU En quihu wpnBu:

Unoptwlwi

wpwlpnhluitkp
ElL. UwuUninp yeplnd uuwy Ep,
En Uwdninnd gunid [nnuiunud Ehu
wnntppnd, En uwlwip hhdw syw: Utn
Ununh wnncu funpp gkn, ninuGpu dingunwd
pnonwd Ehup:

U.q. Cu Lwl hh2nd BU, np

oninu Euwintn Enpw phys sk quihu.
UtUp wywuwn thup Yuwwnud, gjnp Ehup
Juwnid nu pnnwiunwd Epup:

EL. Lwptp Ehup 2uupnd yuwwinubh
udwu nt (nquiunid Epup:

U.q. UES-Ut6 pwpbph Upw
wwnynd Ehup (nnwitiwnig hGun:

Shwnwnp hwlknt
I dwppkint dwuhte

U.G. 2nhEntnhg hGun thwytnt
dwuhU funuwlygntipjncultp 64 hhanud,
pwjg Jwpnbnt dwuhu hhpnd BU: Bu
hhanwt EU:

U.a. 26wnn inBuwl, np Jwpnbg
h ihunwd, funnnywiyh Ut Uingptighu
hnitul nt ypwjhg thwyGghu:



S.G. So when they saw that it
was impossible to clean it, they
channeled it into the pipes and
covered it.

A.G. After [19]70.

S.G. They brought very large
pipes and channeled the stream
into them. Then they covered the
surface with cement and concrete
as one does while building a house.

E.L. Last time they covered it for
building the Multi [wellness center].
The wonderful Khanjyan street with its
paving blocks was destroyed in vain.

A.G. It seems it was beneficial
for widening the street but harmful
to the environment. The weather
didn't become less cold. And
besides, humidity was also good at
trapping dust particles kicked up in
the air. We complain that the dust
level rose after cutting down the
forest in Sari Tagh [district]. It's
true.
But the river trapped dust particles
too.

S.G. Do you recall that Getar
[a segment] was paved with the same

blocks from both sides.

E.L. No, | don't. | remember
there was a wall near the Bournaz's
krug [near the intersection where
the Bournazyan family lived], like
the Monument's wall [Victory Park]
built by the Germans, the riverbed
was quite wide at the roundabout.
We used to build barricades [across
the river] not far from that wall and
swim in the water. We sunbathed
lying down on the big rocks that
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U.q. 70 pywlwuhg hGuwn:

U.9. funnnjwyutp pEpEghu’
Uto-Uto, wpkght, gbuinp dunwy
npw Utg, ntybplihg ubug, nug
wnutph ypw np wpnud BU, tnkug
dpwyjhg gEUtuw, pbuinnu wptghu nt
thwytghu:

EL. Eu dEpghu thwydb|p, n&, wpntu
«Untuinh»-h hwdwip [«Untuinh JGutu
yEuwnpnuy Jwpquwnnneowpwnpwywu
hwdJwihp] thwyytbg, np «Uniuinh»-u
Jwnnigtlu: Uuhdwuwn En gjnquii
fuwugjwlu thnnngu hp uwjwhwwnwyny
JEpwguwd:

U.gq. ®nnngp (wjuwgubnt
hwpgp nug np npwywu nwdtg,
pwjg tyninghwyhup’ sk, hnd nt
gnipuinh hwipgp 2wiwn Juwiwn nwoykg,
s£ np En funuwydnip)nilt ogunid kp,
nn 2w thn2h spwpdpwuwn: Uunw
Eup' ku Uwph pwnh wuwnwnUtpp
ytpwgntghup, thnzhl winwiguiy:
2w, pwyjg [gEwnu] £ Ep wgnnud, np
thnzh gpwipdpwiun:

U.a. 2h2nid Bu, np @bwnwnh Bpynt
Ynnuhg tn Unyu vwjwhwwnwyny 2wpywo
kp @Gwnwnh hntup:

EL 2F, tu hhon! BU EU
FninLwaqtug Utp Ynnigh ypw

uBug wyuwuwn Ep 2wipwd, En
gbpdwuwghubpu Eu UnunwBuwnh
wwinp np 2winkg B, 65 Wy npw
winbug kn pwpbpny wywiwn Ep 2wpwis,
nt pwdwywu (wju Ep Q@6wnwnh
hntup, s£: £En wwywnnunh Yptku
pwdwlwu |EU Ep @bwnwnrh hntup, w)
nnwuhg Uh phs Ueppl UBUp wwun
Ehup Yuwwnud nepuntn (nnuiunwd
Ehup: N En UBS-UES pwnptph Upw, np
aJnthg nnipu Ehu Jund, wwinynud
Ehup, wplh ywuuw Ehup punniunid:
26wnn En Ynhuubpp np Utgwnntn
EYwU, wpnbu Ywdwg-Yuwdwg huid
sunnutpp Utq $EhU pnnunwd, huid
Utq k| Ep inhwi, Eih, innuitiwp Yrhuh Ynnpp:



were outside the pool. When the
rats abounded in the area, our
parents didn't let us swim there,
besides it was unpleasant to swim
next to the rats.

S.G. Then they started
discharging sewage into the river.
When the area was less populated,
there wasn't much sewage. There
were no sewers in the beginning, only
pit toilets.

A.G. They used bulldozers to
clean up the river. | observed it
several times, but they didn't
finish the clean up, | can't explain
the reason behind it. Maybe they
did their job but the area was
polluted again, I'm not sure.

E.L. The rubbish wasn't collected.
We didn't know where to dump the
trash. In recent years we've been
dumping it into the river.

A.G. To tell the truth, I don't
recall either that the rubbish was
collected by then. There was no
such thing. There was no garbage
truck or garbage bin. And nobody
told us off for throwing the garbage
into the river.

E.L. In recent years they kept
telling us that the houses will be torn
down, don't you remember that they
collected our passports several times?
At that time they stopped collecting
the garbage. | recall that prior to that
the garbage truck made its rounds
ringing a small bell.

A.G. No way, it was the oil
truck.

182



183

U.a. Unjninh-pwu wpntu ubutghu
lguk| Utop, wnwy Enpuwu puwlybgywo skp,
Enpwl Ynjninh shun: Uygpnd Ynjninh
sqwp nk, thnpwé gniguipwuubp Epu, hnnh
Ut En gunud:

U.9. Nn nignud Ehu dwppby|
QEwnwnp, Uh 2-3 wuqwd Gu inbubg
&d, pnunngbip BU hewgnt| Utep, np
JwpptBl, pwjg Einh Yhuwun w
duwgkl, sghinbd” wwundwnlu hug w
Enk[, wnnbub| EU hpwup Jwppnud B,
Elh (gynid w, pt hug s&U Yuinw

wubd:
EL UerwhwUnLraJnLh sbuip: 2hdwi
Jtn qhphiu nip whunh tnwuthup: Yepghl
wnwphubpu wpntu gbnu Ehup ggnid:
U.Q. ShawnnUu wuwd, Gu k| s6Ud

hh2nid: Unpwhwuntentu
hLUuULL!gnL[BJnLUU Eu dLULfLuULl:Iu
4w, ng qhphih widunn fuin, ng
ahphth wpyntp Yujht npws, np
wnwubu punkn (gutu: Np Jtup
wnwund Ehup @Guinwnp pwthnd
Ehup, ng | UEQ nhuinnnnipjntlu wunn
ywp:

EL En dtpghu tnwphutipp, np
wpnbBU uyubghu wub| «puwunnid Bup
wnutpp, pwunnd Bup tnubppy, GeE hhanud
Gu, pwuh wugqwd wudluwagntnp
hwdwpbtgh, En dwdwuwly
wnpwhwunte)niup nwnuwntgdtg wpnky,
UhUsl En quithu Ep, JEpEuw Enp quiihu,
Sluqugunid Ep En thnpp quitigny, Gu
hhznwd BU:

U.Q. Upw, En bwypeh wywnu kp
quihu:

Gwinuyp U hudwndwinul.
2, bwyph pninyuw Yuwp:

EL. Uh hwuw ubug dwpn tp'
ntupny Uts, whwugubpp Uto:
Qugquguwind, wub| 2wudhyh, uwn,
hGwunn nwnuwntgdtg, np uyutghu
wiubl «pwunnwd Eup, pwunnud Eup»:
N1, nt, dnnndntpnb fug whunh wubp:



Women, exclaiming simultaneously.
No, there was a booth where you
could buy oil.

E.L. The salesman had a broad
face and big ears. The truck really
rang a bell, Hasmik is right, but

it [garbage collection] stopped when
a rumor spread that the houses
would be torn down.

What else could the people do?

S.G. But the truck didn't make its
rounds every day. Sometimes you
didn't know where to dump the trash.
We built an [outdoor] fireplace with
bricks, the one used for making
khorovats [Armenian barbeque], we
used to cook a lot of meat, skewered
on at least 20 shishes [swords].

We also used the fireplace for distilling
homemade vodka and making
vegetable caviar, etc, etc.

When the river was

covered after all
S.G. We were filled with pity. As
a human I'm made of clay, | love water
and moisture very much, apparently
they deprived us of it. This change
didn't affect us, we're in good health,
as we're attached to the land. The
new generation will be affected much
more by this change. They have
health problems, because they lack
what we had.

A.G. | want to express what

my consciousness says, not

my feelings, and my consciousness

says the following. At the time

when we lived in our old house, we

had problems with toilets and

waste collection, we had to walk

through muddy streets on a rainy ] 84
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day, we had other major issues.
People who lived in those houses
dreamed of getting an apartment.
The houses were overcrowded,
people couldn't lead a normal life.
At one time my family, my parents,
my brother’s family and for a while
my other brother’s family lived
under the same roof sharing two
rooms. Was it a pleasant
experience? Of course, not. All these
difficulties were resolved, when the
houses were torn down and we got
our separate apartments. We got

a three room apartment, one
brother got a three room
apartment, the other got a two
room apartment. So we got

8 rooms in exchange for 2 rooms.
Each apartment has its own
bathroom. That's the happy part of
the story.Many years later, when
we started comparing our life today
with the one in the past, we
concluded that today we also face
different problems. It happens that
the power goes out, the elevator
breaks down, etc. These problems
made us think which way of life
was better. So we came to the
conclusion that life had been far
better there. When it was decided
to cover the river we didn't

think much of its good and bad
effects, we just thought that we
would get rid of the trash, or of
this rathole. Maybe they [the
government] deliberately turned it
into a filthy place so that people
would be fed up with the situation
and let them do whatever they
wanted to. Maybe it all

started by accident.

E.L. At the time there was a lot of
debate on the need to keep the river
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open, as the water has particular
importance in a dry city.

Woman No. 3. The river
adds a touch of beauty to the
city.

E.L. That river wasn't a beauty
though.

Woman No. 3. One could
turn it into a beauty.

S.G. Like the Seine river, the
Moskva river, one could build retaining
walls all along the river.

E.L. The water level was high
there, and it was low here.

Woman No. 3. One could build
reservoirs which would supply the river
with water.

E.L. On the one hand, the
water level was low, on the other,
they always said there was a risk.

S.G. A flood risk?
E.L. Yes.

Woman No. 3. If they deepened the
riverbed, there would be no risk.

E.L. If there is a flood, the
water will surge down the streets
as the river is closed. Otherwise, it
would flow into the river. Do you
remember the year when it snowed
heavily? Bulldozers removed the
snow from the streets and dumped
it into the river where it melted.
Now cars are driving over the river.
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S.G. Even so, we have good
memories of Getar, apart from the
dumping of rubbish in recent years.
We are all intelligent enough to
understand that if the government
wanted to deal with this problem, it
would fix it easily. They had to organize
the garbage collection properly as it

is now. Garbage trucks make their
rounds collecting the trash. They had
to say: “we will fine you, if you don't
dump rubbish in the right place, damn
it!" Then they had to build retaining
walls.

E.L. Is it true that the
Circular Park was included in
Tamanyan's project? Maybe it
also included the river. But then
would it remain open?

Woman No. 3. The river couldn’t
create problems for the park. The
river's position didn't change, the park
was on one side and Khanjyan street
on the other.

E.L. Now the river runs
through our garden but it ran
alongside the Chess House then,

right?
Woman No. 3. Yes, it ran in between
the Chess House and Khanjyan
street. So? Was it a problem, | don't
get it?

A.G. No, it wasn't.
E.L. It was a dirty river, now it has
an unpleasant smell.

A.G. | don't want to go into it...

it resulted from the wrongdoing of

organizations and officials who had
influence on how things are done ] 90
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in this country. These people even
wanted to lower the level of [lake]

Sevan.
Woman No.4. Our street was called
2nd Getarchai, | wonder which was the
first one.

Man. 1st Getarchai was near

the madhouse.

Getar in art/

Garun Yerevan
A.G. | remember that the sister
of Bournazyan Razmik, our neighbor
across the river, used to sit on the
wall built on the river’s edge, dangle
her feet in the water and sing “Garun
Yerevan, sirun Yerevan” [Armenian
song].

Woman No. 4. | don't
remember her name because we
used to call her Garun Yerevan.

A.G. We had an artist neighbor,
Markos, but he didn't paint Getar
either.

Vehicles

in Getar
A.G. So they were excavating the
foundations for Gastronom Arevik
[food store], people threw the
ambulance and the fire engine into
the pit. There was a clash.

E.L. There was a fight because
of the unfair referee decision. There
were always clashes during the
Armenia-Georgia football matches.
A police car was once pushed off
the bridge during a riot.
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The bridge

A.G. | don't remember this
incident, but I recall the first one, we
went to see it.

A.G. We used to walk to the Chess
House alongside an old house. We
walked down the riverbank’s gentle
slope so many times that it turned into
a path. We walked 50-60 meters along
this path and reached our house.

The water was clean there. We could
cross over the river walking across the
stones and carry stones from the other
side to build a wall and make a pool.
There was a wooden bridge near Zhoko's
place, in front of the Turk’s house.

Woman No.4. That bridge was near
the house of the Arevshatyan
family, in front of Melanya’s

place.

A.G. I don't know whose house it
was, we walked past the house along
Khanjyan street and headed to school,
now it's the school no 71. There were
no cars back then, so our parents didn't
worry about us getting hit by a car. But
then it was safe.
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| get claustrophobic after a few weeks in Yerevan. As
a child, I did not understand what made me feel that way
about a city | was becoming very fond of. Growing up in
Beirut along the Mediterranean coast, | had been used to
the different hues of the horizon at the backdrop of the
mundane everyday life. In Armenia, | was yearning for that
endlessness. Spending my time between the two cities
throughout the mid-9os and 2000s seemed like the perfect
set-up. Yerevan was full of cultural and public spaces we
could access and enjoy, thanks to the institutional remnants
of the Soviet Union. Beirut, on the other hand, in the lack of
those spaces, had the sea for our respite.
In a conversation with a friend based in Armenia,
as he was reflecting on the harshest days of the
pandemic, he mentioned that his escape from the
seemingly stagnant and dead city was to walk
alongside Getar, the river that secretly runs — or
rather tiptoes — through Yerevan's city center. In
his experience, while urban life was on pause or
happening behind closed doors of private spaces,
the flowing waters, however shy, were able to lift
up his soul. In my case, sitting in the epicenter of
the pandemic in Brooklyn, New York, it was the
East River and the Atlantic Ocean that offered
some consolation. As for Getar, it was the first
time | heard about it. This river that originates in
the western parts of the Geghama Mountains and
joins the Hrazdan River at the outskirts of Yerevan,
seems to remain fairly unknown, even to Yerevanisis.
How do you write about something that has rarely
been studied or written about? How do you do it with
no historical documents at hand? Is it a coincidence that
there has been no serious attempt to map out, draw, or
archive Getar? Why has it been excluded from research?
How come city officials were shocked by my inquiry of
it? As | went on knocking doors in an attempt to find any
knowledge produced on Getar, | realized some people did
not even think it was a river. And yet, when | mentioned
that, granted proper planning and design, it could
become a great urban space and an asset to the city,
they seemed to agree. If an archive is ultimately a “corpus
of selective forgettings and collections"® as Ann Stoler

o Ann Laura Stoler, Colonial

Archives and the Arts of Governance: On

the Content in the Form, in Hamilton et 2 0 0
al., Refiguring the Archive.
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notes, in what ways, then, have ordinary citizens and
historians alike remembered, forgotten or imagined
Getar?

Appearance

Remembering Getar
Human history is often defined by great
milestones that took place by the banks of
rivers. The first civilizations emerged in the
third millennium BC along the Euphrates,
Tigris, Nile and Indus, and a little later along the
Yellow (Huang He). These civilizations existed
benefiting from what the rivers offered: an
abundant supply of fresh water, fertile alluvial
soils, and a transport corridor for trade and
travelers. The earliest depictions® of Yerevan
in the 18th century render Getar and Hrazdan
rivers fundamental to the establishment of
settlements at this location. The building
footprint stretching between these two sources
of water suggests that a relationship was
developing between the sedentary life and the
flowing rivers. Water from Getar was most likely
used both for domestic use in private residences
and to irrigate the gardens and agricultural lands
surrounding the settlement. Later on in the 19th
century, Shahar (the old city), Demir-bulagh
(Karahank) and Tapabashi (Kond), the three
quarters of the Yerevan Khanate during the
Safavid rule, emerged because of their proximity
and relationship to the two rivers.

In the 20th century, as Yerevan grew demographically
to become a capital city, modernization efforts were
carried on. Maps® from the Soviet era begin to depict
a morphological structure to the grid of Yerevan that
relates to the position of Getar. In the 1930s, as the city
got electrified, and sewers were built, running water
was also introduced, streets were paved, and Getar was
embanked with stone.® The urban grid that starts to

(1) See map reproduced by 2] See map reproduced by
the author herself based on a map of the author herself based on a map of
Yerevan accessed on Armenica.org. Yerevan accessed on Armenica.org.

(3] P. Mesrobian, ed. and tr., 2 0 2
Getting around Yerevan, Erevan, 1960.
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shape up suggests that Getar had an infrastructural
importance in planning the modern city of Yerevan.
Streets running from North-West to South-East such as
present-day Sayat-Nova and Tumanyan ended on the
banks of Getar. This NW/SE street orientation implies
that any surface runoff would fall into and be captured
by Getar.® Outside the urban core, green areas and
agricultural lands surrounding the city benefited from
the river as water was likely used for irrigation. Beyond
the functional role, the physical relationship between
the streets and Getar — two public spaces — created a
particular urban condition, assigning to Getar a formal
and symbolic character as well. Different physical forms,
such as paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks
make up city images. These organizing features, as Kevin
Lynch discusses in his book The image of the City, make
the city easier to recognize, relate to and navigate. In
the case of Yerevan's city center, Getar once created
its outline from the East, acting as an edge that held
different adjacent areas together. An edge that helped
people navigating the streets of Yerevan develop their
mental map. An edge that perhaps acted as a horizon,
forever moving, never stagnant.
Legend and historical records® registered that
on May 25, 1946, at eight pm, a major flood that
lasted five hours caused substantial destruction
both in terms of human lives, and material
damage. Sources mention two-hundred victims,
eight-hundred houses destroyed fully, and six-
hundred thirty destroyed partially. Flood legends
exist in cultures all around the world. Here, one
story recalls kids collecting fish from the streets
of Yerevan meters away from the river, the
morning after the flood. It somehow captures
the duality of water — it makes and takes
life, and participates both in the production
and destruction of cities, infrastructures, and
landscapes. A duality that is timeless. As the
climate crisis hits different territories around
the world today, from the droughts of the Iraqi
marshlands between the Tigris and Euphrates
rivers, water shortages in Jackson, Mississippi, to

o See diagram produced by (2] — https://www.prevention-

the author. web.net/files/30429_armeniareportdis-
asterrisksarrangeme.pdf
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the devastating floods across Pakistan, we are
not only reminded of it, but faced with its the
most contemporary enactment.

Disappearance

Forgetting Getar
In the aftermath of the flood, as was the case
with countless other rivers flooding, the process
of controlling nature and managing the crisis
began - banks were reinforced and higher breast
walls were built along Getar. And, thus, began
the dissociation of the river from its spatial and
ecological reality, becoming merely a flow of
water that should be contained. During the 1950s,
to prevent future mudflows in Yerevan, a series of
hydro-technical and afforestation projects were
implemented including a tunnel linking Getar to
the Hrazdan River. In the 1960s, the construction
of the circular park began. The stretch of Getar
that runs through the city center and primarily
through where the circular park was built had
to be dissected, controlled and programmed. It
meant that the flow of water had to be fit into
the park and its programmatic layout.

The most recent operations on Getar came through
the post-soviet urban developments in the city.
Neoliberal policies were put in place to capture the
public domain and privatize more space. They prioritized
real estate development and the automobile through
the commodification of open space. The stretch of
air and land around Getar, particularly as it entered
the city center, was encroached on for various urban
development projects. The circular park, which was
once a continuous green corridor and a much-needed
ecological buffer in the city, transformed into a series of
measurable and leasable land. The impact on Getar was
drastic: from a living ecosystem to a canal, an open-
air sewage conduit in service of the many cafes and
commercial establishments that grew along its whole
stretch. Some parts of the river were covered in concrete,
forever hiding it from sight, other parts became a de-
facto "backyard” and dump site for these establishments
encroached along its banks. Getar morphed from a
flowing river into a series of almost stagnant channelized
water bodies, transporting refuse into Hrazdan. This 2 0 6
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troubled relationship between an attempted modernity,
urbanism, and ecology not just created an unfortunate
spatiality for Getar, but also a socio-economic and
environmental reality for those living in and around it.
These morphological mutations not only impacted the
river indefinitely, but also altered the relationship of the
river to the city, making it impossible for residents of
Yerevan to access the banks of Getar, to relate to it as a
major element in the city. In other words, Getar lost its
role in the formation of the image of the city.
In The Fabric of Space, Matthew Gandy notes
how modernist responses to the water's
uncertainties — those formed by urban
infrastructures themselves such as roads and
infills — produce “landscapes of disaster” in
cities around the world. Getar is no exception
here: what happened to Getar following its
disastrous flood is a disaster in itself. Yet, what
seems to have occurred, borrowing Marshall
Berman'’s words, is a modernization plan
outside of modernity. Meaning, an attempt
to respond to the social and environmental
shortcomings of the nineteenth-century city
through a misguided application of design and
planning principles.

In fact, it is no surprise that Getar has mostly been excluded
from the urban imaginary and artistic depictions of the
century. As artists struggled to relate to the physical reality of
their modernized new world, such as Getar, they distanced
themselves from it and sought inspiration elsewhere.

Reappearance

Imagining Getar
Not all rivers flow into the sea or a lake. Some
rivers disappear into the ground or dry up
completely before reaching another body of
water. Others appear seasonally. Some flow
consistently, and others have a fluctuating
stream. Reflecting on the relationship between
time and rivers, German-Swiss poet and painter
Herman Hesse writes: The river is everywhere at
the same time, at the source and at the mouth, at the
waterfall, at the ferry, at the current, in the ocean and

in the mountains, everywhere and that the present
only exists for it, not the shadow of the past nor the 2 0 8
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shadow of the future®. As for land, all land is part
of a watershed or river basin and all is shaped
by the water which flows over it and through

it. Indeed, rivers are such an integral part of

the land that in many places it would be as
appropriate to talk of riverscapes as it would

be of landscapes. Getar, a 24-kilometer flow of
water, originates near the village of Mayakovsky
and carves through different parts of the city,
from entertainment and leisure areas (the
Yerevan Zoo and the circular park), to residential
areas and industrial districts (such as the one
near the metro station of Zoravar Andranik

and the wholesale market Petak). Despite the
many attempts to dissect it, Getar still acts - to
a certain extent - as a unifying element among
these distinct urban realities. The river can be an
urban space for its citizens, a space for reflection
and repose. It can be an economic asset and

a spine for cultural and social events. It can

be an ecological buffer and a hub for the flora
and fauna of Yerevan. All of these are possible
scenarios, if the river is treated as the site, not
the backdrop of it.

One would think that a landlocked country with no
access to the sea’s endless waters would handle its rivers
with kindness and care. Celebrate it, not silence it. As
Giulio Boccaletti eloquently writes: our struggle to master
water defines us as humans. In Ancient Egypt, the floods of
the Nile were considered the tears of the goddess Isis.
Would announcing the waters of Getar the drying tears
of Tsovinar, the goddess of water, rain and sea save it
from further destruction? Can we imagine a future for
Getar, one that does not reject modernity, retreat from
the city, or propose technological fixes? A space that is
socially and ecologically balanced, through a political
reality that is able to offer a different aesthetic order.

Talking about the importance of recognizing the
work of artists who imagine different futures,
Ursula Le Guin says, We live in capitalism. Its power
seems inescapable. But then so did the divine right of
kings. One of the last weapons of neoliberalism
is the hijacking and control of our imaginations.

(1) Hermann Hesse, 2 ] 0
Siddhartha. an Indian poem.
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Upnuin Upbpuwiywit):



As urbanists, artists, writers, city officials and
citizens, imagining a different future for Getar
and the residents of Yerevan should be our
imperative.

212



213

plwwwhwuwluwlwu gnuinh Yuwd yeunpnu
nwnUuwint ipmd: Uju wdBUU hpwagnndth k, Grb
gbuinp hwdwptU thwndtp duin, wj ng et hppl
$nU dSwnwjnn Uh pw:
rrdnuw £ nEwh éndh wuuwhJdwl optp Bp sntubgnn
Enbhpp whuinh fuliwdpny U hnquinuwipnigjudp Epwptndh
ubthwlwu gbwntpphu: Suow npwug gnjniejwdp, ns pL
wunwnnniejwl Jwwnuh: hugwbu nihn Anjuwituinhu
£ hunnwly dbwlyEpwnid, opuyhtt wuwowplibpp Junurjuwpbyn
owlipkpt b Uhq nupAtmd Jwpn wpwpws: 2hU Gghwunnunid
Lennuh Juwpwpndp hwdwpnwd Ehu hupnuw wunyuwénthnt
wpuwuntpp: 96nwnh hnuwupp onh, 6nyh b wuanuh
wuwnywénthh Ondhuwph gwdwpnn wpunwuntp Yngbind
wpnynp UthplyEup gbwnp Ynpdwunilhg: Ywpnn Bup
wpnnp Stunwnh hwdwn vh wwywgqw ywwnytpwguky,
npp Yupdwé sk wpnhwlywunie)ntuhg, sh wugwunnd
gGuwnp pwnwphg nt gh Bupwnpnd tnGuuninghwywu
Uhowdwnnigniu: Uh tnwpwép, npunnkn unghwjwywu
L puwwwhwwuwlwu fuunhputpp hwdwuwpwgnp
Ywplnpnipyntu ntuEu pninpnyht wyp gbnuighunwywu
Swwly Abwynpnn pwnwpwlywu vhowdw)jph unphhy:
CGawnbnY niph2 wwwaquwjh inGujwlwu ntukgnn,
wnyBuunwgbunubph w2fuwwnwupp wpdunptint
yuwplunpnie)niup' Npunyw LE @nthup gpnud k.
Utlip wuypmd Gup Juwpunwhqu'h nuipwppowtmd':
Ypw ghiphyfuwtinieynitip Gupdtu withanuuhbyh [hih:
Puyg sk” np withbpptih Ep pynud twll puquenptibph
wuunwéwyht ppunfnitipp: LeEnhptpwihquh Jtpght
qbuptphg Utyp Ubp Eplwywynieniup bjwskju
nt ywnwduwnptu k: UGN nippwbhuwinutnhu,
wpybuwnwgbwnubphu, gpnnutEphu, puwnwpwjhu
h2fuwuntpejwl UEplwjwgnighgubphu L
pwnwpuwghutphu gGpfuunhpp @Gwnwnh hwdwp
ninh2 wwywagw wwwnybpwgub|u k:



The Spatiality
of the River



Gtwnp
Swpwowlwanipinin



The irrigation system of Yerevan
gardens, formed by tributaries of the
Getar river, 1856.

Shunwnh Yuwltpng Atwdnplws Gpuwth 2 ] 6
wyghtitph nenguwt hwlwlwpgp,1856 p.
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The Getar River, which originates from
the hill, passes through the fortress city
and flows into the Hrazdan River.
Panoramas of Yerevan from "The Six
Voyages" by Jean-Baptiste Tavernier,
1631-33.

Pniphg ulhqp weting $Emwep ppowtignud £

phipnwpunupp U pwthynud Zpuqnuts glnp:

Bplwuh hudwjiwyuwnytptitp
duwli-Funhun Swbkpuhbh «dbg
Swliwyuphnpynipgniu» gpphg, 1631-33p.
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The outline of Yerevan’s rivers and
canals on the master plan of the city,

1944,
Gplwtih glntiph b gpuigpltinh mpwghsp 2 2 O

punuph qhuwnp hunwlugsnid,1944 p.



Map of Yerevan, author: Architect Boris
Mehrabyan (Mehrabov), 1906-1911.

bplwth pupntqp, hinhtiwly’
] gwpunwpuwytn Anphu Ukhpwpjut
(Ukhpwpny), 1906-1911p.



The open sections of Getar and public
green areas of Yerevan, 2006-2014.
Qtwnwnh pug hwndwsttipp b Gphwuh
hwtipuyht jutiuy mwpwsplitpp, 2006-
2014p.
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The industrial and residential districts
formed around the Getar river, 2020.

2 2 3 Qtwnwnh pnipy Abwynpywsd wpnwnpuljut
U piljtih punudwubpp, 2020p.



Map of Yerevan developed by the
government of the First Republic of
Armenia, 1920.

bplwith pupnbqp’ twlpfws
Zuywuinwih wpwght Zwbipuwybnnipjui
Juwpwywpnipjwi Ynndhg, 1920 p.
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The city development between the Getar
and Hrazdan rivers, 1920.

2 2 5 QLunwn b Zpugnut ghintph dholt
qupguignn pwnupp, 1920 p.



The open sections of Getar on the
master plan of Yerevan, 2023.

Ghunwnh pwg hwndwdttph nipdughsp 2 2 6
Epliwth qphuuwdnp huwnwlwgsnud, 2023 p.
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The rivers and canals of Yerevan (closed
parts are also included), early 20th
century.

From Sedrak Mkrtchyan's Twitter page.
Gpliwtih glintpp b gputigptiipp (thwly
hwwnwstitpp unytytu tkpundws &), 20-

pn quph ulhqp:
Utinpuwy Ulpingwiih pyhpbpjut kohg:



Getar:
The Taste for Dériving
Vernacular Meditation

Andrey Ivanov



FEwnwn-npbdp.
JEpawlniun
hunAtip

Uannpky bwany



Architecture... as I see it, is the
echo of human destinies
along the river of life.

Alexander Rappaport @

o A quote from Alexander
Rappaport’s facebook post (January 20,
2021). I would extend this definition to 2 3 0

“vernacular architecture.”
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Prelude

The lines of the Russian poet Boris Pasternak set the
poetic tone for this dérive (or drift):@®

As into some unheard-of dogma
I move across into this night,
Where a worn poplar age has grizzled
Screens the moon’s strip of fallow light,

Where the pond lies, an open secret,
Where apple bloom is surf and sigh,
And where the garden, a lake dwelling,
Holds out in front of it the sky.

(Translated by Babette Deutsch)

Once the poem is read slightly differently (where the
river lies, an open secret...), it epitomizes the spirit of Getar.
One hears the rustling, murmuring and
whispering of streams - the mellifluous

aura of this place is unique (perhaps one can
feel the same ambience near the Children’s
Railway along the banks of the Hrazdan River.
That location however has a different story,
a different image and different sounds - the
rumble of a larger and mightier central river).
The visual layer of the environment is more
usual. The few well-kept houses at the water'’s
edge are interspersed with illegal constructions,
sheds and garages. Here the water's edge
does the trick. The most mediocre buildings
coupled with the flowing, gurgling and sparkling
substance look impressive. It seems that they
are not yet in danger of being destroyed.
Yerevan's Northern Avenue, as | wrote 10 years ago,
still leads to Kond thus threatening the survival of the old

o One of the basic situationist
practices is the dérive, a technique of
rapid passage through varied ambiences.
Dérives involve playful-constructive
behavior and awareness of
psychogeographical effects, and are thus
quite different from the classic notions of
journey or stroll. In a dérive one or more
persons during a certain period drop their
relations, their work and leisure activities,
and all their other usual motives for
movement and action, and let themselves
be drawn by the attractions of the terrain
and the encounters they find there.
(Debord, Guy (1958). Theory of the Derive,

Internationale Situationniste #2). The
author’s physical experience of dérive
through Getar occurred on the
morning of March 16, 2022. Its
sensuous effects still linger on.
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quarter.® It also reached Firdus which is being destroyed
now before our eyes. Tigran Mets Avenue fortunately
bypassed the remnants of Getar. The danger passed. It
failed to notice and hit Getar.
A couple of blue-green features — the unburied
fragments of the river along with the vernacular
banks - stand out amid the dreary, chaotic,
noisy and somewhat shabby environment of the
southern center.

The native proto-Yerevanian realm emerges from the
two crevices behind the western front of the avenue.
Elsewhere it is stifled by asphalt, concrete and iron...

One recalls the semi-mythical Filipino healers
and their alleged powers to penetrate

the human body without using a surgical
instrument...

However, nothing has been altered here. On the
contrary, there was no time to squeeze and fill up the
remains of pre-urban life with concrete and asphalt, to
hide these remains from citizens...

In the neighborhood there are no telltale signs
that one approaches an unusual place (on the
southern side of the former Cinema Rossiya, along
Tigran Mets Avenue). Getar is inconspicuous. It is
an opening in the invisible proto-city.

Getar is illogical. Getar is a surprise. Or maybe one
can explain its existence in terms of non-linear, non-
superficial and chthonic logic.

Getar is a heretic, an urban fool.

Already, within the grid pattern of functionalist planners,
obstacles sprang up, resistances from a stubborn past. But
the technicians were supposed to make a tabula rasa of
the opacities that disrupted the plans for a city of glass.
The watchword: I don’t want to know about it. The remnants
had to be eliminated in order to be replaced. This urban
planning destroyed even more than war had. Yet, some old
buildings survived, even if they were caught in its nets.
These seemingly sleepy, old-fashioned things, defaced
houses, closed-down factories, the debris of shipwrecked

(1] Ivanov, Andrey (2011, — https://archi.ru/world/37058/
December 19). Northern Avenue leads severnyi-prospekt-vedet-v-kond-
to Kond. Etudes on the spirit of place [in etyudy-o-duhe-mesta-chast-i (part
Russian]- one),

— https://archi.ru/world/37059/
severnyi-prospekt-vedet-v-kond-

etyudy-o-duhe-mesta-chast-ii (part 2 4
two).


https://archi.ru/world/37058/severnyi-prospekt-vedet-v-kond-etyudy-o-duhe-mesta-chast-i
https://archi.ru/world/37058/severnyi-prospekt-vedet-v-kond-etyudy-o-duhe-mesta-chast-i
https://archi.ru/world/37058/severnyi-prospekt-vedet-v-kond-etyudy-o-duhe-mesta-chast-i
https://archi.ru/world/37059/severnyi-prospekt-vedet-v-kond-etyudy-o-duhe-mesta-chast-ii
https://archi.ru/world/37059/severnyi-prospekt-vedet-v-kond-etyudy-o-duhe-mesta-chast-ii
https://archi.ru/world/37059/severnyi-prospekt-vedet-v-kond-etyudy-o-duhe-mesta-chast-ii
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histories still today raise up the ruins of an unknown,
strange city. They burst forth within the modernist,
massive, homogeneous city like slips of the tongue from an
unknown, perhaps unconscious, language. They surprise.@

Here the remnants of Getar miraculously
survived.

People living in the faceless multistorey apartment
blocks of the neighborhood are lucky to be in close
proximity to Getar but apparently they don't rejoice in
their good fortune as they shield themselves from the river
through a long row of metal garages. Only a few owners
open up the back walls of their garages to the river...

Those who live in their small houses built on the
banks - there are far fewer of them - perhaps
enjoy listening to the river's perpetual and never
repeating sounds instead of traffic noise, watching
its continuous movement. But are they happy? Is
the river's gurgle enough to make them happy?

The lives of Getar's inhabitants could be like this river:
light, cheerful, a bit playful, slightly shallow and murky, fast
and unstable - taking its predestined course... Isn't that so?

Vernacular Protest.

The Political Philosophy of the Urban Vernacular

The vernacular neighborhoods of the Armenian cities (the

little southern Getar is one of the last small quarters in the

center of Yerevan) are anti-imperial oases. Islets of freedom.
One will find these places not on the other side
of the Caucasian Range (within the boundaries
of imperial discourse) but rather behind the veil
of the Stalinist avenue.

The modern cities of Eastern Armenia (from
the capital Yerevan to the smallest towns such as
Noyemberyan) are 9o percent imperial after all. First
Russian, then Soviet.

Armenian city dwellers are the descendants of
empire and imperialness.

Let us recall the paradox of Alexander Tamanyan. The
great architect, dreaming of a real Armenian city in his
Yerevan project and trying to design the ideal capital of
Armenia, in fact created the ideal capital of an imperial

(] de Certeau, Michel (1998). Practice of Everyday Life, Volume 2:
Ghosts in the City, in M. de Certeau, Living and Cooking. Minneapolis, 2 3 6
L. Giard and P. Mayol (eds.). The University of Minnesota Press, 133
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Ghosts in the City, in M. de Certeau, Living and Cooking. Minneapolis,
L. Giard and P. Mayol (eds.). The University ofMinnesota Press, 133



colony... Not only in the urban space, but also in the minds

of its inhabitants, in their worldviews...

Yerevan is different from many other new

capitals. It was built not atop the existing urban (often
metropolitan) environment,@® but in its place. The
continuity with the pre-modern culture was completely
ruled out here, only some allusions to the distant
‘glorious’ past were allowed. Russia’s imperial
policies violently disrupted local architectural and
urban planning traditions. Meanwhile, the artificially
cultivated Soviet practices never properly took root.
They faded away in the post-Soviet period.

Yet, the process of self-colonization continued...

The Soviet regime instilled powerful binary oppositions into
the mindset of Yerevan's inhabitants. This system
rigidly hierarchizes the environment: the genuine,
modern regular city consistent with Tamanyan’s vision,
as opposed to the slums, dumps and ratholes of Kond
and other enclaves of the authentic old city — the
shame of Yerevan.

Yet, these enclaves constitute the other 10 percent.
This vernacular milieu was not planned by anyone; it was
created by its inhabitants who developed local practices
of home construction and environmental design.

It is the manifestation of horizontal urban
development - an alternative to the vertical
imperial one.

The vertical system imposed pompous squares and
avenues on the urban structure as if bestowing gifts
upon cities from above. However, the outer layers
of these officious constructions also served as veils
concealing the genuine and lively horizontal city.

Concealing the self-sufficient city. Anti-
hierarchical. Different. Repellent to city officials
and most of the ‘normal’ citizens.

The imperial power of architecture encircled,
encroached and exerted pressure upon a weak and
privately owned environment - an unworthy subject
of the empire which presumably should have been
eliminated sooner or later. Together with its author -

a simple industrious fellow from Yerevan, or a self-

employed bricklayer from Gyumri. Yet, there wasn't

enough time to destroy it.

(1] Protsenko, Nikolay (2020, The National, The Popular, The Global by

October 8). How the Authorities Shaped Goran Therbornl-

the Image of Modern Capitals [Review — https://gorky.media/reviews/kak-vlast- 2 3 8
of the book Cities of Power: The Urban, sformirovala-oblik-sovremennyh-stolits/
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https://gorky.media/reviews/kak-vlast-sformirovala-oblik-sovremennyh-stolits/
https://gorky.media/reviews/kak-vlast-sformirovala-oblik-sovremennyh-stolits/
https://gorky.media/reviews/kak-vlast-sformirovala-oblik-sovremennyh-stolits/

Even today in many large courtyards of Yerevan's
small center (within the regular street grid) there
are many enclaves with their own tiny yards,
gardens, cul-de-sacs, ramshackle buildings.
Yes, there are fewer and fewer of them but
they still exist reminding inquisitive people or
just occasional visitors that there is another city
unknown to flaneurs...
And then there is Kond. Great. Unconquered.
They are self-governing units that remained
unsubdued. Here people, outwardly looking like
everyone else, were able to build their small
towns from scratch which run parallel to the
imperial city. They successfully employed the
“tactic of refusal.” It serves as a good model not
only for Yerevan's inhabitants. When the empire
looms large, the tactic of refusal sometimes has
to be adopted on a personal level as well..@®
A ‘normal’ flaneur walking every day along Mashtots

Avenue (built during the Soviet era, formerly known as

Stalin Avenue) or Northern Avenue (already post-imperial

at the time of its creation; its form imitates imperial styles

whereas its spirit is utterly imperial — a manifestation

of the very self-colonization), and never transgressing

the boundaries of suitable places and ignoring what

is concealed behind the facades, imbibes the imperial

structures, their aura permeates his skin and his mind at

every turn (as if impairing his ability to think). Traces of the

colonial past are deeply ingrained in the urban fabric, they

pervade the present and run into the future.
As we cheerfully walk down Tverskaya Street...® Indeed
cheerfully, and not the other way around. Our
favorite cafes and bookstores, our museums and
theaters nestled among the foothills of Stalinist
buildings; our childhood movies were shot in
those places, our first romantic encounters took
place on those sidewalks. We were so enchanted
by those chimeras. We injected the drug of
imperial architecture into our bodies and became
addicted...Kyiv's inhabitants strolled along their

(1) Rubinstein, Lev (2019, o A quote from Bulat
February 6) The Poetics of Refusal [in Okudzhava’s song-

Russian] — https://ruverses.com/bulat-
— www.inliberty.ru/blog_39/ (We were okudzhava/the-artists/.

not at war with the official culture.

Our strategy was much more radical
than any war; we simply rejected the 2 éz 0
system outright).
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mega-imperial (@nd surprisingly warm at the same
time) Khreshchatyk filled with the same affection...
Does one need missile attacks to rise above the facade
colonialism imposed from above and supported by local
high architecture, to dispel its charm and the fallacy that
imperial structures will be reproduced forever? Are there
other options?
| believe that there are. If you are in Armenia, visit
the courtyards in the center of Yerevan, go to
Kond, to Old Nork, Aygestan, Kanaker, Saritagh...
You should definitely visit Gyumri — the most amazing,
the most powerful alternative to the imperial chimera -
a lively vernacular city which, though founded and
largely created by the empire, successfully defied imperial
rule from the very beginning.@®
Why do | believe so? | went through this. It was a
gradual awakening and then | could get the picture.
| am deeply indebted to the Armenian vernacular
which played such a significant role in my life.
Let's go to Getar. Let's listen to the river. Let's look
around. Let's meditate. Let's dream.

Vernacular Project.
Delineating Getar (Reality/Dream)

One day we will construct cities
for dériving..with light
retouching, one can utilize
certain zones which already
exist. One can utilize certain
persons who already exist.
Guy Debord, Theory of the Dérive

Anyone drifting around this place can:

¢ marvel at the unusual setting and enjoy it;

¢ immerse oneself in this unique and human-scale
urban milieu, see and hear things that are not found

elsewhere in the city;

o Ivanov, A. Gyumri (2001).
The Vernacular of Black Tufa. Yerevan
[in Russian]. In his review of this book,
Armen Gasparyan, a filmmaker and
writer from Gyumri, wrote:
...Vernacular means disobedience, anarchy
in stones. This kind of architecture is

a gesture of defiance against norms,
standards, rules and conventions. This

is a state within a state [Gasparyan, A.
(2021, May 12). The Vernacular of Black
Tufa.

— https://telefonbabo.com/
vernakulyar-chyornogo-tufa/|.

To be fair, I have to add that the
vernacular of Alexandropol-Gyumri
was created in accordance with some
distinct unwritten rules.
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¢ not feel like a stranger (too familiar environments
sometimes seem alien to us);
¢ do something that is impossible elsewhere;
¢ encounter the incomprehensible;
{ rejoice in the rare harmony of comfort and freedom
that Getar offers to us;
¢ gain a bit more freedom and strength, feel a bit
more alive, become a bit better Yerevantsi;
Let me name several attractive features of the
quarter. I'll also fantasize a little about the ways
of supporting and reinforcing them, of drawing
attention to them, of making the local milieu more
discernible. However, | will intentionally skip over
the details that describe how it could be achieved.
Let's start (and possibly finish) with a dream.

Balconies overlooking the river
Several balconies already glide above the waves
of Getar. They add a unique touch to this place -
one will not find anything like this elsewhere in
Yerevan.

One should invite skilled stonemasons and carpenters
so that they build a dozen new balconies suiting the
taste of the artisans or the owners of the riverside
houses. One should also add subtle vernacular practices
(the work of varpets or masters) to the area instead of
increasing the number of illegal constructions.

Tower of Getar
On the left bank, next to the first bridge over the
river, there is an old, abandoned three-storey
tower that incorporates some historic decorative
elements.

One should modernize the tower so that it can
function as a public space (café, gallery, meeting room,
viewing platform) or perhaps transform it into a small
campanile. The chimes of its bells will add to Getar's
euphony. Where the river has no beginning or end, a bell
tower without a temple is also possible.

Overland link. Street trade
There are already several small businesses (a
hair salon, a food court, etc.) along the 2nd Lane
of Tigran Mets Avenue which connects the two
sections of the riverbed (on the left bank, from
the tower of Getar to Nar-Dos Street). These local
enterprises should be supported which will provide 244
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a useful link between the two eco-segments
(coffee shops, souvenir shops, a mini-market, etc.).

Garages: Selective conversion

Today the river is partially isolated from the

city by private garages. In Yerevan there is an
inspiring example of an ordinary iron garage
transformed into a stylish art gallery (Oror @) by
Alexander Mereskin and Mariam Khachaturyan.
Others should follow their example.

Riverside boulevard

Bridges

In the long run, the row of garages should be
replaced with a public boulevard on the left
bank (to the west of the 2nd Lane of Tigran Mets
Avenue, between Nar-Dos and Kristapor streets).

The modern minimalist design of railings is
ideal for vernacular quarters; it could improve
the image of a long neglected environment at
minimal cost. That's what happened in Kond in
2021-2022 after the renovation of several stairs
leading to the neighborhood from Saryan and
Leo streets. It could happen here as well.

Paths leading down to the water’s edge

Now the river is inaccessible to visitors (one
can get there only through the gates of a few
privately owned houses). It's necessary to
build at least three or four publicly accessible
pathways leading to the river and if possible,
picnic spots along the riverbanks.

Fords. Wading across the water

Getar is shallow and stony. The rental of colorful
and wide width rubber boots (plus street lights
with garlands) gives citizens a rare opportunity
to stroll along the shallows - slowly, unhurriedly,
unlike our walking pace down the streets - and
have a lovely time.

— https://www.buro247.ru/
lifestyle/travel/5-nov-2020-oror-shop- 24 6
in-yerevan.html
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Floating. The quintessence of the dérive
Two ideas for a micro-eco-recreational pursuit in
the heart of a big city.

Dynamic: rifting along the river equipped with baskets
and other supplies for clean-up - a healthful, enjoyable
and beneficial (for Getar) undertaking.

Static: floating cabins for meditating, gazing at
the stream.

Balustrades, grilles, fences
The banks of Getar are the boundaries of a city
within a city - they should be clearly marked by
all means.

One should adopt unconventional and creative
approaches. The idea of periodically launching art
competitions to redesign the grilles in key locations (like
the Serpentine Gallery pavilions in London's Kensington
Gardens) sounds quite feasible.

Botanical experiment
In the winter Getar's wild plants are not
conspicuous but in the summer their dense
foliage enshrouds the river.

First, one should carefully prune the overgrown shrubs
that block the view and then gradually replace self-
sowing annuals with riverside trees and other cultivated
plants as well as propagate aquatic flowers (native to
Armenia) as an embellishment to the water.

Festival of Getar
Here is an idea for such a festival — hold
handmade boat and/or floating lantern contests
judged by city dwellers of different ages.

Fish restaurant
A restaurant can be opened replacing the car
wash on the bridge over Getar on Kristapor
street.

In this dream world
Over the stream
The willow is bent,
It stares in silence
On the running water.

In this dream world

All things are forever 24 8
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Coming and going away,
Fading away, traceless.

And with its head bowed
The willow weeps-
The laughing water keeps
Coming and going away.

Avetik Isahakyan
(Translated by Aram Tolegian)

Finishing the dérive
In terms of modern urban planning Yerevan
is badly lagging behind the rest of the world.
Local and global trends seem like polar
opposites.

Everywhere antiquities are cherished and restored,
whereas here they are demolished.

Everywhere local traditions are acknowledged

and respected, the most modest artifacts of

local history are preserved alongside the most
remarkable and well known monuments, whereas
here they are largely neglected and wiped out.

The world promotes urban diversity utilizing its
historical and cultural potential, whereas here it is leveled
and nullified.

Elsewhere nations decolonize their history and
culture, whereas here the country colonizes itself.

Elsewhere buried rivers are being restored, whereas
here they continue to be buried.

But things have changed suddenly. People
mainly left the country in recent decades. During
that time Getar was mostly deserted. Now, they
are coming back.

One may rightly wonder whether this unsightly
stream could possibly appeal to hipster programmers.
As a matter of fact, they cannot dream of a place
which is neglected even by the locals. But who knows?

The historic environment is, by its nature, irrational, it cannot
be created from scratch, it is a rather chaotic structure. For
instance... programmers like such irrational things. Though they
enjoy calculating everything, they are addicted to chaos, notes
Andrey Kochetkov, an urban activist based in Samara.@®

o Kochetkov, Andrey — https:/[volga.news/article/573022.
(interview, 2021, March 3). The city html.

with its own charms can better compete

for residents.
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Nevertheless, Getar's environment can also
be transformed by such agents of change as...
another ellipsis... and another one...
| finish the essay with a poem written by the
Ukrainian poet Boris Khersonsky and addressed to all
of us — the key players in the future transformation of
Getar.

Dear fans of the Odessa sunbathing season,
Did you know that there is a river flowing through the city,
The river of forgetfulness, the unforgettable Lethe?
It runs not into the sea, but into unremembered ages...
It never demands anything, never begs for anything,
It runs into everyday life, into its funny anarchy.
It washes away the roads we swagger along,
It washes away street names and old mansions,
It runs into the place where our luck runs out,
At the incredible speed of an unfinished line.
(Translated by Hovhannes Galstyan)

Dear fans of the Yerevan summer season,

did you know that there is a river flowing
through the city, the river of forgetfulness, the
unforgettable Getar...?
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o
JToporue mo6HUTeTN OfECCKOTo MUISKHOTO JIeTa,
3HaeTe JI, YTO 110 FOPO/Iy MPOTEKAET PeKa,
peka 3abBeHus1, He3abBeHHast JleTa,
OHa BllajaeT He B MOpe€, a B KaHYBIIME BEKa, ...
OHa HUYEro He TpebyeT, OHA HU O YeM He IPOCHT,
OHa BIIajjaeT B OObIJEHHOCTb, B €€ CMEIIHOM becnpeser.
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2 5 5 OHa BMajaeT Ty[a, OTKy[la Mbl BbIIaflaeM,

C HEMBICTTUMOM CKOPOCTBIO He3aBepIIEHHON CTPOKH.
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Getar in the industrial district of
Yerevan, 1900-2000’s.

Shwnwep bplwith wpynibwppuljut
punudwuntd, 1990-2000-wlwhiitkp:



A flood in the Proletarian cinema square
(currently the Charles Aznavour square),
1924.

Qphtintin «Mpnjknwp» Jhinpwnpntth
hpuwwwpulynd (wydd” Twe| Uqwyniph
hpuwwwpuly), 1924 p.



Getar and the ropeway of Yerevan,
Koryun street, 1980’s.

Qhwnwep b bplwbh £nywlinighty, Uinpnitih
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A scene from the movie “Hayrik” at the
Nalbandyan-Isahakyan crossroad, 1972.
YouTube channel of the National
Cinema Center of Armenia.

Stuwpwt «2wjphl» $hidhg, Lwpwlingui-
Puwhwljut fuwsdbpnyhly, 1972 p.
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One of the Getar bridges, which
connects Khanjyan Street with Circular
Park.

Stwnwnh Judnipoutiphg dklp, npp uiuynud £
gyt thnnngp Ut Onuiwall qpnuwyghis:



Getar's pedestrian bridge at the
Tumanyan-Khanjian crosroad, Circular
park.
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qenuwgh:
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Getar: Memory of a River.
Collective monograph ed. by
Amiryan T. Galstyan H.,

CSN Lab, Yerevan, 2023, 264 p.

This book reveals the significance of
the Getar River for the formation of
Yerevan's social and urban memory.
The river is studied through

various methods and disciplines
(anthropology, urban studies,
environmentalism, etc.). Together
with architects, photographers and
illustrators, the authors of this book
explore Getar's geopoetics and
hydropoetics, as well as create a
unique visual image of the river. In
addition to rich and authentic visual
materials, the publication includes
oral stories of Yerevan's inhabitants,
in whose memories Getar continues
to be a vital part of the city’s identity.
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