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All happy cities resemble one another (as Tolstayndusly
observed of families) but each melancholy city slancholy in its own
way. Thesaudadeof Lisbon, thetristezaof Burgos, thanufaof Buenos
Aires, themestiziaof Turin, theTraurigkeit of Vienna, , theennui of
Alexandria, the ghostliness of Prague, the glummds&lasgow, the
dispiritedness of Boston, share only on the surta@®mmon sense of
melancholy. According to Orhan Pamuk, the melanclodlistanbul is
hizin a Turkish word whose Arabic root (it appears ftiaes in the
Koran) denotes a feeling of deep spiritual lossdlsd a hopeful way of
looking at life, “a state of mind that is ultimateds life-affirming as it is
negating.” For the Sufiiiiztinis the spiritual anguish we feel because of
not being close enough to God; for St John of thes§ this anguish
causes the sufferer to plummet so far down thass will, as a result,
soar to its divine desirélliziinis therefore a sought-after state, and it is
the absence, not the presencehi@tiinthat causes the sufferer distress.
“It is the failure to experiencllzin’ says Pamuk, “that leads him to
feel it.” According to Pamulqtiztinis not a singular preoccupation but a
communal emotion, not the melancholy of an indigidbut the black
mood shared by millions. “What I'm trying to expidi he writes in this
delightful, profound, marvelously original book,s“ithe hiiztin of an
entire city: of Istanbul.”



Pamuk begins his enquiry with an image, a kitsakd@hportrait
brought back from Europe that hung in the housePamuk’s aunt.
“Look! That's you!” the aunt would say to the fiyear-old boy,
pointing at the picture. For Pamuk, the painteddcfwho resembled him
slightly and wore the same cap he sometimes waredrbe his double,
another Orhan Pamuk leading a parallel life in heohouse in the same
city, another self whom he would meet in his dreamit shrieks of
horror, or with whom he’d bravely lock eyes, eacying to stare the

other down “in eerie merciless silence.”

Like the picture of the other, Pamuk suggests thtnbul his
haunted by another Istanbul, a shadow presendeishiadows. He sees
the city in black and white, mirrored by the imagésancient engravings
and old photographs that serve to illustrate thekb@ city in which
ruined buildings conjure up the ghosts of theinfer selves, and stately
monuments insinuate their future collapse. Throtigh descriptions of
other writers —several Turkish masters, variousefiang foreigners—
Pamuk parades yet more double-images of the Istdm@knows. Seen
by the poet Yahya Kemal or the encyclopedist R&ka@em Kocu, by
Gerard de Nerval or Gustave Flaubert, Pamuk’s lgtbekeeps unfolding
like a Rorschach test, multiplying its ink-staingdabsts and tempting the
reader with endless interpretations.

Pamuk tells the story of the city through the epésanemory,
warning the reader at every step that “these aevtirds of a fifty-year-
old writer who is trying to shape the chaotic thbisgof a long-ago
adolescent.” The story of his parents’ difficultlateonship, of his
eclectic grandmother, of his own embattled friemplskith his brother,
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of his sexual awakening and his first self-guidrdierations as an artist,
inexorably leads the reader to Pamuk’s final andisie words: “I'm
going to be a writer.” And yet, even that foregauwmclusion is lent a
slightly duplicitous tone, a dreamlike rememberadliy. There is a past
tense in Turkish that does not exist in Englislat tllows the writer to
distinguish between hearsay and that which he bBas ith his own
eyes: “when we are relating dreams, fairy talegast events we could
not have witnessed, we use this tense.” This istémse in which
Pamuk’s book seems to be written, in a voice onetige of reality,
halfway between what he knows has happened and hddielieves
imaginatively to be true. This voice, this toneistbhense is perfectly
suitable to describe melancholy.

Istanbul as shared melancholy, Istanbul as doubtanbul as
black and white images of crumbling-down buildingad phantom
minarets, Istanbul of maze-like streets seen fragh lwindows and
balconies, Istanbul invented by the eyes of foreignistanbul of first
loves and last rites: in the end, all these attenaptdefinition become
Istanbul as self-portrait, Istanbul as Pamuk hifmselere we come to
the heart of the matter,” says Pamuk on one obffening pages of his
book. “I've never left Istanbul, never left the ls®s, streets, and
neighbourhoods of my childhood.” Such a city beceitie inhabitant’s
In more senses than one. “To Be Unhappy Is to Bateself and One’s
City” is the title Pamuk gives to the book’s thHfiyurth chapter. The
reader must therefore deduce that Pamuk is noblaappy man, because
Istanbulis a book by a man in love.

A city in which we have lived long enough shapelitinto our own

image, acquires the traits of our own person, tadures of our own
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soul, becomes what Borges once called “a map ohumjiliations and
failures,” or, as in the case of Pamuk, of higtn both of his intimate

miseries and betrayals, and of his secret victories



