= By Alberto Manguel
/NI #

1l happy cities resemble one another, to para-

phrase what ?Tolstoy famously observed of
families, but each »melancholy city is melancholy
in its own way. According to ¥Orhan Pamuk, the
melancholy of Istanbul is Aiiziin, a Turkish word
whose Arabic root denotes a feeling of deep spiri-
tual loss but also a hopeful way of looking at life, “‘a
state of mind that is ultimately as life-affirming as
it is negating.” According to Pamuk, hiiziin is not a
Ssingular 9preoccupation but a communal emo-
tion, not the melancholy of an individual but the
black mood shared by millions. “What I am trying
to explain,” he writes in this delightful, profound,
marvelously original book, “is the hiiziin of an en-
tire city: of Istanbul.”
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Pamuk begins his inquiry with an image, a
7kitschy portrait of a child brought back from Eu-
rope that was hung in the house of his aunt. “Look!
That’s you!” the aunt would say to the 5-year-old
boy, pointing at the picture. For Pamuk, the painted
child (who resembled him slightly and wore the
same cap he sometimes wore) became his double,
another Orhan, leading a parallel life in another
house in the same city; another self, whom he
would meet in his dreams with shrieks of horror, or
with whom he’d bravely lock eyes, each boy try-
ing to stare the other down “in ®eerie merciless si-
lence.”

As with himself and the picture of his “other,”
Pamuk suggests, Istanbul is haunted by another Is-
tanbul, a shadowy presence in the shadows. He sees
the city in black and white, mirrored in the ancient
fengravings and old photographs that illustrate the
book—a city in which ruined buildings conjure up
the ghosts of their former selves and stately monu-
ments '9insinuate their future collapse.
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Pamuk tells the story of the city through the
eyes of memory, warning the reader at every
step that, “these are the words of a fifty-year-old
writer, who is trying to shape the chaotic thoughts
of a long-ago adolescent.” His accounts of his
parents’ difficult relationship, his eccentric grand-
mother, his embattled friendship with his brother,
his sexual awakening and his first self-guided
explorations as an artist lead 'Vinexorably to the
book’s final, decisive words: “I’m going to be a writer.”

Istanbul as a shared melancholy; Istanbul as
a double; Istanbul as black-and-white images of
crumbling buildings and phantom '?minarets; Is-
tanbul as a city of !»maze-like streets, seen from
high windows and balconies; Istanbul as an inven-
tion of foreigners; Istanbul as a place of first loves
and last rites. In the end, all these attempts at defi-
nition become Istanbul as a self-portrait, Istanbul
as Pamuk himself. “Here we come to the heart
of the matter,” he says early in the book. “I’ve
never left Istanbul, never left the houses, streets,
and neighborhoods of my childhood.” Such a city
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becomes the inhabitant’s in more senses than one.
“To Be Unhappy Is to Hate Oneself and One’s
City” is the title Pamuk gives the 34th chapter.
The reader must therefore deduce that he is not
an unhappy man, because Istanbul is a book by a
man in love.

19Conrad, '»Nabokov, 19Naipaul —these are
writers known for having managed to migrate be-
tween languages, cultures, countries, continents,
even civilizations. Their imaginations were fed by
exile, nourishment drawn not through roots, but
through rootlessness. My imagination, 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.
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1MGustave Flaubert, who visited Istanbul 102
years before my birth, was struck by the variety of
life in its teeming streets; in one of his letters he pre-
dicted that in a century’s time it would be the capital
of the world. The reverse came true: After the '®Otto-
man 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 before in 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 some-
times think myself unlucky to have been born in an
aging and impoverished city, buried under the ashes
of a ruined empire. But a voice inside me always in-
sists this was really a piece of luck. If it is a matter
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of wealth, 1 can certainly count myself fortunate to have
been born into an affluent family, at a time when the city
was at its lowest '9ebb (though some have 20ably argued
the contrary). Mostly, I am disinclined to complain; I’ve
accepted the city into which I was born in the same way
that I’ve accepted my body (much as I would have pre-
ferred 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 1 been born a woman).
This is my fate, and there’s no sense arguing with it. This
book is concerned with fate. ¢r
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