
to capture the darkness of ‘the city’ 
with previously unpublished stories 
written by native authors and edited 
by local experts. ‘Istanbul Noir’, 
edited and translated by Mustafa 
Ziyalan, a Turkish writer, and Amy 
Spangler, co-founder of the Istanbul-
based literary agency, Anatolia Lit, 
leaves its own impressions of the city 
in a way that will surprise even those 
who know Istanbul very well.

İsmail Güzelsoy's ‘The Tongue 
of the Flames’ opens the collection 
with a talkative, colloquial tone one 
notices throughout the entire book. 
That welcomed tone is absent from 
most Turkish to English translations. 
The narrator, infatuated with a 
magician’s assistant, kills her and 
in turn has his twelve closest friends 
and family killed by the magician. 
The story opens on Büyükada as he 
seeks revenge. Though the island 
isn't where one would imagine such 
darkness, Güzelsoy convinces 
otherwise. Up in Rumelihisarı, a 
deceptively harmless older woman 
has a peculiar way of getting rid of 
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‘CONSTANTINOPLE’  Edmondo 
de Amicis, translated by Stephen 
Parkin, Oneworld Classics

Aslightly older reader can 
appreciate the long sentences 

of the Victorian style in our age 
of blurbs under pictures as travel 
guides. Edmondo de Amisics’s 
‘Constantinople’, which is just 
for that older-minded reader, is 
as quintessentially Victorian as 
Edward Gibbon's ‘The Rise and Fall 
of the Roman Empire’ and Sir Leslie 
Stephen's ‘Dictionary of National 
Biography’.  While there are merits 
to the shortened way of picking a 
future vacation spot, a long work like 
de Amicis’s is more than an average 
guide: It is a cinematographic view of 
late 19th century Istanbul.

The overwhelmingly Orientalist 
text spares no words for the 
curiosities which European visitors 
then and now most associated with 
‘the East’, chiefly eunuchs, the 
harem, palace life, Africans, Islam 
and the infamous laziness that the 
Industrialist couldn't have imagined 
as a viable life pattern. In a section 
on ‘Idleness’, de Amicis claims:

Although at some times of the day 
Constantinople appears to be very 
busy, in reality it is perhaps the 
most indolent city in Europe. ...The 
sun is high before it's possible to 
find a shop open or get a cup of 
coffee. Hotels, offices, bazaars 
and banks are all snoring merrily 
away, and not even a cannon 
would wake them...there are 
some offices that are only open for 
twenty-four hours in the course of 
one [week]. Every day one or other 
of the five peoples of the great city 
goes lounging about the streets, 
in holiday dress, with no other 
thought than to kill time. The Turks 
are masters of this art. They are 
capable of making a cheap cup of 
coffee last for half a day...

While some of this is indeed true to 
this day, de Amicis writes of it as if 
it is a unique phenomenon. Other 
claims in this travelogue – about the 

habits of the women in the harem 
and the life of a eunuch – are all told 
in such detail that a contemporary 
reader would sue him for libel, for 
he claims no other source than 
his own eyes. If a Turkish man was 
not allowed into any harems other 
than his own, how did de Amicis, a 
European, creep in, manhood intact? 
Either he is elaborating on what he 
believes his audiences wanted to 
hear, or he relied on an eyewitness 
account of a European lady like Lady 
Mary Wortley Montagu, who had 
access due to her sex and diplomatic 
connections a century earlier.

Despite its archaisms, 
‘Constantinople’ does have its 
merits. Stephen Parkin's translation 
is the first in 130 years into English. 
De Amicis's flowery, sensational and 
hyperbolic language sounds old but 
not antiquated. For all the biases of 
the text, we have a vivid capture of 
the city's environs and inhabitants at 
that time. What we, modern readers, 
must keep in mind is that writing was 
the means of broadcasting images to 
a world sans Internet and television. 
De Amicis's lavish details and 
curiosities of Istanbul would have 
been the armchair traveller's voyage 
into that world. We have a slice of the 
old city preserved for future visits due 
to that phenomenon.

‘ISTANBUL NOIR’ translated and 
edited by Mustafa Ziyalan and Amy 
Spangler, Akashic Books

New Istanbul can be a dark, 
slippery place. Beneath 

appearances, a murky and twisting 
underbelly of humanity lives 
according to its own rules, or so 
‘Istanbul Noir’ proposes.

‘Noir’, usually known as ‘film noir’, 
is identified by its strange, dream-
like, erotic, dubious and violent 
content and themes. The Akashic 
Books ‘Noir’ anthologies began in 
2004 with ‘Brooklyn Noir’, aiming 

her suitors in ‘The Smell of Fish’ by 
Hikmet Hükümenoğlu. The story 
is so deftly written that until the 
reader reaches the lines, ‘Camile 
Abla had one condition for potential 
grooms who came to meet her. They 
had to meet her at her home, not 
outside. And they had to come after 
dark..., but not too late,’ there is 
not a hint of how the story belongs 
in the collection. Of course, just as 
with the stories before, something 
dark swiftly comes to ruin the false 
tranquillity.

Other worthwhile stories include 
Jessica Lutz's ‘All Quiet’ about the 
dangers of agreeing to take on the 
values of the Islamic mafia for profit. 
Tarkan Barlas's ‘A Woman, Any 
Woman’, in an alternate Istanbul 
where the woman suddenly no longer 
exists, floats on the side of science 
fiction ‘noir’, while Müge İplikçe's 
hallucinatory ‘The Hand’ is so dark 
in its treatment of the protagonist 
that mentioning the plot would 
ruin its effect. Of particular note in 
İnan Çetin's ‘The Bloody Horn’ and 
Sadik Yemni's ‘Burn and Go’ are the 
associations with the September 
1955 events of the Rum (Greek) 
community as a source of Istanbul's 
greater darkness. The events have 
lately become a leitmotif in translated 
Turkish fiction. While most of the 
other stories regarding the matter 
outside of the collection touch the 
surface reality of the minority, their 
history and their reactions, these two 
stories come closer to an image of 
the truth because of their subtlety. 
Here is a much closer look at not only 
a minority but also the overlooked 
portions of Istanbul with the brutal, 
twisted truth of ‘noir’.

The city 
wakes 
Maria Eliades haunts the 
streets of Istanbul over 
three centuries.
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The Turks are 
masters of this art. 
They are capable 
of making a cheap 
cup of coffee last 

for half a 
day...


