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Further praise for Istanbul:




 





‘This erudite book manages to be an addictive childhood memoir, a museum-in-prose of a city with West in its head but East in its soul, and a study of the alchemy between place and self.’ David Mitchell, Guardian




 





‘This quietly instructive and enchanting elegy to a redeemed childhood and to Istanbul itself will bring the world to [Pamuk’s] feet. It should be read, and reread, simply for joy.’ Observer




 





‘In his short book Pamuk manages to array for us a richly detailed history of the city and of those before him who have written about it, painted it, photographed it. The research that underpins Istanbul is meticulous and flawlessly handled – the breadth of reference and allusion is matched by the flowing ease with which Pamuk combines it with his personal responses to the city … With rigour and flair, he has crafted here an honest and loving book which will rank among his finest works and among the finest books to have been written about Istanbul. It should be read, and then the city visited.’ Irish Times
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‘The beauty of a landscape resides in its melancholy.’


Ahmet Rasim
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1


Another Orhan





From a very young age, I suspected there was more to my world than I could see: somewhere in the streets of Istanbul, in a house resembling ours, there lived another Orhan so much like me that he could pass for my twin, even my double. I can’t remember where I got this idea or how it came to me. It must have emerged from a web of rumours, misunderstandings, illusions and fears. But in one of my earliest memories, it is already clear how I’ve come to feel about my ghostly other.




[image: ]








When I was five I was sent to live for a short time in another house. It was at the end of one of their many stormy separations that my parents arranged to meet in Paris, and it was decided that my older brother and I should remain in Istanbul, in separate places. My brother remained in the heart of the family with our grandmother in the Pamuk Apartments, in Nişantaşı. But I would be sent to stay with my aunt in Cihangir. Hanging on the wall in this house, where I was treated with the utmost kindness, was a picture of a small child. Every once in a while, my aunt or uncle would point at him and say with a smile, ‘Look! That’s you.’


The sweet, doe-eyed boy inside the small white frame did look a bit like me, it’s true. He was even wearing the cap I sometimes wore. I knew I was not that boy in the picture (a kitsch representation of a ‘cute child’ that someone had brought back from Europe). And yet I kept asking myself, Is this the Orhan who lives in that other house?
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Of course now I, too, was living in another house. It was as if I’d had to move here before I could meet my twin, but as I wanted only to return to my real home, I took no pleasure in the idea of making his acquaintance. Each time my aunt and uncle teased me about being the boy in the picture I felt my mind unravelling: my ideas about myself, my house, my picture and the picture I resembled, the boy who looked like me, and the other house would slide about in a confusion that made me long all the more to be at home again, surrounded by my family.


Soon my wish came true. But the ghost of the other Orhan in another house somewhere in Istanbul never left me. Throughout my childhood and well into adolescence, he haunted my thoughts. On winter evenings, walking through the streets of the city, I would gaze into other people’s houses through the pale orange light of home and dream of happy, peaceful families living comfortable lives. Then I would shudder, thinking that the other Orhan might be living in one of these houses. As I grew older, the ghost became a fantasy and the fantasy a recurrent nightmare. In some dreams I would greet this Orhan – always in another house – with shrieks of horror; in others the two of us would stare each other down in eerie, merciless silence. Afterwards, as I wafted in and out of sleep, I would cling ever more fiercely to my pillow, my house, my street, my place in the world. Whenever I was unhappy, I imagined going to the other house, the other life, the place where the other Orhan lived, and in spite of everything, I’d half convince myself that I was he and took pleasure in imagining how happy he was, such pleasure that, for a time, I felt no need to go to seek out the other house in that other imagined part of the city. 


Here we come to the heart of the matter: I’ve never left Istanbul – never left the houses, streets and neighbourhoods of my childhood. Although I’ve lived in other districts from time to time, fifty years on I find myself back in the Pamuk Apartments, where my first photographs were taken and where my mother first held me in her arms to show me the world. I know this persistence owes something to my imaginary friend, and to the solace I took from the bond between us. But we live in an age defined by mass migration and creative immigrants, and so I am sometimes hard-pressed to explain why I’ve stayed not only in the same place, but the same building. My mother’s sorrowful voice comes back to me, ‘Why don’t you go outside for a while, why don’t you try a change of scene, do some travelling …?’




[image: ]





Conrad, Nabokov, Naipaul – these are writers known for having managed to migrate between languages, cultures, countries, continents, even civilisations. Their imaginations were fed by exile, a nourishment drawn not through roots but through rootlessness; mine, however, requires that I stay in the same city, on the same street, in the same house, gazing at the same view. Istanbul’s fate is my fate: I am attached to this city because it has made me who I am.


Flaubert, who visited Istanbul a hundred and two years before my birth, was struck by the variety of life in its teeming streets; in one of his letters he predicted that in a century’s time it would be the capital of the world. The reverse came true: after the Ottoman Empire collapsed, the world almost forgot that Istanbul existed. The city into which I was born was poorer, shabbier, and more isolated than it had ever been its two-thousand-year history. For me it has always been a city of ruins and of end-of-empire melancholy. I’ve spent my life either battling with this melancholy, or (like all Istanbullus) making it my own.


At least once in a lifetime, self-reflection leads us to examine the circumstances of our birth. Why were we born in this particular corner of the world, on this particular date? These families into which we were born, these countries and cities to which the lottery of life has assigned us – they expect love from us, and in the end, we do love them, from the bottom of our hearts – but did we perhaps deserve better? I sometimes think myself unlucky to have been born in an ageing and impoverished city buried under the ashes of a ruined empire. But a voice inside me always insists this was really a piece of luck. If it were a matter of wealth, then I could certainly count myself fortunate to have been born into an affluent family at a time when the city was at its lowest ebb (though some have ably argued the contrary). Mostly I am disinclined to complain: I’ve accepted the city into which I was born in the same way I’ve accepted my body (much as I would have preferred to be more handsome and better built) and my gender (even though I still ask myself, naively, whether I might have been better off had I been born a woman). This is my fate, and there’s no sense arguing with it. This book is about fate ….


I was born in the middle of the night on 7 June 1952, in a small private hospital in Moda. Its corridors, I’m told, were peaceful that night, and so was the world. Aside from the Strombolini Volcano’s having suddenly begun to spew flames and ash two days earlier, relatively little seems to have been happening on our planet. The newspapers were full of small news – a few stories about the Turkish troops fighting in Korea, a few rumours spread by the Americans stoking fears that the Northern Koreans might be preparing to use biological weapons. In the hours before I was born, my mother had been avidly following a local story: two days earlier, the caretakers and ‘heroic’ residents of the Konya Student Centre had seen a man in a terrifying mask trying to enter a house in Langa through the bathroom window; they’d chased him through the streets to a lumber yard, where, after cursing the police, the hardened criminal had committed suicide; a dry-goods seller identified the corpse as a gangster who the year before had entered his shop in broad daylight and had robbed him at gunpoint. When she was reading the latest on this drama, my mother was alone in her room, or so she told me with a mixture of regret and annoyance many years later. After taking her into hospital, my father had grown restless and when my mother’s labour failed to progress, he’d gone out to meet with friends. The only person with her in the delivery room was my aunt, who’d managed to climb over the hospital’s garden wall in the middle of the night. When my mother first set eyes on me, she found me thinner and more fragile than my brother had been.


I feel compelled to add ‘or so I’ve been told’. In Turkish we have a special tense that allows us to distinguish hearsay from what we’ve seen with our own eyes; when we are relating dreams, fairy tales, or past events we could not have witnessed, we use this tense. It is a useful distinction to make as we ‘remember’ our earliest life experiences, our cradles, our baby carriages, our first steps, as reported by our parents, stories to which we listen with the same rapt attention we might pay some brilliant tale that happened to concern some other person. It’s a sensation as sweet as seeing ourselves in our dreams, but we pay a heavy price for it. Once imprinted in our minds, other people’s reports of what we’ve done end up mattering more than what we ourselves remember. And just as we learn about our lives from others, so, too, do we let others shape our understanding of the city in which we live.


At times when I accept as my own the stories I’ve heard about my city and myself, I’m tempted to say, ‘Once upon a time I used to paint. I hear I was born in Istanbul, and I understand that I was a somewhat curious child. Then, when I was twenty-two, I seem to have begun writing novels without knowing why.’ I’d have liked to write my entire story this way – as if my life were something that happened to someone else, as if it were a dream in which I felt my voice fading and my will succumbing to enchantment. Beautiful though it is, I find the language of epic unconvincing, for I cannot accept that the myths we tell about our first lives prepare us for the brighter, more authentic second lives that are meant to begin when we awake. Because – for people like me, at least – that second life is none other than the book in your hand. So pay close attention, dear reader. Let me be straight with you, and in return let me ask for your compassion.
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The Photographs in the Dark Museum House





My mother, my father, my older brother, my grandmother, my uncles and my aunts – we all lived on different floors of the same five-storey apartment block. Until the year before I was born, the different branches of the family had (like so many large Ottoman families) lived together in a large stone mansion; in 1951 they rented it out to a private primary school and built the modern structure I would know as home on the empty lot next door; on the façade, in keeping with the custom of the time, they proudly put up a plaque that said ‘Pamuk Apt.’ We lived on the fourth floor, but I had the run of the entire building from the time I was old enough to climb off my mother’s lap, and can recall that on each floor there was at least one piano. When my last bachelor uncle put his newspaper down long enough to get married, and his new wife moved into the first-floor apartment from which she was to spend the next half century gazing out of the window, she brought her piano with her. No one ever played on this one or any of the others, and this may be why they made me feel so sad.
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But it wasn’t just the unplayed pianos; in each apartment there was also a locked glass cabinet displaying Chinese porcelains, teacups, silver sets, sugar bowls, snuff boxes, crystal glasses, rosewater pitchers, plates and censers which no one ever touched, although among them I sometimes found hiding places for miniature cars. There were the unused desks with mother-of-pearl inlay, the turban shelves on which there were no turbans, and the Japanese and Art-Nouveau screens behind which nothing was hidden. There, in the library, gathering dust behind the glass, were my doctor uncle’s medical books: in the twenty years since he’d emigrated to America, no human hand had touched them. To my childish mind, these rooms were furnished not for the living but for the dead. (Every once in a while a coffee table or a carved chest would disappear from one sitting room only to appear in another sitting room on another floor.)


If she thought we weren’t sitting properly on her silver-threaded chairs, our grandmother would bring us to attention: ‘Sit up straight!’ Sitting rooms were not meant to be places where you could hope to sit comfortably; they were little museums designed to demonstrate to a hypothetical visitor that the householders were Westernised. A person who was not fasting during Ramazan would perhaps suffer fewer pangs of conscience amongst these glass cupboards and dead pianos than he might if he were sitting cross-legged in a room full of cushions and divans. Although everyone knew it as freedom from the laws of Islam, no one was quite sure what else Westernisation was good for. So it was not just in the affluent homes of Istanbul that you saw sitting-room museums; over the next fifty years you could find these haphazard and gloomy (but sometimes also poetic) displays of Western influence in sitting rooms all over Turkey; it was only with the arrival of television in the 1970s that they went out of fashion. Once people had discovered how pleasurable it was to sit together to watch the evening news, their sitting rooms changed from little museums into little cinemas – although you still hear of old families that put their televisions in their central hallways, locking up their museum sitting rooms and opening them only for holidays or special guests.


Because the traffic between floors was as incessant as it had been in the Ottoman mansion, doors in our modern apartment building were usually left open. Once my brother had started school, my mother would let me go upstairs alone, or else we would walk up together to visit my paternal grandmother in her bed. The tulle curtains in her sitting room were always closed, but it made little difference since the building next door was so close as to make the room very dark, anyway, especially in the morning, so I’d sit on the large, heavy carpets and invent a game to play on my own. Arranging the miniature cars that someone had brought me from Europe into an obsessively neat line, I would admit them one by one into my garage. Then, pretending the carpets were seas and the chairs and tables islands, I would catapult myself from one to the other without ever touching water (much as Calvino’s Baron spent his life jumping from tree to tree without ever touching the ground). When I was tired of this airborne adventure or of riding the arms of the sofas like horses (a game that may have been inspired by memories of the horse-drawn carriages of Heybeliada), I had another game which I would continue to play as an adult whenever I got bored: I’d imagine that the place in which I was sitting (this bedroom, this sitting room, this classroom, this barracks, this hospital room, this government office) was really somewhere else; when I had exhausted the energy to daydream, I would take refuge in the photographs that sat on every table, desk and wall.


Never having seen them put to any other use, I assumed pianos were places for exhibiting photographs. There was not a single surface in my grandmother’s sitting room that wasn’t covered with frames of all sizes. The most imposing were two enormous portraits that hung over the never-used fireplace: one was a retouched photograph of my grandmother, the other of my grandfather, who died in 1934. From the way the pictures were positioned on the wall and the way my grandparents had been posed (turned slightly towards each other in the manner still favoured by European kings and queens on stamps) anyone walking into this museum room to meet their haughty gaze would know at once that the story began with them.


They were both from a town near Manisa called Gördes; their family was known as Pamuk (Cotton) because of their pale skin and white hair. My paternal grandmother was Circassian (Circassian girls, famous for being tall and beautiful, were very popular in Ottoman harems). My grandmother’s father had immigrated to Anatolia during the Russian-Ottoman War (1887–88), settling first in Izmir (from time to time there was talk of an empty house there) and later in Istanbul, where my grandfather had studied civil engineering. Having made a great deal of money during the early 1930s, when the new Turkish Republic was investing heavily in railroad building, he built a large factory that made everything from rope to a sort of twine to dry tobacco; the factory was located on the banks of the Göksu, a stream that fed into the Bosphorus. When he died in 1934 at the age of fifty-two, he left a fortune so large that my father and my uncle never managed to find their way to the end of it, in spite of their long string of unsuccessful business ventures.


Moving on to the library, we find large portraits of the new generation arranged in a careful symmetry along the walls; from their pastel colouring we can take them to be the work of the same photographer. On the far wall is my fat but robust uncle Özhan, who went to America to study medicine without first doing his military service and so was never able to return to Turkey, thus paving the way for my grandmother to spend the rest of her life assuming mournful airs. There was his bespectacled younger brother Aydın, who lived on the ground floor. Like my father, he’d studied civil engineering and spent most of his life involved in big engineering projects that never quite got off the ground. On the fourth wall is my father’s sister, who had spent time in Paris studying piano. Her husband was an assistant in the law faculty, and they lived in the penthouse apartment to which I would move many years later, and where I am now writing this book.
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Leaving the library to return to the main room of the museum, stopping briefly by the crystal lamps that only add to the gloom, we find a crowd of untouched black-and-white photographs that tell us life is gaining momentum. Here we see all the children posing at their betrothals, their weddings, and the other great moments of their lives. Next to the first colour photographs that my uncle sent from America are snapshots of the extended family enjoying holiday meals in various city parks, in Taksim Square, and on the shores of the Bosphorus; next to a picture of me and my brother with our parents at a wedding is one of my grandfather posing with his new car in the garden of the old house, and another of my uncle posing with his new car outside the entrance to Pamuk Apartments. Except for extraordinary events like the day my grandmother removed the picture of my American uncle’s first wife and replaced it with a picture of his second, the old protocols prevailed: once assigned its place in the museum, a photograph was never moved; although I had looked at each one hundreds of times, I could never go into that cluttered room without examining all of them again.


My prolonged study of these photographs led me to appreciate the importance of preserving certain moments for posterity, and as time moved forwards I also came to see what a powerful influence these framed scenes exerted over us as we went about our daily lives. To watch my uncle pose my brother a maths problem, and at the same time to see him in a picture taken thirty-two years earlier; to watch my father scanning the newspaper and trying, with a half-smile, to catch the tail of a joke rippling across the crowded room, and at that very same moment to see a picture of him at five years old – my age – with hair as long as a girl’s, it seemed plain to me that my grandmother had framed and frozen these memories so that we could weave them into the present. When, in the tones ordinarily preserved for discussing the founding of a nation, my grandmother spoke of my grandfather who had died so young, and pointed at the frames on the tables and the walls, it seemed that she, like me, was pulled in two directions, wanting to get on with life but also longing to capture the moment of perfection, savouring the ordinary but still honouring the ideal. But even as I pondered these dilemmas – if you plucked a special moment from life and framed it, were you defying death, decay and the passage of time, or were you submitting to them? – I grew very bored with them.


In time I would come to dread those long festive lunches, those endless evening celebrations, those New Years’ feasts when the whole family would linger after the meal to play lotto; every year, I would swear it was the last time I’d go, but somehow I never managed to break the habit. When I was little, though, I loved these meals. As I watched the jokes travel around the crowded table and my uncles laugh (under the influence of vodka or rakı) and my grandmother smiling (under the influence of the tiny glass of beer she allowed herself) – I could not help but notice how much more fun life was outside the picture frame. I felt the security of belonging to a large and happy family and could bask in the illusion that we were put on earth to take pleasure in it, though I had been long aware that these relatives of mine who could laugh, dine and joke together on holidays were also merciless and unforgiving in quarrels over money and property. By ourselves, in the privacy of our own apartment, my mother was always complaining to my brother and me about the cruelties of ‘your aunt’, ‘your uncle’, ‘your grandmother’. In the event of a disagreement over who owned what, or the division of shares of the rope factory, or who would live on which floor of the apartment block, the only certainty was that there would never be a resolution. These rifts may have faded for holiday meals, but from an early age I was aware that, behind the gaiety, there was a mounting pile of unsettled scores and a sea of recriminations.


Each branch of our large family had its own maid, and each maid considered it her duty to take sides in the wars.


Esma Hanim, who worked for my mother, would pay a visit to İkbal, who worked for my aunt.


Later, at breakfast, my mother would say, ‘Did you hear what Aydın’s saying?’


My father would be curious to know but when the story was over he’d just say, ‘For God’s sake, just stop worrying about it,’ and return to his newspaper.


If I was too young to understand the underlying cause of these disputes – that my family, still living as it had done in the days of the Ottoman mansion, was slowly falling apart – I could not fail to notice my father’s bankruptcies and his ever more frequent absences. I could hear in more detail how bad things were whenever my mother took my brother and me to visit our other grandmother in her ghost-ridden house in Şişli. While my brother and I played, my mother would complain and my grandmother would counsel patience. Worried, perhaps, that my mother would want to return this dusty three-storey house where she now lived all alone, my grandmother was endlessly drawing our attention to its many drawbacks.


Apart from the occasional show of temper, my father found little cause to complain in life; he took a childish delight in his good looks, his brains and the good fortune he never tried to hide. Inside the house he was always whistling, inspecting his reflection in the mirror, rubbing a wedge of lemon like brilliantine on his hair. He loved jokes, word games, surprises, reciting poetry, showing off his cleverness, taking planes to faraway places. He was never a father to scold, forbid, punish. When he took us out, we would wander all over the city, making friends wherever we went, and it was during these excursions that I came to think of the world as a place made for taking pleasure.
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If evil ever encroached, if boredom loomed, my father’s response was to turn his back on it and remain silent. My mother, who set the rules, was the one to raise her eyebrows and instruct us in life’s darker side. If she was less fun to be with, I was still very dependent on her love and affection, for she gave us far more time than our father, who seized every opportunity to escape from the house. My harshest lesson in life was to learn I was in competition with my brother for her affections.
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It was, perhaps, because my father exerted so little authority that my rivalry with my brother took on the significance it did: he was the rival for my mother’s love. As we of course knew nothing of psychology, the war with my brother was initially dressed up as a game, and in the game we would both pretend to be other people. It was not Orhan and Şevket in combat, but my own favourite hero or football player versus my brother’s. Convinced that we had become our heroes, we gave the game all we had; and when it ended in blood and tears, the anger and jealousy was to make us forget we were brothers.


Whenever my mood dipped, whenever I became unhappy or bored, I’d leave our apartment without a word to anyone and go downstairs to play with my aunt’s son downstairs, or, more often, upstairs to my grandmother’s. Although all the apartments looked very much alike, with chairs and dining sets, sugar bowls and ashtrays all bought from the same stores, every apartment seemed like a different country, a separate universe. And in the cluttered gloom of my grandmother’s sitting room, in the shadow of its coffee tables and glass cabinets, its vases and framed photographs, I could dream I was somewhere else.


In the evenings when we gathered in this room as a family, I often played a game wherein my grandmother’s apartment became the captain’s station of a large ship. This fantasy owed much to the traffic passing through the Bosphorus; those mournful horns made their way into my dreams as I lay in bed. As I steered my imaginary ship through the storm, my crew and passengers ever more troubled by the rising waves, I took a captain’s pride in knowing that our ship, our family, our fate was in my hands.


Although my brother’s adventure comics may have inspired this dream, so, too, did my thoughts about God. God had chosen not to bind us to the city’s fate, I thought, simply because we were rich. But as my father and my uncle stumbled from one bankruptcy to the next, as our fortune dwindled and our family disintegrated and the quarrels over money grew more intense, every visit to my grandmother’s apartment brought me sorrow and a step closer to a realisation: it was a long time coming, arriving by a circuitous route, but the cloud of gloom and loss that the fall of the Ottoman Empire had spread over Istanbul finally claimed my family, too.
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Me





When I was four, my brother, then six, started school, and over the next two years the intense, ambivalent companionship that had built up between us began to fade. I was free of our rivalry and of the oppression of his superior strength; now that I had the Pamuk Apartments and my mother’s undivided attention for the entire day, I grew happier, discovering the joys of solitude.


While my brother was at school I’d take his adventure comics and guided by my recollections of what he’d read to me from them, I ‘read’ them to myself. One warm and pleasant afternoon, I’d been put to bed for my daily nap but finding myself too animated for sleep, I turned to an issue of Tom Mix, and soon I felt the thing my mother called my ‘bibi’ going hard. I was looking at a picture of a half-naked ‘redskin’ with the thinnest of strings around his waist, and draped over his groin like a flag a piece of straight white cloth with a circle drawn at its centre.


Another afternoon, as I was lying under the covers in my pyjamas talking to a bear I’d owned for some time by then, I felt the same hardening. Curiously, this strange and magical event – which, though pleasurable, I felt compelled to conceal – occurred just after I told my bear, ‘I’m going to eat you!’ But it wasn’t owing to any great attachment to this bear: I was able to produce the same effect almost at will, just by repeating the same threat. It happens that these were the words that made the greatest impression on me in the stories my mother told me: ‘I am going to eat you!,’ which I understood to mean not merely to devour but to annihilate. As I was later to discover, the ‘Divs’ of classical Persian literature – those terrifying tailed monsters who were related to devils and djinns and frequently painted by miniaturists – became giants when they found their way into tales told in Istanbul Turkish. I got my image of a giant from the cover of an abridged version of the classic Turkish epic, Dede Korkut. Like the redskin, this particular giant was half-naked and to me he looked as if he ruled the world. 
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My uncle who around this same time had purchased a small film projector would go during the holidays to the local photography shop where he rented film shorts: Charlie Chaplin, Walt Disney, Laurel and Hardy. After ceremoniously removing my grandparents’ portraits, he would screen the films on the white wall above the fireplace. In my uncle’s permanent film collection there was a Disney film he showed only twice – this short run was on account of me. The film featured a primitive, heavy, retarded giant who was as big as an apartment; when he chased Mickey Mouse into the bottom of a well, the monster tore the well from the ground with one sweep of the hand and drank from it like a cup, and just as Mickey Mouse fell into his mouth, I would cry with all my might. There’s a painting by Goya in the Prado called Saturn Devouring One of His Children in which a giant bites into a human figure that he is clutching in his hands, and it terrifies me to this day.


One afternoon, as I was threatening my bear in the usual way but also feeding him with a strange compassion, the door opened, and my father caught me with my underpants down and my ‘bibi’ hard. He closed the door just a bit more softly than he had opened it, and (even I could tell) with some respect. Until then, when he came home for lunch and a brief rest, he had been in the habit of coming in to give me a kiss before returning to work. I worried that I had done something wrong, or even worse, that I had done so for pleasure: it was then that the very idea of pleasure was poisoned.


My apprehension was confirmed just after one of my parents’ more prolonged quarrels, when my mother had left the house and the nanny who had come to look after us was giving me a bath. In a voice devoid of compassion she scolded me for being ‘like a dog’. 


I could not control my body’s responses: it was only when I found myself in a single sex junior school six or seven years later that I discovered they were not unique.


During the long years when I thought myself the only one to possess this depraved and mysterious talent, it was normal that I should keep it hidden in my other world, where both my pleasures and the evil inside me had free reign. This was the world I would enter when, out of pure boredom, I pretended to be someone else, somewhere else. It was a very easy escape into this other world I concealed from everyone around me. In my grandmother’s sitting room, I’d pretend to be inside a submarine. I’d just had my first trip to the cinema to see an adaptation of Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea – and as I sat watching it in the dusty Palace Cinema, what terrified me most were the film’s silences. In its frantic, claustrophobic camerawork, its shadowy black-and-white submarine interiors I could not help but recognise something of our house. I was too young to read the subtitles, but it was easy to fill in the blanks with my imagination. (Even later, when I could read a book perfectly well, what mattered most was not to ‘understand’ it, but to supplement the meaning with the right fantasies.)


‘Don’t swing your legs like that, you’re making me dizzy,’my grandmother used to say when I was obviously immersed in one of my carefully staged daydreams.


I would stop swinging my legs, but in my daydream an aeroplane was still banking in and out of the smoke rising from the Gelincik cigarette she was raising to her lips, and soon I would enter the forest inhabited by the many rabbits, leaves, snakes and lions I had previously identified amongst the geometric shapes on the carpets; involving myself in an adventure from one of my comics, I’d mount a horse, start a fire, kill a few people. With one eye always alert to the sounds in the room, I would hear the door of the lift slam shut and before returning my thoughts to the half-naked redskins, I’d note that İsmail the caretaker had gone up to our floor. I enjoyed setting houses on fire, spraying burning houses with bullets, escaping from burning houses through tunnels I had dug with my own hands, slowly killing flies I had caught between the windowpane and the tulle curtains that stank of cigarettes; when they fell to the perforated board over the radiator, they were gangsters who were finally paying the price for their crimes. Until the age of forty-five, it was my habit, whenever I was drifting in that sweet cloud between sleep and wakefulness, to cheer myself by imagining I was killing people. I would like to apologise to the close relatives – some, like my brother, very close indeed – as well as the many politicians, literary luminaries, tradesmen and mostly imaginary characters among my victims. Another frequent crime: I’d lavish affection on a cat, only to strike it cruelly in a moment of despair, from which I would emerge with a bout of laughter that made me so ashamed that I would shower the poor cat with even more love than before. One afternoon twenty-five years later, when I was doing my military service, watching an entire company linger in the canteen after lunch for a chat and a smoke, I surveyed these 750 almost identical soldiers and imagined that their heads separated from their bodies: as I contemplated their bloody oesophagi through the cigarette smoke that bathed the cavernous canteen in a sweet, transparent blue haze, one of my soldier friends said, ‘Stop swinging your legs, son, I’m tired and I’ve had enough.’


The only person who seemed at all aware of my secret fantasy world was my father.
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I’d be thinking of my bear, whose only eye I’d snapped off in a moment of angry excitement, and who was getting thinner and thinner as I pulled more and more of its stuffing out of its chest – or I’d be thinking of the finger-sized football player who kicked when you pressed a button in his head – it was my third football player, because I’d broken the first two in bursts of excitement, but now I’d broken this one, too, and I’d be wondering if my wounded toy was dying in his hiding place. Or else I’d be lost in fearful imaginings about the martens our maid Esma Hanım claimed to have seen on the roof of the house next door – she’d used the same voice she used when speaking of God – when suddenly I’d hear my father say, ‘What’s going on in your head? Tell me and I’ll give you twenty-five kuruş.’


Always uncertain whether I should tell him the whole truth, or change it a little, or tell an outright lie, I would fall silent; after a short while, he would smile and say, ‘It’s too late now – you should have told me right away.’


Had my father spent time in the other world, too? It would be years before I discovered that my strange pastime was commonly known as ‘daydreaming’. So my father’s question always induced panic; eager, as always, to avoid disturbing thoughts, I evaded his question and then put it out of my mind.


Keeping the second world secret made it easier for me to come and go. When I was sitting across from my grandmother, and a shaft of light came through the curtains – just like searchlights on the ships passing through the Bosphorus in the night – I could, if I stared right into it and blinked, will myself to see a fleet of red spaceships floating past me. After that I could summon up the same armada whenever I liked, returning to the real world as someone else might leave a room and turn off the lights behind him (as throughout my childhood, people were always reminding me to do in the real world).


If I dreamed of changing places with the other Orhan in the other house; if I longed for a life beyond the museum’s rooms, corridors, carpets (how I hated those carpets), and the company of positivist men who loved mathematics and crossword puzzles; if I felt hemmed in by this gloomy, cluttered house that rejected (though my family would deny it later) any suggestion of spirituality, love, art, literature or even mythology; if I was from time to time a refugee in the second world, it was not because I was unhappy. Far from it, especially those years between the ages of four and six, when as a bright, well-behaved child I felt the love of nearly everyone I met, endlessly kissed and passed from lap to lap, and offered treats no good boy could object to: the greengrocer’s apple (‘Don’t eat it until it’s washed,’ my mother would tell me), the raisins from the man in the coffee store (‘You can eat them after lunch’), the sweets my aunt gave me when we met her in the street (‘Say thank you’).
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If I had cause for complaint it was my inability to see through walls; when looking out of the window, I hated seeing nothing of the building next door, nothing of the street below, and only the narrowest strip of sky; at the smelly butcher shop across from us (I’d forget about the smell, only to remember it the moment I stepped into the cool street) it vexed me to be too short to see the butcher pick up one of his knives (each of them as big as a leg) to chop meat on the wooden block; I hated not being able to inspect counters, tabletops, or the insides of ice-cream freezers. When there was a small traffic accident in the street, drawing policemen on horseback, an adult would stand in front of me, and I’d miss half the action. At the football matches to which my father took me from an early age, every time our team found itself in jeopardy, all the rows ahead of us would stand up, occluding any view of the decisive goals. But in truth, my eyes were never on the ball: they were on the cheese bread and cheese toasts and foil-covered chocolates my father bought for my brother and me. Worst of all was leaving the stadium, finding myself imprisoned by the legs of men jostling towards the exits – a dark, airless forest of wrinkled trousers and muddy shoes. Apart from beautiful ladies like my mother, I cannot say I was very fond of adults in Istanbul, finding them in the main ugly, hairy and coarse. They were too clumsy, too heavy, and too realistic. It could be they had once known something of a hidden second world, but they seemed to have lost their capacity for amazement and forgotten how to dream, which disability I took to coincide with the sprouting of objectionable hair on their knuckles and on their necks, in their noses and in their ears. And so while I enjoyed their kind smiles and even more their presents, their incessant kisses meant enduring the abrasions of their beards and whiskers, the stink of their perfume and their smoker’s breath. I thought of men as belonging to some lower and more vulgar race and was thankful that most were safely on the streets outside.
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The Destruction of the Pashas’ Mansions: A Sad Tour of the Streets





The Pamuk Apartments were built at the edge of a large plot of land in Nişantaşı that had once been the garden of a pasha’s mansion. The name ‘Nişantaşı’ (target stone) comes from the days of the reformist, Westernising sultans of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century (Selim III and Mahmut II) who placed stone tablets in the empty hills above the city in those areas where they practised shooting and archery; the tablets marked the spot where an arrow landed or where an empty earthenware pot was shattered by a bullet and usually carried a line or two describing the occasion. When the Ottoman Sultans, fearing tuberculosis and desirous of Western comforts, as well as a change of scene, abandoned Topkapı Palace for new palaces in Dolmabahçe and Yıldız, their viziers and princes began to build for themselves wooden mansions in the hills of nearby Nişantaşı. My first schools were housed in the Crown Prince Yusuf İzzeddin Pasha Mansion, and in the Grand Vizier Halil Rıfat Pasha Mansion. Each would be burned and demolished while I was studying there, even as I played football in the gardens. Across the street from our home, another apartment building was built on the ruins of the Secretary of Ceremonies Faik Bey Mansion. In fact the only stone mansion still standing in our neighbourhood was a former home of grand viziers that had passed into the hands of the municipality after the Ottoman Empire fell and the capital moved to Ankara. I remember going for my smallpox vaccination to another old pasha’s mansion that had become the headquarters of the district council. The rest – those mansions where Ottoman officials had once entertained foreign emissaries, and those of the nineteenth-century sultan Abdülhamit II’s daughters – I remember only as dilapidated brick shells with gaping windows and broken staircases darkened by bracken and untended fig trees; to remember them is to feel the deep sadness they evoked in me as a young child. By the late fifties, most of them had been burned down or demolished to make way for apartment buildings.


Through the back windows of our building on Teşvikiye Avenue, beyond the cypress and linden trees, you could see the remains of the mansion of Tunisian Hayrettin Pasha, a Circassian from the Caucasus who served as Grand Vizier for a short while during the Russian-Ottoman War (1877–78). As a young boy (in the 1830s – a decade before Flaubert wrote that he wanted to ‘move to Istanbul and buy a slave’) he’d been brought to Istanbul and sold into slavery, eventually to find his way into the household of the Governor of Tunis, where he was raised speaking Arabic, before being taken to France for much of his later youth. When he returned to Tunis to join the army, he quickly rose through the ranks, serving in top posts at command headquarters, in the governor’s office, the diplomatic corps, and the finance ministry. Finally he retired to Paris, whereupon, just as he was turning sixty, Abdülhamit II (acting at the suggestion of another Tunisian, Sheikh Zafiri) summoned him to Istanbul. After engaging him as a financial adviser for a short time, he made him Grand Vizier. The pasha thus became one of the first in a long line of foreign-educated financial experts who, given the mandate to pull Turkey from a sea of debts, went beyond dreaming (like their counterparts in so many other poor countries) of national reform along Western lines. As with many of his successors, people expected a great deal from this pasha, simply because he was more a Westerner than an Ottoman or Turk. And for precisely the same reason – that he wasn’t Turkish – he felt a deep shame. The gossip was that Tunisian Hayrettin Pasha would make notes in Arabic when returning home in his horse-drawn carriage from his meetings in Turkish at the palace: later he would dictate these to his secretary in French. The coup de grace was an informer’s report of rumours that his Turkish was poor and that his secret aim was to establish an Arabic-speaking nation; while knowing these rumours to be mostly baseless, the ever suspicious Abdülhamit nevertheless gave these denunciations some credence and removed the Pasha as Vizier. Because it would have been unseemly for a fallen Grand Vizier to take refuge in France, the Pasha was forced to end his days in Istanbul, spending his summers at his Bosphorus villa in Kuruçeşme and his winters as half-prisoner in the mansion in whose garden we would later build our apartment. When he was not writing reports for Abdülhamit, he passed the time composing his memoirs in French. These memoirs (translated into Turkish only eighty years later) prove their author to have possessed a greater sense duty than of humour: he dedicated the book to his sons, one of whom would later be executed for his involvement in the attempted assassination of Grand Vizier Mahmut Şevket Pasha, by which time Abdülhamit had bought the mansion for his daughter Şadiye Sultan.
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Watching the pasha’s mansions burn to the ground, my family maintained a stony equanimity – much as we had done in the face of all those stories about crazy princes, opium addicts in the palace harem, children locked in attics, treacherous sultan’s daughters and exiled or murdered pashas – and ultimately the decline and fall of the Empire itself. As we in Nişantaşı saw it, the Republic had done away with the pashas, princes and high officials and so the empty mansions they had left behind were only decrepit anomalies.
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Still, the melancholy of this dying culture was all around us. Great as the desire to Westernise and modernise may have been, the more desperate wish, it seemed, was to be rid of all the bitter memories of the fallen empire: rather as a spurned lover throws away his lost beloved’s clothes, possessions and photographs. But as nothing, Western or local, came to fill the void, the great drive to Westernise amounted mostly to the erasure of the past; the effect on culture was reductive and stunting, leading families like mine, otherwise glad of Republican progress, to furnish their houses like museums. That which I would later know as pervasive melancholy and mystery, I felt in childhood as boredom and gloom, a deadening tedium I identified with the ‘alaturka’ music to which my grandmother tapped her slippered feet: I escaped this state by cultivating dreams.


The only other escape was to go out with my mother. Because it was not yet the custom to take children to parks or gardens for their daily fresh air, the days I went out with my mother were important events. ‘Tomorrow I’m going out with my mother!’ I’d boast to my aunt’s son, who was three years my junior. After walking down the spiral staircase, we would pause before the little window facing the door through which the caretaker (when he was not in his basement apartment) could see everyone coming and going. I would inspect my clothes in the reflection and my mother make sure all my buttons were buttoned; once outside I would exclaim in amazement, ‘The street!’


Sun, fresh air, light. Our house was so dark sometimes that stepping out was like opening the curtains too abruptly on a summer’s day – the light would hurt my eyes. Holding my mother’s hand, I would gaze in fascination at the displays in shop windows: through the steamy window of the florists’, the cyclamens that looked like red wolves; in the window of the shoe shop, the barely visible wires that suspended the high-heeled shoes in mid-air; in the laundry, just as steamy as the florist’s’, where my father sent his shirts to be starched and ironed. But it was from the windows of the stationery store, in which I noticed the same school notebooks my brother used, that I learned an early lesson: our habits and possessions were not unique and there were other people outside our apartment who lived lives very similar to our own. My brother’s primary school, which I, too, would attend a year later, was right next door to Teşvikiye Mosque, where everyone had their funerals. All my brother’s excited talk at home about ‘my teacher, my teacher’ had led me to imagine that, just as every child had his own nanny, every pupil had his own teacher. And so when I walked into that school the following year to find thirty-two children pressed into one classroom with a single teacher, my disappointment was profound – my discovery that in effect I counted for nothing in the outside world made it only harder to part from my mother and the comforts of home each day. When my mother entered the local branch of the Bank of Commerce, I would refuse, without explaining, to accompany her up the six steps to the cashier: wooden steps with gaps between them through which I had convinced myself I might fall and disappear for ever. ‘Why won’t you come in?’ my mother would call down to me, as I pretended to be someone else. I’d imagine scenes in which my mother kept disappearing: now I was in a palace, now at the foot of a well …. If we walked as far as Osmanbey or Harbiye past the Mobil station on the corner, the winged horse on the billboard covering the entire side of an apartment building would find its way into those dreams. There was an old Greek lady who darned stockings and sold belts and buttons; she also sold ‘eggs from the village’ which she’d take out of a varnished chest one by one, like jewels. In her store was an aquarium where undulating red fish would open their small but frightening mouths trying to bite my finger pressed against the glass, dancing around with a stupid determination that never failed to amuse me. Next, there was a small tobacconist-cum-stationery newspaper shop run by Yakup and Vasil, so small and crowded that most days we’d give up the moment we entered. There was a coffee shop called the ‘Arab shop’ (just as Arabs in Latin America were often known as ‘Turks’, the handful of blacks in Istanbul were known as ‘Arabs’); when its enormous belted coffee grinder began to thunder like the washing machine at home and I moved away from it, the ‘Arab’ would smile indulgently at my fear. When these shops went out of fashion and closed one by one to make way for a string of other, more modern enterprises, my brother and I would play a game less inspired by nostalgia than a desire to test our memories, and it went like this: one of us would say, ‘The shop next to the Girl’s Night School’ and the other would list its later incarnations: 1. the Greek lady’s pastry shop; 2. a florist; 3. a handbag store; 4. a watch shop; 5. a football pools retailer; 6. a gallery-bookshop; 7. a pharmacy.
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Before entering the cave-like shop where for fifty years a man named Alaaddin sold cigarettes, toys, newspapers and stationery, I would, by design, ask my mother to buy me a whistle or a few marbles, a colouring book or a yoyo. As soon as she put the present into her handbag, I’d be seized by an impatience to go home. But it wasn’t only the glamour of the new toy.


‘Let’s walk as far as the park,’ my mother would say, but all at once, sharp pains would travel up my legs to my chest, and I knew I could walk no further. Years later, when my daughter was the same age and we went out for walks, she would complain of remarkably similar pains; when we took her to the doctor, he diagnosed ordinary fatigue and growing pains. Once fatigue had eaten into me, the streets and shop windows that had captivated me only moments ago would slowly drain of colour, and I’d begin to see the whole city in black and white.


‘Mummy, pick me up!’


‘Let’s walk as far as Maçka,’ my mother would say, ‘We’ll go back on the tram.’


The tramway had been going up and down our street since 1914, connecting Maçka and Nişantaşı to Taksim Square, Tünel, the Galata Bridge and all the other old, poor, historic neighbourhoods that then seemed to belong to another country. When I went to bed in the early evenings, I’d be lulled to sleep by the melancholy music of the trams; I loved their wooden interiors, the indigo-blue glass on the bolted door between the driver’s ‘station’ and the passenger area; I loved the crank that the driver would let me play with if we got on at the end of the line and had to wait to leave …. Until we could travel home again, the streets, the apartments, and even the trees were in black and white.
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Black and White





Accustomed as I was to the semi-darkness of our bleak museum house, I preferred being indoors. The street below, the avenues beyond, the city’s poor neighbourhoods seemed as dangerous as those in a black-and-white gangster film. And with this attraction to the shadow world, I have always preferred the winter to the summer in Istanbul. I love the early evenings when autumn is slipping into winter, when the leafless trees are trembling in the north wind and people in black coats and jackets are rushing home through the darkening streets. I love the overwhelming melancholy when I look at the walls of old apartment buildings and the dark surfaces of neglected, unpainted, fallen-down wooden mansions: only in Istanbul have I seen this texture, this shading. When I watch the black-and-white crowds rushing through the darkening streets on a winter’s evening, I feel a deep sense of fellowship, almost as if the night has cloaked our lives, our streets, our every belonging in a blanket of darkness, as if once we’re safe in our houses, our bedrooms, our beds, we can return to dreams of our long-gone riches, our legendary past. And likewise, as I watch dusk descend like a poem in the pale light of the streetlamps lamps to engulf the city’s poor neighbourhoods, it comforts me to know that for the night at least we are safe from Western eyes, that the shameful poverty of our city is cloaked from foreign view.
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A photograph by Ara Güler perfectly captures the lonely back streets of my childhood, where concrete apartment blocks stand beside old wooden houses, and the streetlamps illuminate nothing, and the chiaroscuro of twilight – the thing that for me defines the city – has descended. (Though today concrete apartments have come to crowd out the old wooden houses, the feeling is the same.) What draws me to this photograph is not just the cobblestone streets of my childhood, or the cobblestone pavements, the iron grilles on the windows or the empty, ramshackle wooden houses – rather it is the suggestion that with evening having just fallen, these two people who are dragging long shadows behind them on their way home are actually pulling the blanket of night over the entire city.
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In the 1950s and 1960s, like everyone, I loved watching the ‘film crews’ all over the city – the minibuses with the logos of film companies on their sides; the two huge generator-powered lights; the prompters, who preferred to be known as souffleurs and who had to shout mightily over the generators’ roar at those moments when the heavily made-up actresses and romantic male leads forgot their lines; the workers who jostled the children and curious onlookers off the set. Forty years on, the Turkish film industry is no longer (mostly due to the ineptitude of its directors, actors and producers but also because it couldn’t compete with Hollywood); they still show those old black-and-white films on television, and when I see the streets, the old gardens, the Bosphorus views, the broken-down mansions and apartments in black and white, I sometimes forget I am watching a film; stupefied by melancholy, I sometimes feel as if I am watching my own past.
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Between the ages of fifteen and sixteen, when I imagined myself an impressionist artist of the Istanbul streets, it was my great joy to paint the cobblestones one by one. Before the zealous district councils began to cover them mercilessly with asphalt, the city’s taxi and dolmuş (shared taxi) drivers complained bitterly about the damage the stone pavements did to cars. They also complained about the interminable excavations of roads for sewer works, electricity, or general repairs. When they dug up a street, the cobblestones had to be pulled up one by one and this made the work drag on for ever – particularly if they found a Byzantine corridor underneath. When the repairs were done, I loved watching the workmen replacing the cobblestones one by one – with a bewitching rhythmic skill.


The wooden mansions of my childhood, and the smaller, more modest wooden houses in the city’s back streets, were in a mesmerising state of ruin. Poverty and neglect had ensured these houses were never painted, and the combination of age, dirt and humidity slowly darkened the wood to give that special colour, that unique texture, so prevalent in the back-street neighbourhoods I saw as a child that I took the blackness to be original. Some houses had a brown undertone, and perhaps there were those in the poorest streets that had never known paint. But Western travellers in the eighteenth and mid-nineteenth centuries described the mansions of the rich as brightly painted, finding in them and the other faces of opulence a powerful and abundant beauty. As a child, I would sometimes imagine painting all these houses, but even then the loss of the city’s black-and-white shroud was daunting. In the summer, when these old wooden houses would dry out, turn a dark, chalky, tinderbox brown, you could imagine them catching fire at any moment; during the winter’s long cold spells, the snow and the rain endowed these same houses with the mildewy hint of rotting wood. So it was too with the old wooden dervish lodges, banned by the Republic from use as places of worship, now mostly abandoned and of interest only to street urchins, ghosts and antique hunters. They would awaken in me the same degrees of fear, worry and curiosity; as I peered at them over the half-broken walls through the damp trees and into the broken windows, a chill would pass through me.
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Having always apprehended the city’s soul in black and white, I am captivated by the line drawings of more discerning Western travellers like Le Corbusier, and by any book set in Istanbul with black-and-white illustrations. (My entire childhood, I waited in vain for the cartoonist Hergé to set a Tintin adventure in Istanbul. When the first Tintin film was made in Istanbul, a pirate publishing outfit issued a black-and-white comic book called Tintin in Istanbul, the creation of a local cartoonist who mixed his own renderings of various frames from the film with frames from various other Tintin adventures.) I am fascinated, too, by old newspapers; whenever I come across an account of a murder, a suicide or a robbery gone wrong, I catch the whiff of a long-repressed childhood fear.
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There are places – in Tepebaşı, Galata, Fatih and Zeyrek, a few of the villages along the Bosphorus, the back streets of Üsküdar – where the black-and-white haze I’ve been trying to describe is still in evidence. On misty, smoky mornings, on rainy, windy nights, you can see it on the domes of mosques on which flocks of gulls make their homes; you can see it, too, in the clouds of exhaust, in the wreathes of soot rising from stovepipes, in the rusting rubbish bins, the parks and gardens left empty and untended on winter days, and the crowds scurrying home through the mud and the snow on winter evenings; these are the sad joys of black-and-white Istanbul. The crumbling fountains that haven’t worked for centuries, the poor quarters with their forgotten mosques, the sudden crowds of schoolchildren in black smocks with white collars, the old and tired mud-covered trucks, the little grocery stores darkened by age, dust and lack of custom; all the dilapidated little neighbourhood shops packed with despondent unemployed men, the crumbling city walls like so many upended cobblestone streets, the entrances to cinemas that begin, after a while, to look identical, the pudding shops, the newspaper hawkers on the pavement, the drunks that roam in the middle of the night, the pale streetlamps, the ferries going up and down the Bosphorus and the smoke rising from their chimneys, the city blanketed in snow. 
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It is impossible for me to remember my childhood without this blanket of snow. Some children can’t wait for their summer holidays to begin, but I couldn’t wait for it to snow – not because I would be going outside to play in it, but because it made the city look new, not only by covering up the mud, the filth, the ruins and the neglect, but by producing in every street and every view an element of surprise, a delicious air of impending disaster. It snowed on average between three and five days a year, with the accumulation staying on the ground for a week to ten days, but Istanbul was always caught unawares, greeting each snowfall as if it were the first: the back streets would close, and then the main roads; queues would form outside the bakeries, just as they had in times of war and national disaster. What I loved most about the snow was its power to force people out of themselves to act as one; cut off from the world, we were stranded together. On snowy days, Istanbul felt like an outpost, but the contemplation of our common fate drew us closer to our fabulous past.
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Once, freak arctic temperatures caused the Black Sea to freeze over from the Danube to the Bosphorus. This was an astounding occurrence for what is really a Mediterranean city, and people talked about it with childish joy for many years afterwards.
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To see the city in black and white is to see it through the tarnish of history: the patina of what is old and faded and no longer matters to the rest of the world. Even the greatest Ottoman architecture has a humble simplicity that suggests an end-of-empire melancholy, a pained submission to the diminishing European gaze and to an ancient poverty that must be endured like incurable disease; it is resignation that nourishes Istanbul’s inward-looking soul.


To see the city in black and white, to see the haze that sits over it, and breathe in the melancholy its inhabitants have embraced as their common fate, you need only to fly in from a rich Western city and head straight to the crowded streets; if it’s winter, every man on the Galata Bridge will be wearing the same pale, drab, shadowy clothes. The Istanbullus of my era have shunned the vibrant reds, greens and oranges of their rich, proud ancestors; to foreign visitors, it looks as if they have done so deliberately, to make a moral point. They have not – but there is in their dense melancholy a suggestion of modesty. This is how you dress in a black-and-white city, they seem to be saying; this is how you grieve for a city that has been in decline for a hundred and fifty years.
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Then there are the packs of dogs, mentioned by every Western traveller to pass through Istanbul during the nineteenth century, from Lamartine and Nerval to Mark Twain, they continue to bring drama to the city’s streets. They all look alike, their coats all the same colour for which no one has a name – a colour somewhere between grey and charcoal, that is no colour at all. They are the bane of the city council: when the army stages a coup, it is only a matter of time before a general mentions the dog menace; the state and the school system have launched campaign after campaign to drive dogs from the streets, but still they roam free. Fearsome as they are, united as they have been in their defiance of the state, I can’t help pitying these mad, lost creatures still clinging to their old turf.


If we see our city in black and white, it’s partly because we know it from the engravings left to us by Western artists: the glorious colours of its past were never painted by local hands. There is no Ottoman painting that can easily accommodate our visual tastes. Nor is there a single piece of writing or work in today’s world that can teach us how to take pleasure in Ottoman art or the classic Persian art that influenced it. Ottoman miniaturists took their inspiration from Persians; like the Divan poets who praised and loved the city not as a real place but as a word; like the cartographer Nasuh the Polo Player, they had a map-like understanding of the city; they saw it as something that passed in front of them. Even in their Books of Ceremonies, their attention was on the sultan’s slaves, subjects and his magnificent possessions; the city was not a place where people lived but an official gallery, viewed through a lens whose focus never changed.


So when magazines or schoolbooks need an image of old Istanbul, they use the black-and-white engravings produced by Western travellers and artists. My contemporaries tend to overlook the subtly coloured gouaches of imperial Istanbul painted by Melling, about whom I shall have more to say later; accepting of their fate and seeking convenience, they prefer to see their past in a more easily reproduced monochrome. For when they gaze into a colourless image, they see their melancholy confirmed.
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