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New Persian Letters (for Tal R)  /  Gary Indiana 
 
 
Gary to his friend D______ at *** 
 
 Istanbul is a city where everything has already happened.  You can 
be dead here, already be a ghost, knowing you have plenty of 
company. Three empires (if you count Rome and Byzantium 
separately), sixteen hundred years of keeping secrets and producing 
phantoms, have layered afterimages over every street, of everything 
that used to be there.  I consider, often, that someone else, many 
other people, walking roughly where I'm walking, standing where I 
do in front of a shop window, climbing steps from one street to 
another (Istanbul is built on hills, everything's a climb) had exactly 
the thoughts I'm having, felt the same weary curiosity at being 
alive, did something or other in life now long forgotten, and 
eventually passed to the other side.  And joined a million others on 
the sidewalk across the street. 
 The modern world and the past are scrambled in a landscape 
of spatial eccentricities where you find a cluster of buildings from 
one faraway era rubbing shoulders with much earlier and later 
times, strange angular buildings worked into corners, wooden 
houses wedged into fallow slivers of residential hillsides, and 
somehow everything has acquired the same patina.  Like a house 
with endless rooms and stairwells and whole annexes improvised as 
add-ons, the kind of impossible labyrinth of wishes and trepidation 
that presents itself in dreams. The streets are a maze, everywhere.  
Ergo, Byzantine. I get off the Metro just any place and deliberately 
get lost in souks and neighborhoods that might lead back to where 
I live, or where somebody else lives.  In zones like the Spice 
Market and the Grand Bazaar, reality dissolves in rough patches 
and glowing bands of colors and crowded shapes. Everything 
tangible is decorated, surfaced in patterned tiles and arabesques, 
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crowded with Arabic script; headscarves look more Carnaby Street 
than Islamic, women wear them with straight-leg jeans and spike 
heels, sometimes.  The air is soft and has the sea in it, the sea of 
Marmara, the Bosphorus, the Golden Horn; water is always close; 
passages and alleys near the harbor damply echo footsteps like in 
Venice; in late afternoon, a hyperborean light throws a sheen of 
gold over the choppy water, and over the city.  The seafront from 
the ferry appears to hover high above the water, rippling in the sun 
like a mirage. 
 There are many reasons to feel well here. 
  
     xxo 
     Gary 
 
 from Istanbul, 2nd moon of Shawwal, 1393 
 
 
 
Gary to D_____ at *** 
 
Une affinité quelconque, to put things at a proper altitude: the 
scuffed maroon canopy of a hammam near my flat, for example, 
where Simon has been going every day for his ablutions, and more.  
The hammam has the impress of a million bodies wilting in 
humidity.  Later, the marble plaza in front of the Blue Mosque in 
the changing light of dusk.  Some ancient graffiti scratched into 
marble balcony railings in the Hagia Sophia, probably with a nail, 
by Viking guards of the Byzantine Army.  Kilroy was here, a 
thousand years ago. 
 This morning I read in a novel by Natsume Soseki:  
"...Daisuke held that one's natural activities constituted one's 
natural purposes.  A man walked because he wanted to.  Then 
walking became his purpose.  He thought because he wanted to.  



	   3	  

Then thinking became his purpose.  Just as to walk or to think for 
a particular purpose meant the degradation of walking and 
thinking, so to establish an external purpose and to act to fulfill it 
meant the degradation of action.  Accordingly, those who used the 
sum of their actions as a means to an end were in effect destroying 
the purpose of their own existence."  A drastic way of saying that 
our life in the moment is enough, though as a restless person I 
realize malcontentedness and disappointment account for a lot of 
art (and suicides).    
 Gezi Park has survived the government's plan to bulldoze all 
the trees and walkways to build an enormous Ottoman army 
barracks, which would have functioned as a shopping mall.  Last 
year there were giant earth-movers, cranes, dozens of police with 
machine guns ringing the roped-off park; months of demos and 
riots held off the demolition, and now, for the moment at least, the 
park is open again.  In Okmeydani, though, there have been gun 
battles this week between police and residents about to be 
displaced when their houses are flattened to make way for luxury 
condos.  Almost 400 historically listed buildings have come down 
along Tarlabaşi Boulevard, after mass evictions of the legal owners.  
The mayor wants to turn the area into "the Champs Elysées of 
Istanbul."  A bidonville for billionaires, no doubt. 
 And the Old Bazaar in the Fatih district--friends with shops 
there said a year ago that plans were afoot to demolish the Bazaar 
and use the property for a madrassa, because one had been there in 
the 19th century.  I think they half-believed it wouldn't happen, 
but I went there today: everything's gone.  The brilliant bales of 
silk, the rolled-up Isfahan carpets, even the massive plane tree that 
shaded the yard.  The hoarding that masks the site shows a 
blueprint of a glass and steel folly of the type beloved by 
starchitects, routinely inflicted on American and European cities. 
 The kind of developments planned are a drastic break with 
everything around them, quite different than the temporal layering 
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of shops and mosques and domestic architecture sedimented 
throughout the city.  Of course people say, Everything we think is 
beautiful was once considered ugly, and everything we see as ugly 
will be beautiful one day.  But it's not true.  Ugly is ugly.  If sad 
people later on think it's beautiful, it's only because what they have 
is uglier still.  It's a peculiar contradiction, trying to erase the near 
past, replace it with a past further back, but cramming it into 
modernist architecture.  Or maybe not a contradiction.  The 
parochial utopianism of sects and the messianic "project of 
modernism" don't really have much to argue about. 
 All the same, it would take a very long time to evict the past 
from the present here.  You could say that the demolition of 
certain places has an ideology behind it, but even though some 
targets are symbolically charged, like Gezi Park, with "secular" 
cosmopolitanism, I think it's mainly insensible greed at work, hand 
in glove with fake nostalgia.   
 
 from Istanbul, 3rd moon of Shawwal, 1393 
 
 
Gary to his friend Mike, at Dorset 
 
Today I saw the Caravaggio 'Beheading of St. John' in the oratory 
of St. John's Co-Cathedral in Valletta, which is signed in the 
blood pouring out of St. John's neck.  You must have seen this 
when you were here.  It's a ghoulish painting.  Why do they call it 
a "co-cathedral"?  There is also a nearby Church of St. John 
Shipwreck, I think--& if he hadn't been shipwrecked here, they 
wouldn't all be Catholics.   
 I looked at the Phoenecian temple ruins, and the Neolithic 
axes in the Archaeology Museum.  The early inhabitants of Malta 
worshipped an extremely fat goddess depicted in varying obesity 
over several eras of statuary. 
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 It wasn't clear from your e-mail, but did you have a place on 
Gozo you sold when Malta became tight with Gaddafi?  Or did 
you just film Pulp there?  As far as I can tell, the main island looks 
the same as it did in the movie--1972?--though you would 
probably find it very changed.  I now see that half the movies about 
terrorists or so-called intelligence agents in Damascus or Karachi 
are shot here--the enclosed balconies on the second floor of all the 
houses are the giveaway.  You might see one house like that on a 
street in Karachi, but not ten.  Gozo's said to be still almost free of 
development.  I notice on the map, though, there's a theme park 
sort of a village on Gozo where Robert Altman filmed Popeye.  
Pulp should have something, too--a bronze statue of Lionel 
Stander or Mickey Rooney. 
 In Valletta today, watching people, I remembered that 
Giacometti tried to make sculptures of people as they looked at the 
moment when he recognized them from a distance, from their gait 
or height or the look or some gesture they made--always, if I am 
waiting for someone in the street, I'm interested to see how close 
they need to be before I think it's them.  It ought to be possible to 
photograph people in such a way that the bare minimum of what 
discloses "them" shows up in the photo--& some people who 
know the person will recognize her, while others won't.  (There is 
also that odd phenomenon, as you get older, of seeing people you 
mistake for people you know, who look exactly the way those 
people did twenty or thirty years earlier.  Also: seeing people who 
are dead, walking around in a city, and really thinking it's them for 
a heartbeat or two.  Or, when you're on a bus, you hear a friend's 
exact voice behind you, then see it's coming from a completely 
unlikely individual who in no way resembles them.)  It has been a 
long time since I described anybody's face.  I wonder if I'm still 
able--was I ever?--to make a reader see the person I'm describing.   
 Good writers don't spend a lot of time describing things in 
elaborate detail.  They show you what you need to see with a 
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sentence or two, that's it.  But you do see it--maybe not precisely 
what they're trying to show, how could it be? (Language is a code, 
everyone decodes it differently: why I envy people who only work 
with images.  At least everyone sees the same picture.)  But you see 
something.  Ford Madox Ford gave the advice that for a minor 
character to come to life, it only needs "three strokes."  (Are there 
"characters" in paintings, or only figures?  I suppose in a painting, 
none of them would be minor characters.)  The details are 
important, the figures are important, but the overall narrative is 
more important.  If you call a novel Emma, it's obviously about 
Emma.  War and Peace is another story. 
 There is still a different sensibility in Europe than America, 
despite the Americanization of commerce.  Differences in the 
kinds of stories told, and to what purposes.  America hates the past 
and valorizes the future; it hasn't been defeated enough, often 
enough, to recognize its utopian founding values and its sense of 
world-improving mission as transient myths that will vanish in 
time like everything else. American culture is not very old, and 
shares the leveling impulse of Bolshevism, fetishizing the make-
over, technology, and new beginnings (which can only occur after 
the happy ending of something else).  Henry Ford said "history is 
bunk"--ergo the blind faith that you can demolish the internal 
structure of a country, disable its police and military, and 
democracy will spring spontaneously from the ruins, like a fruit fly.  
We see the ressentiment of our victims as an ignorant effusion of 
barbarism in the face of Enlightment values.  (The Jacobins, I 
seem to recall, publicly beheaded 16,000 people.  But they used a 
guillotine: that's progress!) 
 So our art is pervaded with commentary, critique, though 
often bedazzled by the same technical wizardry that powers 
consumerism. The plastic arts look back on their lineage 
disdainfully; since Warhol, anything hand-made looks suspicious 
and overemotional.  We favor stark industrial design, big and 
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gleaming and impersonal, and a notion of progress borrowed from 
science and technology.  (Even Abstract Expressionism looks like a 
science project to me.)  Each period makes the one before  
redundant, inferior to the new, like a corrected equation or a 
medicinal formula refined of impurities.  It doesn't encourage 
much subjective engagement, at least not with its materiality--it's 
brainy and tight-lipped and withholding. On the other hand, 
sentimentality is one of American art's main resources--& why it's 
comforting to watch a Hollywood film on TV late at night.  The 
bad finish in a lonely place, the good come to a happy end.  Even 
American pessimism is optimistic, in one batshit fashion or 
another.   
 But that aside, the attitude to history & art history is less 
antagonistic in Europe, where there are many more centuries of 
historical residue and a more familial relationship with the past; 
painting, for instance, with variegated roots in art history doesn't 
necessarily operate in terms of pastiche and sarcasm when it draws 
on these sources. It's also something to do with emotional nuance, 
and the degree of feeling artists allow in their work, versus blocky 
statements of instructive sentiments, jokes, esoteric provocations, 
etc., etc.  Or maybe it has to do with beauty--the beauty of an 
object being not considered important, or "not the important 
thing" about a work of art, but only an obligatory feature of the 
sales package--what Hans Haacke calls "the culinary element."   
 But it's important to have art that deals with reality in less 
abstracted and utilitarian terms, and deals with daily-ness, and 
history, with a modicum of unsentimental, non-confessional 
sincerity, that isn't glacially distant from its audience.   Something 
more like a poem or a novel than an essay or a treatise... 
 Of course I can't defend this broad-brush distinction in a 
polemical way, it's just a notion with holes in it.  I like jokes, 
aphorisms, works that cut to the heart of the present harsh 
moment in my own society.  And "meta-" is very much where we 
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live now.  But I'm not sure I'd want to be stranded on a deserted 
island with a comic, or a book of aphorisms.  Or with another 
American, for that matter.  And a good thing about islands is, once 
you're on them you can forget about great issues of the moment 
and the madness of the day--depending how big the island is.   
 A soft, fine drizzle falls on St. Julian's.  It's dark now;  on the 
corner pavement, wet, spreading reflections, from yellow and white 
neon signs across the road, where people stand in a bus shelter.  
You can wear a thin sweater here at night but at midday the sun is 
so strong it turned my hair white in one afternoon.   
   
   xo G. 
  
 from St. Julian's, Malta, 1st moon of Saphar, 1393 
  
 
Gary to L. at **** 
 
London, etc. Montsquieu's Persian Letters. "You have seen, my 
dear Mirza, how the Troglodytes perished because of their 
wickedness..."  The Regency of Philippe d' Orléans. 
.... 
 Sometimes the boundary between waking life and sleep is 
crossed many times in one night, back and forth across the twilight 
zone where the walls between reality and the unconscious are 
porous and uncertain, and don't exist at all in places; the laws of 
motion and perspective are suspended, all reduces to primal wishes, 
fears, peculiar fragments of memory.   Sometimes you wake up a 
little, for a second, things at the edges of perception weave 
themselves into the fringe of dreams you're still having.  The 
unaccountable elements of dreams, according to Freud, at least, are 
memories buried so deep we can't recall them in a waking state.  
So when you forget a dream, you've also re-forgotten your 
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memories.  And then there are cryptic objects half-recovered by 
memory: doors that give no hint of what's behind them, elusive 
spaces where planes don't quite intersect. Houses with no 
perceptible entrance.  The minutes right after you wake, when your 
mind scrambles to recall as many features of a dream as it can.  
 Poetry and painting can simulate this moment-after-waking.  
It's an expression of the idea that nothing occurring in time gets 
completely lost: even dreams and fantasies are salvagable, though 
only in decaying pieces.  The time they occur in is synchronous 
instead of chronological; it resists conscious acts of memory, which 
reflexively arrange events in sequence, trying to impose logical, 
causal order on illogical things that happened "all at once." 
 Art often liberates time. All art has this possibility. Music 
can be a little pushy, though--sometimes it creates time, other 
music obliterates it.  People say cinema is "like a dream," but 
dreams aren't really narratives, a fact that anyone recounting a 
dream trips over repeatedly.   
 But you can cut into time in literature, in visual art; you can 
have anachronisms, or show the same thing at different moments.  
Wherever a rupture appears in linear time and rational space, the 
possibility exists to free time from contingency.  Time can be a 
flexible material. 
 There are two Greek words for time, chronos and kairos.  
Chronos is sometimes represented as a serpent with three heads--of 
a bull, a man, and a lion--or as Father Time, who carries a scythe, 
like Death.  In antiquity, Chronos was also depicted as a god who 
devours his children.  Chronos is quantitative, forward-moving 
time.  It never stops or turns back: it kills us, it destroys everything 
we do. 
 Kairos is indeterminate, qualitative time: the time of 
opportune moments.  It can mean "a moment when everything 
happens."  It can also mean "weather."  Kairos is pictured as a 
beautiful, running youth; also as a spider that weaves its web 
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around the world.  Kairos is generative, where chronos is destructive. 
In kairos change occurs, if the opportunity is taken.  Every moment 
of kairos is the same moment. 
 
   Much love, 
   Gary 
 
 from St. Julian's, Malta, 18th moon of Saphar, 1393 
  
 
 
Gary to his friend R., in New York 
 
....I went to Gozo my next to last day, thinking it would be stupid 
not to & took a ferry late in the afternoon, so only had about 3 
hours to see things.  Young Maltese couples like to have sex on the 
ferry at night, I discovered on the way back.  I did not have time 
for Popeye Village.  I met a lovely taxi driver who took me to "the 
Blue Window"--Xlendi, I think it is, cliffs of porous limestone 
around an inland sea.  Climbed the cliffs, saw the staggering view 
(awesome, we'd have called it, before that word described virtually 
anything), the inland sea w kayaks and people fishing from rocks 
far below...then a fishing village, the most tranquil spot on earth.  
 So now this Documentary Film Festival of Lisbon, which is 
Simon's thing, he covers it for some magazine.  I only came 
because he asked me to, I had enough film festivals in my youth & 
this one isn't even glamorous.  
 Lisbon is Pessoa-crazed, there's even a statue of him at the 
cafe where he apparently spent all his time.  I remember one of his 
poems: "I love what I see because one day/I'll stop seeing it."  
Amen. 
      
     xo  Gary 



	   11	  

      
 from Lisbon, Portugal, the 3rd of the second moon of Jomada, 
1393 
 
  
  
   


