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Abstract: The paper will examine Istanbul both in terms of its economic, social and 

cultural structures and in terms of a particular type of discourse. That discourse, 

rooted in the ideology of the city marked by superficiality and a particular type of 

melancholy due to the fact that Istanbul is no longer a centre meant to reunite 

people and to create a stable comunity, will be approached via White's theory of 

historical narrative, where the story is a mymesis of the story lived in some region of 

historical reality, offering an explanation to it and via Soja’s Thirdspace. 

 
The title of Pamuk's novel suggests the fact that the town is related to 

memory, to rendering topical the self and its evolution. Anthony Widler claims that 
the urban memory in the traditional town favours the positioning of the individual on 
a social, cultural and political diachronical axis: “it was neither the reality of a city, 
nor a purely imaginary utopia but rather the complex mental map or significance by 
which the city might be considered as home, as something not foreign and as 
constituting a (more or less) moral and protected environment for actual day life” 
(176).  

The topo-analytical representation of the city as “home” is present in the 
novel as early as the third page where Pamuk says: “My imagination 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 what I 
am” (3). The alliteration of “s” present in the word “same” repeated four times in 
association with city, street, house, view creates a vital, circular model of conscience 
which should intermediate the passing of feeling through the filter of memory in 
order to recreate it as art. 

The same paragraph introduces Istanbul as “a city of ruins and of end-of-
empire melancholy” (3), with which the author claims to have always been battling, 
“making it his own” (3). It is melancholy that has been filtered by Pamuk’s memory 
and recreated as the art of coping with reality. 

Mention could be made here of Wayne Booth’s perception of the motivists’ 
creed of modernism which stipulates that “whatever truth exists, exists in the heart, 
not the mind” (in Gilder, 52). Pamuk, the child, the intuitive and sensitive perceiver 
of Istanbul as “home”, melancholically notices the gradual changes of their house 
from a dark house museum into a “little cinema” in the 1970s, when the members of 
his family started to gather around the TV to watch the evening news. 
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Equally relevant are the photographs and the portraits exhibited in the 
sitting-room as instances of his family life style. Most of them reveal “the triumph of 
force and will” (20) of his grandmother’s father who, after having studied civil 
engineering during the Turkish Republic, invested in railroad building, built a 
factory and left a huge fortune to his family. 

So that we could properly approach Pamuk’s novel that reveals “the truth 
that exists in the heart, not the mind”, Bachelard’s phenomenology could be a good 
entry. He quotes from Jaspers’ book entitled “Von der Wahrheit”, the following 
concise statement “Judes Dasein scheint in sich rund” (“Every being seems round in 
itself”). Bachelard further enriches the above-mentioned example, with others, 
charged with intimate connotations, such as Van Gogh who opined that “Life is 
probably round” or Joe Bousquet’s “Life is round”.  

To reach maximum phenomenological purity, Bachelard has suggested a 
slight change of Jaspers’ formula, reformulating it as “das Dasein is rund” (the being 
is round), in order to eliminate “a duplicate of being and appearance” (Bachelard 
261). This slightly changed formula will be used by us as an instrument that will 
allow us to recognize the primitiveness of some images of the being and their 
archetypal charge and to reconstitute from the inside Istanbul’s body and soul – as 
an embodied extension of Pamuk’s brain (in cognitive terminology). 

The first hint at Pamuk’s reference to the archetype of intimacy is that of 
daydreaming associated with his secret fantasies, with another Pamuk, with another 
world. Daydreaming has been regarded by Pamuk as a way of escaping 
westernization and modernization, which caused the decline and the fall of the 
Ottoman Empire itself. Since the city’s “body” and “soul” cognitively suggest 
Pamuk’s thinking Istanbul embodied in various archetypal images or bodily 
representations, we posit that the black-and-white engravings with it have become an 
intense emotional vehicle for visualizing “its visionary anatomy” (28). We have 
borrowed this syntagm from the British poetess Lesley Saunders, because the novel 
is charged with references to Istanbul in terms of the city’s soul (26), the city’s body 
and strength (34), all standing for various bodily representations. 

It is interesting to note Hisar’s references to “Bosphorous Civilization” in 
order to “recreate the mysterious allure of its vanishing culture” (39) which turn 
Istanbul into a genuine cultural archetype. Its archetypal values continuously arise 
from references to its spiritual connotations. We learn that the “colours of the hills” 
are “reflections of an inner life” (40) with the implication that Bosphorous has a 
“soul” (41), that it is “the only solance” (44), and that it holds a special place in the 
Turkish people’s “collective heart” (45).  

Pamuk specifically states that “As in my childhood,  we still see it as the 
font of our good health, the cure of our ills, the infinite source of goodness and good 
will that sustains the city and all those who dwell in it” (45). If Hisar's references 
attest to its bodily anatomy, Melling's illustrations of its landscapes,  through the 
series of nouns such as “purity”, “rapture”, “continuity” (50), “paradise” (55), 
“sublime beauty” and the syntagm “culture in transition” - suggest the “visionary” 
perception of it as a “wonder of the world” (Bachelard 148). 

If, extensively regarded, Istanbul is a wonder of the world, Pamuk's 
intensive contemplation of his family house served to identify it as a center of the 
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world. Due to his parents' quarrels, his father's bankruptcies, the family's never-
ending property squabbles, and the dwindling fortune, Pamuk got wrapped himself 
in a mysterious haze, called “melancholy”. 

If the above-mentioned family troubles can be related to what Bachelard 
called “the primitiveness of some images of our round being”, melancholy called 
“hüzün”, by its Turkish name, denotes a “communal rather private state” (66), 
because the city of Istanbul carries it as its fate (66). Pamuk claims that “to 
understand the central importance of hüzün as a cultural concept, conveying worldly 
failure, listlessness and spiritual suffering, it is not enough to grasp the history of the 
word and the honor we attach to it (67). He concludes “to feel this hüzün is to see 
the scenes, evoke the memories in which the city itself becomes the very illustration, 
the very essence of hüzün” (69). 

In order to further approach Istanbul as a “city” afflicted with melancholy 
(114), Pamuk focuses upon four lonely melancholic writers: the memoirist Abdülhak 

inasi Hisar, the poet Jahya Kemal, the novelist Ahmet Hamdi Tanpinar and the 
journalist-historian Re an Ekrem Koçu. They have been attacked for being too much 
attached to the Ottomans and the past during the first four decades of the Republic 
when, as the critics claim, they should have constructed westward-looking utopias. 
Acting contrary to the dictates of society and state, which means being “eastern” 
when asked to be “western”, helped them to open up “a space that gave them the 
protective solitude they so craved” (84).  

Consequently, with the exception of Kemal, they failed to achieve their 
dreams. They either left behind unfinished books or never reached the readers they 
had sought. Moreover, Kemal, the greatest and most influential poet, refused to 
publish any of his books throughout his life.  

Whenever Pamuk thinks of these writers, it occurs to him that what gives the 
city its special character is not its topography and its buildings, but the “sum total of 
every chance encounter, every memory, letter, color and image jostling in the 
inhabitants’ crowded memories after they have been living like me, on the same 
street for fifty years” (48). 

As such, Pamuk often daydreams that he too might have had chance 
encounters with these four melancholic writers at some point during his childhood 
due to the advantageous topographical position occupied by their house, somewhere 
in the vicinity of those places where these writers used to pay regular evening visits 
(e.g. Park Hotel, Beyoglu, etc). Pamuk also claims that the four writers’ literary 
contributions have opened his eyes to “the soul of the city” (55) in which he lives, 
teaching him how to reconcile his love for modern art and western literature with the 
specific culture of the city, closely related to its spatial and temporal dimensions.  

Since Pamuk’s contribution is related both to the concept of time and to that 
of space, Ricouer’s analysis of time in terms of “degrees of temporality” (Ricoeur, in 
White, 52) and Soja’s analysis of space in terms of First, Second and Thirdspaces 
will be closely considered in our analysis as significant clues for depicting its 
specific character. 

The narrative level of Pamuk’s historical and social account of Istanbul 
reveals all the three degrees of temporality identified by Ricoeur as representations 
of time in the author’s consciousness. “Within-timeness” (52) which means the time 
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in which the events take place can be put in relation with items of information 
regarding his family house, family relationships, his school days, and with the four 
melancholic writers’ extensive and intensive presentation of various events that are 
closely related to the progression of the narrative account of present-day Istanbul, 
namely Hisar, Kemal, Tanpinar and Koçer. 

“Historicality” which reflects past events in the life of the citizens of 
Istanbul is meant to explain their present psychological crisis due to the collapse of 
Ottoman Empire and of the material and cultural values associated with it. “Deep 
temporality” (Ricoeur qtd. in White 52) concerned with the plural unity of future, 
past and present should be related to Pamuk’s decision to become a writer and to 
offer urban images as shreds of evidence of a past which grades into the present and 
very likely to continue to grade into the future as well. The writer as “a centre of 
being” (Bachelard 174) is the one to accomplish some sort of unity of time, space 
and action in order to prove that they are the living embryos meant to ensure 
stability not in isolation but through their merging into one another and through the 
“calling for verticality” (191) addressed by the writer to its citizens in the sense of 
not forgetting the past and of trusting the future. 

On the other hand, Soja has contributed to the issue of spacing, with three 
perspectives. The Firstspace perspective is related to the space of objects, the 
Secondspace perspective to the space of thoughts, while the Thirdspace perspective 
highlights that there is also another way of thinking about human spatiality that 
incorporates both the Firstspace and Secondspace perspectives while also enlarging 
the scope and the complex nature of the geographical or spatial imagination. 
According to Soja, the Thirdspace perspective investigates the spatial specificity of 
urbanism in terms of a “fully lived space which is at the same time real and 
imagined, actual and virtual, the place of well-structured individuals and of 
collective experience as well” (11). 

Closely related to Ricoeur's and Soja's temporal and spatial perspectives 
charged with obvious cognitive connotations is the cognitive concept of gradience 
explained by Bolinger in close relationship with the doctrine of discontinuity and 
discreteness. It concerns the linguistic classes regarded as “grading into one another 
along various parameters”, forming a “continuous spectrum of possibilities” (19). 

We posit that exactly as linguistic classes grade into one another so do the 
concepts of space and time. They cannot be regarded in isolation but closely related 
to each other in terms of gradience. They have also been regarded by Ricoeur as a 
structural mode of historicality itself, or, by Kant as two pure forms of intuition 
which condition a prior man’s experience of external reality. Kant’s approach to 
space and time reveals their cognitive charge by relating them to human mind, in 
particular and to embodied thinking, in general. 

As such, returning to Pamuk’s contribution entitled “Istanbul – Memories 
and the City”, it is here that Soja’s approach to First, Second and Thirdspacing can 
become functional entries meant to further enlarge the scope of the paper.’ 

Hisar’s references and Melling’s engravings inserted in the novel attest to its 
bodily anatomy through such nouns or syntagms as Bosphorous waterway, a beauty 
spot, a fine location for summer palaces, waterside mansions, grand houses, high 
windows, spacious eaves, bay windows, narrow chimney, shore, rowboats, pleasure 
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craft, city-bound ferries, barges, light houses, ships, sea, banks, yachts, shore, trees, 
hills, morques, bridges, minarets, towers, gardens, houses. All can be related to the 
Firstspace of objects being present on pages 36-38 and helping us to see them as 
“traces of a great civilization” (38). 

All the above-mentioned nouns are closely connected with the Bosphorous 
Civilization in an implicit and sometimes explicit manner. Moreover, due to the fact 
that Hisar often related them to daytime rituals and nighttime idylls we enjoy seeing 
how this writer’s intense nostalgia “almost blinds him to the dark and evil currents 
of his lost paradise”. (39) 

Similarly, Melling’s paintings of its landscapes, through Pamuk’s comments 
which include the series of nouns such as “purity”, “rapture”, “continuity” (58), 
“paradise” (55), “sublime beauty” and the syntagm “culture in transition” – suggest 
the “visionary” perception of it as a “wonder of the world”. The abstract nouns 
mentioned above establish the transition toward Soja’s Secondspace of thought. 

Pamuk further comments on Melling’s Istanbul landscapes as follows: “I 
might begin with the picture of Tophane Square and Tophane Fountain – which the 
artist visited frequently – subjecting it to obsessive scrutinity, down to the antimeter. 
I’ll look at the watermelon seller on the left and observe with pleasure that today’s 
watermelon sellers display their wares in just the sameway.  

Thanks to Melling’s attentiveness, we can see that Tophane Fountain was 
elevated above the street in Melling time today, long after the roads around it were 
paved with cobblestones and then covered with layer after layer of asphalt, the 
fountain sits in a pit. In every garden, on every street, we see mothers holding tightly 
to their children’s hands (fifty years later, Théophile Gautier posited that Melling 
preferred painting women with children, finding them less unsettling and more 
observing of respect than women walking alone”) (53). 

Everything is seen in and through such quotations as simultaneously 
historical-social-spatial Thirdspace sites where inextricably intermingled temporal, 
social and spatial relations are being constantly reinscribed again and again. 

Such instances as those depicted by Melling and not only, reveal Istanbul as 
“a simulated city-state of mind” (48) infused with glimpses into everyday life 
experience profoundly marked by the 500th celebration of the Conquest of Istanbul 
in 1553 and by nationalist bands of rioters who three years later plundered the 
property of Greeks and other minorities.  

Since Thirdspace is the space of experience, with real-and-imagined 
accumulating signs of an emerging global crisis of postmodernity, we claim that the 
previously mentioned social and political crisis caused by the nationalist rioters, the 
fall of the Ottoman Empire, the urbanization processes that have characterized 
modern and postmodern Istanbul, all proved the “restructuring and 
postmodernization of the perceived, conceived and lived spaces” (Soja, 21) of 
Istanbul, proving that our brief outline of its “urban reality” from the triple 
historical, social, and spatial perspective is a new direction that transcends the 
previous micro-macro, local-global oppositions often turned to good account in 
various critics’ approaches to Istanbul. 

The urban reality can not be historically and socially dissociated from 
Pamuk’s depiction of his fighting off “the dread and the melancholy” (148) by idly 
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contemplating the Bosphorus and by ship counting, both regarded as a duty in order 
to anticipate catastrophies. The types of disasters experienced by the city made 
“Istanbullus become an inward-looking nationalist people” (148), Pamuk being no 
exception to it.  

The writer associates communal disasters with the financial disasters which 
occurred in his family due to the poor management of the family fortune by his 
father and to the social and political circumstances. Emotional envolvement coupled 
with artistic detachement and understanding of accidents and of the capricious 
events related to social mobility in terms of a rapidly westernizing country make 
Pamuk become half pathetic and half lucid, exactly as other western travel writers 
who felt compelled to observe and describe such events in detail.  

Theophile Gautier seems to have witnessed five fires during his two-month 
stay in1852 and described them in “ecstatic detail” (163), as an art critic. Flaubert’s 
opening lines of Sentimental Education beautifully described “the smoke changing 
shape” (163). Nerval himself, looking for the roots of the city’s melancholy focused 
on cemeteries and dedicated hymns to them, exactly as Flaubert dedicated hymns to 
smoke. Concerned with what foreigners think of Istanbullus, the writers Tanpinar 
and Kemal studied Nerval’ sand Gautier’s travel notes with great care discovering 
Gautier’s descriptions of the Byzantine ruins, of the thickness and durability of the 
walls, the grass in the cracks, the dullness and silence of the abutting ruins.  

The melancholy Tanpinar discovered in Nerval’s and Gautier’s remarks  
about poor neighborhoods, ruins, poor districts, city wall is transformed by him into 
an “indigenous hüzün” (177) through which one can understand a local landscape 
and, most particularly, “the every day life of a modern working woman” (177).  

Tanpinar’s and Kemal’s concern with the city’s poor neighborhoods was 
grounded on their wish of expressing their patriotism in a poetic language, 
underlining the fact that although the Ottoman empire fell, and the people were 
suffused in melancholy,’they were still standing tall’ (180).  

Kemal’s  presentation of Istanbul as ‘the people’s greatest work of art’ was 
meant to underline and explain, to the Western colonizers, and, by extension, to the 
world, that the place is not only to be remembered for Hagia Sophia and its 
churches, but for the city’s “Turkish identity’ (180). Kemal emphasized Istanbul’s 
Turkishness to herald ‘the creation of a new nation’ (180). Pamuk concludes that the 
nationalist Istanbullus like Kemal and Tanpinar preferred to look at the poor 
defeated and deprived Muslin population to prove that they had not lost “one bit of 
their identity” (181) and that they had retained their own style and their own way of 
life. Tanpinar’s and Kemal’s concern was “to create an image of Old Istanbul for 
Istanbullus of later generation”.  

Pierre Loti takes a further step and openly reveals his love of Istanbul and 
his appreciation for the Turkish people who have preserved their eastern 
particularity and who have resisted to become western. Pamuk himself insists on 
Instabul’s poor neighborhoods and on the melancholy of the ruins. He claims that 
the city’s soul is in ruins which express ’the city’s essence’ (180). 

Melancholy also arises from Pamuk’s seeping into his own soul recalling 
throught the novel his special relation with his mother, his father, his first love for a 
beautiful girl whose name was Black Rose in Persian and who became his model 
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while he was passionately concerned with painting in spite of his studies in 
architecture. 

Although his parents wanted him to become an architect and properly 
support himself financially, his reading of Woolf, Freud, Sartre, Mann, Faulkner, 
made him have a different choice. Relating the city's melancholy to the fact that the 
Turks ‘have created nothing brilliant of their own to rival the western civilization’ 
(190), Pamuk was determined to become a writer and to inspiringly capture the 
chemistry of the city’s streets and the ‘very spirit and soul of Istanbul’ (319), 
reflected in the ruins. The image of the ruins which have their history and prehistory, 
being both memory and legend, associated with the Istanbullus’ reveries of the ruins 
are an invitation made to us, the readers, to start and imagine them again as 
‘stopovers of existence’ (Bachelard 217), as expressions of the city’s depth.  

Contemplating such images we “ruminate” (Bachelard 217) their 
primitiveness and their archetypal connotations due to their belonging to the 
collective unconscious and we are overwhelmed by “the loneliness of the thought 
and of the dream” (217). “The vanity of thinking, of dreaming, of seeing the ruins” 
reveals itself as “the nucleus of conscience for the contemplative mind” (217), 
claims Bachelard. We can take even a further step and contemplate the idea that both 
Pamuk and we, the readers, have become “the delicate dwellers of the ruins within 
ourselves” (217), in Bachelard’s terminology.  

Pamuk's social mind conjugated with Istanbul’s social body has made the 
city become part of the Jaspersian principle of the round being. Further rounding up 
the vowels ‘u’ and ‘I’ from ruins which reverberate in ‘hüzün’ (and which can be 
phonologically associated with the logical and the emotional selves), we opine that 
the contemplation of the ruins projects us into eternity itself-the full roundness we 
all aspire at. 

It is this “full roundness” that brings us back to Soja’s Thirdspace, which 
incorporates both the Firstspace of objects and of the Secondspace of thought or of 
thinking embodied in various archetypal and non-archetypal forms. The city’s full 
roundness arises from the symbolic ruins charged with profound archetypal 
connotations. They are emblematic for both the exterior and the interior ruins, 
representing the essence of the city and the cause of “hüzun”. It clearly appears that 
there are no longer any boundaries between the outside ruins and the ruins within 
ourselves. Istanbul reveals itself, personified, as a bodiless space of soul. 
Contemplating Pamuk’s personal approach to Istanbul, the city becomes the 
expression of an extreme sensibility which establishes a spiritual community 
between the writer and his readers. 
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