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Introduction 

Contemporary Istanbul is a dynamic city; its long history includes two empires and a 

republic. Extending over the European and Asian sides of the Bosphorus, the 2010 European 

cultural capital boasts of a culture that also bridges the two sides. With a booming population 

of more than 15 million, a changing skyline, a wide array of international companies, five-

star hotels, as well as art events, Istanbul disorients its visitors and inhabitants alike with its 

contrasts and constant changes. Turkey’s largest city is also one of the largest in the world, 

representing the country’s global aspirations as well as its heritage. To take one example, of 

tourist-oriented discourse, Lonely Planet refers to it as a “hot” city, and “the world’s hippest,” 

“The City of The World’s Desire” (“Introducing”). This popular image of the city, a 

recurring one in the mass media and in guidebooks, staging Istanbul as a tourist attraction and 

placing it in the network of global cities, is not an entirely reliable representation and raises 

questions on its validity.  

 Something of Istanbul’s global image resonates in the work and career of the Turkish 

novelist Orhan Pamuk. An established international writer, Pamuk has been in the limelight 

with his political and politicized views, especially on Turkish cultural identity and politics.1 

The pinnacle of his career was the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2006. As the Nobel citation 

made clear, Pamuk’s work is intensely focused on Istanbul, notably more so than on the 

politics of Turkey. The press release, one of the first to pay specific attention to Pamuk's 

literary cityscape, refers to Pamuk as a writer “who in the quest for the melancholic soul of 

                                                
1 The first decade of the 2000s witnessed Pamuk’s transformation into a peculiar sort of a superstar 

novelist. In 2003, he won the International IMPAC award and was making headlines in literary 

reviews as a postmodernist novelist from the Middle East. The turning point came in 2005, following 

his indictment by the Turkish state for his views on the Armenian atrocities. Following the award of 

the Nobel Prize, he began to participate in literary festivals around the world, and was a member of 

the jury at the 2007 Cannes Film Festival. Pamuk regularly teaches at Columbia University. 
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his native city has discovered new symbols for the clash and interlacing of cultures” (Nobel). 

The Citation posits a twofold relationship between Pamuk and Istanbul, where the city and 

the writer feed each other. 

 That the city is a compelling narrative resource for Pamuk is also the main theme of 

this thesis: Istanbul is Pamuk's literary capital. Moreover, his imagery of the city has served 

to justify his relevance within the international literary scene. The city is a resource and an 

asset; its imagery at the crossroads serves as the basis for his reputation and status. This thesis 

examines Pamuk’s relevance for cultural debates around urbanization and for literary studies. 

It uses the Nobel citation as a springboard to explore the themes that are central to his 

cityscape and his renown. To approach my material critically and coherently, I have selected 

six terms that serve as six lenses to explore Pamuk’s work and unpack his introduction of 

new symbols relating to Istanbul. These are: (1) the clash and ‘the bridge,’ (2) the labyrinth / 

quest, (3) exile / home—as it implicates the idea of ‘native city’ and autobiography, (4) 

melancholy, (5) the mist—as an image to describe the ‘soul’ of the city, and (6) Pamuk’s 

‘masterpiece.’ These six lenses provide a means to approach the various themes that 

converge to make Pamuk’s Istanbul a literary capital. Of those themes, the following are the 

most significant. 

Within recent discussions of urbanization, the city has emerged as a site for new 

cultural claims and struggles. A relevant question, based on the emergence of different 

networks and binaries, concerns the struggle for identity and identification in a world 

conceived through metropoles. The image of the world as an entity constituted by major 

cities encourages different sets of connections. Wrapped in a global network, today’s cities 

tend to have more in common with their counterparts than with smaller towns and rural 

settlements within the nation. The ensuing denationalization of urban space suggests a new 

geography of the centre and the periphery, and an urban imaginary to contest that of the 

nation. This emphasis on urbanization and urban space raises questions of ownership: instead 
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of simply asking ‘Who’s speaking?’ a question that marks literary studies, the recent 

prioritization of urban space forces an important new question: ‘whose city is it?’ (Sassen, 

“Whose”). 

 

Literary Capital 

Istanbul is a part of the world system of literary capitals: in Pamuk’s work, it is both central 

city and an asset he ‘capitalizes on.’ The Nobel presentation speech addresses Pamuk as the 

writer who metamorphosed Istanbul into “an indispensable literary territory, equal to 

Dostoyevsky’s St. Petersburg, Joyce’s Dublin or Proust’s Paris—a place where readers from 

all corners of the world can live another life, just as credible as their own, filled by an alien 

feeling that they immediately recognize as their own” (“Presentation”). Pamuk is here 

foregrounded as the writer of Istanbul. Through his work the city emerges as a literary 

territory, as well as a capital of literature, like St. Petersburg, Paris and Dublin. In this sense, 

Pamuk is seen to provide a conduit through which the global status of the city is proclaimed. 

Istanbul’s urban imaginary appears as part of the new cultural preoccupation with global 

cities. 

Literary capital in literary studies is associated with Pascale Casanova’s work on the 

distribution of power in the international scene of literature. Drawing from the conception of 

culture as a capital, Casanova defines capital as “a place where literary prestige and belief 

converge in the highest degree” (World Republic 24), and argues that Europe’s long tradition 

in literature allows the continent to define literary values. Casanova locates the centre as 

Paris, exposing the city as a capital in both senses of the word, putting Europe and France at 

the centre. My approach draws from this dual meaning of ‘the capital.’ I have established 

connections between Pamuk's Istanbul, and notably Paris and London, to point at the 

constellation of literary capitals. In doing so, I have identified a curious feature relating to 
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Pamuk: his work refers us to literary cityscapes of the nineteenth century as much as it does 

to our understanding of modern and modernist cities. Literary capital also denotes a literary 

tradition. Here we find the Paris of Baudelaire and Benjamin, running through this study as a 

counterpoint that enhances Pamuk’s cityscape, linking it to the global imaginary of 

cityscapes: alienation, sprawl, and labyrinth.  

As Casanova’s remarks and the presentation speech suggest, literary capital is 

Eurocentric, and a cultural legacy of nineteenth-century urbanization. Paris and London 

feature foremost among the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century urban centers, with 

occasional cities from the peripheries, such as Dublin, introduced to the discourse by an 

exceptional work set in the city. Within this network, one can indeed talk about being ‘at 

home’ in these cities through novels set in them. However, this also points to a literary 

tradition, the accumulation of literary capital exclusive to those conversant with it. To adapt 

the question with which I started this section, the tradition of literary cityscape begs the 

question:  whose literary capital is Istanbul? 

 

World Literature 

Istanbul’s status within the discipline of comparative literature underlines the enduring 

significance of the city for literary studies. Long before Pamuk, Istanbul was a peculiar, if 

relatively unknown literary capital. In recent discussions of world literature, Istanbul is 

regularly viewed as the ‘birthplace’ of comparative literature, as it was later institutionalized 

in the US (Apter, Mufti, Damrosch). Erich Auerbach’s acceptance of a teaching post at 

Istanbul University in 1936 (fleeing Nazi persecution and joining his mentor, the humanist 

Leo Spitzer) culminated in the 1946 publication of Mimesis, a history of representation in 

Western literature. In the epilogue, Auerbach refers to the time and place of writing, Istanbul, 

as a sort of apology for the scope of the work. In other words, absence creates presence, with 
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Istanbul helping Auerbach bridge the canonical texts of Western Literature. In the context of 

comparative literature then, Istanbul appears as a nondescript city. Auerbach’s remark about 

Istanbul is notable not only because it contextualizes his work, but also because of the place 

Edward Said assigned to him. Said emphasizes Istanbul's location as one that complicates 

Auerbach’s position as a humanist and scholar of European culture who, exiled by a product 

of that culture, now attempts to rescue it in the very city that has been for centuries 

represented as Europe’s greatest enemy. 

 This discursive thread running between Said, Auerbach, and Istanbul has become one 

of the major themes in recent discussions of literary studies. Istanbul, Emily Apter contends, 

has shaped the discipline with its significance as “a place where East-West boundaries were 

culturally blurry” (56). Apter’s remark is also blurry, pointing to the popular image of 

Istanbul as a locus of the east-west divide. Nevertheless, the cultural blur, or the mist as I will 

refer to it in the following sections, is a component of the city and its imagery, one of the 

themes that mark Pamuk’s Istanbul. The blur, characteristic of Istanbul, connotes a 

productive lack of precision. It thus resonates with the practice of world literature, a 

"detached engagement with a world beyond our own” (Damrosch, What is 297).  

 World literature is based on an acknowledgement of the cultural distance between 

'our' world and our object, the core and the periphery, rather than the old east-west or north-

south binaries. It is “a system that permanently accords the work of European authors a 

central position while relegating to the periphery everything that comes from other parts of 

the world” (World Republic 151). In other words, the old systems of binaries and cultural 

power or saying this is still the case in conceptions of ‘world literature.’ Pamuk himself is a 

writer within that system. With Pamuk, the concept ‘European’ is in question, inadequate to 

place his work. Considered a representative of the ambiguity of Turkish cultural identity, he 

is positioned as a writer who relates to the core and the periphery, East and West, Europe and 

Turkey, and to clashes and conflicts between. Pamuk positions himself within the space of 
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world literature “the brotherhood of readers and literatures all around the world!” (Öteki 

203). At the same time, he acknowledges the inequality it entails, “with a centre that imposes 

its taste to the periphery, and the provinces which are heard to the extent that they use the 

same language with the core” (204).  

 

Translation 

One concern that relates to the east-west and core-periphery binaries is the issue of 

translation, a concern that also relates to the theme and the structure of this thesis in different 

ways. First, Pamuk is a writer whose work gained prominence in translation, especially into 

English. Because Pamuk’s literary capital has emerged in translation, I have deliberately used 

the English translations of the novels. Yet at times, these translations do not convey the 

subtleties of meaning that are crucial to my argument. Where this occurs, I have provided my 

own translations. In other cases, where translations of the original text posed problems and 

where I felt a closer reading of the Turkish text was necessary to my argument, I have 

inserted my own italicized translations. 

 That said, this thesis does not deal with the problem of literary translation, except as 

an issue that inevitably runs through the study of culture and literature. In other words, where 

the problem raises its head in relation to Pamuk’s work, I have addressed it. This 

understanding also resonates with Emily Apter’s contention that translation is “a means of 

repositioning the subject in the world and in history; a means of rendering self-knowledge 

foreign to itself, a way of denaturalizing citizens, taking them out of the comfort zone of 

natural space, daily ritual, and pre-given domestic arrangements” (Translation 6). In this 

context, the texts that I analyze emerge as mediators between cultures, critically questioning 

the concept of a source, and by extension, the distinction between native and foreign culture. 

Pamuk does not only make local stories more accessible; he also translates the forms of the 
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center. Here I refer mainly to the center-periphery dynamic. Within this dynamic, Pamuk is a 

writer who innovatively borrows literary forms and transmutes the literary space, urban and 

textual. This view is inspired by Casanova’s conception of literature as a space of 

domination, “as a value common to an entire space [...] not only part of the legacy of political 

domination but also an instrument that, once reappropriated, permits writers from literally 

deprived territories to gain recognition” (116). Pamuk’s Istanbul, as I aim to show in the 

following pages, concentrates literary capital, gaining recognition for the writer and the city. 

 

East-West 

Pamuk’s status stems from his role as an intermediary between East and West, a point often 

repeated by literary critics. Orientalism is a recurring theme in discussions of Pamuk’s work. 

“The east is a career”: Edward Said uses this line from Disraeli’s 1847 novel, Tancred, as an 

epigraph to his Orientalism. The statement is also relevant to Pamuk’s international standing. 

With Pamuk, if not the East, then the east-west divide and Istanbul’s position in it have 

become part of his career. Such a position evokes Said’s dilemma in Orientalism, as Bruce 

Robbins contends: “The duplication by the critic of an object strenuously criticized” (158). 

The problem is that speaking for the other—in this case the Orient—means also to silence, 

and to build a work, if not a career, on representing that which is silenced. This paradox 

extends to the present argument; by writing about a conflict, Pamuk repeats it, and I do the 

same. 

 The paradox also informs the scope of this study. The questions I have pursued are as 

follows: how can we read the use of Orientalism and binaries within Pamuk’s work, and what 

are the stakes involved in being an international writer? Pamuk’s complex understanding of 

the east-west rift calls for a reading as prescribed by Said: “not to accept the politics of 

identity as given, but to show how all representations are constructed, for what purpose, by 
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whom, and with what components” (1993: 380). This dissertation, in other words, intervenes 

in the cultural and political processes addressed by Said, by providing multiple perspectives. 

It is my contention that the repeated performance of these processes also carries within it 

points of resistance that resist simple binary oppositions. Accordingly, the following pages 

chart the paradoxical, conflictual space Pamuk creates in his writing. 

 

Politics 

Politics is an inescapable component of Pamuk's renown, as well as an unavoidable topic in 

discussions of his work. In this study motivated by power issues, I take a slightly different 

route in reading the politics of his work on Istanbul. My perspective here follows Jacques 

Rancière’s take on aesthetic experience as “a specific sphere […], which invalidates the 

ordinary hierarchies incorporated in everyday sensory experience.” (2004:1). Here the 

definition of aesthetics, emphasizing its revolutionary and unsettling aspects, loads the 

concept with a power that is usually ascribed to politics, which, for Rancière is also about 

unsettling 'ordinary hierarchies'. He contends: "Politics is first of all a way of framing, among 

sensory data, a specific sphere of existence" (10). Politics, like literature and aesthetics, is 

concerned with the reconfiguration of space. In the same vein, literature is political not 

because of its content, but because of its aesthetics. Rancière, accordingly, views literature as 

a way of “framing the relation between the sayable and the visible, of enabling words with 

the power of framing a common world” (13). The political work of my study is primarily 

aesthetic, related not to ideology and culture wars, but to their reconfiguration. My read of 

Pamuk's politics is based on his use of the space of the novel, and on a more general 

recognition of the transformative aspect of literature as its definitive characteristic. The 

politics I trace in this study lies in the unusual or new viewpoints the novels introduce. 
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In sum, with Pamuk’s literary cityscape as its focus, this thesis deals with a number of 

issues that arise by virtue of Istanbul’s location on the periphery. Having introduced the 

themes that mark Istanbul as a literary capital, I now return to my six terms, my selected 

conceptual ‘lenses’ through which I show Pamuk's positioning within international literary 

space. My approach here is inspired by Mieke Bal’s definition of cultural analysis in 

Travelling Concepts in the Humanities (2002). Bal posits concepts not simply as a tool of 

analysis, but as "embodiments of the cultural practices we seek to understand through them" 

(21). Since I trace how how each concept-lens is practised in the novel, my lenses become the 

objects of my inquiry. In other words, Pamuk's construction of Istanbul, and my construction 

of both mark the back and forth movement that forms this thesis. As such, my findings are 

also my objects, the cultural, and especially literary relevance of which I aim to articulate in 

this study. Furthemore, as Pamuk's persona as a master-writer is one of the objects that runs 

through this study, I make use of his views on his books (and on his role) as additional 

objects of analysis which contribute to the reception and positioning of his work, rather than 

as markers of authorial or authorative intention. There are many Istanbuls in this work and 

this is how I map them on to my six keywords. 

Chapters 

The first chapter traces the parallels between global views of Istanbul and Pamuk  through the 

image and the practice of bridges. I propose to critique the stereotypical image of the bridge 

associated with Istanbul, and with Pamuk as its foremost writer. This juncture between 

Pamuk’s and Istanbul’s imagery accentuates different markers of change and points of 

contact. Accordingly, I examine the bridge as a monument, a cultural site, and an 

epistemological tool. Just as bridges come in many forms, so do my uses of the term in this 

chapter. It alternates between a symbol of a city, a metaphor to define a writer, a vantage 
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point and hence an epistemological tool, and the ‘real’ bridges that straddle the stretches of 

water that define Istanbul.  

 The second chapter traces Pamuk’s narration of the cityscape. Pamuk has long 

claimed to be the novelist of Istanbul. His breakthrough (in Turkey) came with Kara Kitap 

(The Black Book) (1990, 1996), a “personal encyclopaedia of Istanbul” (Pamuk 1999: 138), 

which tells the story of Galip, a young lawyer, searching for his missing wife. The city is not 

a mere backdrop to the search, but an entity that reflects the chaos Galip experiences within 

and without, as well as the aesthetic principle of the novel. Linking Pamuk’s status as the 

novelist of the city to his encyclopaedia of Istanbul, this chapter sets out to delineate how 

Pamuk’s vision is achieved in the narrative. In other words, it traces Pamuk’s gaze through 

his transcription of the city into writing, in order to argue that the cityscape that emerges from 

the novel is one which challenges viewing, writing, and reading as acts of cognition. 

 Chapter three captures the cityscape in Pamuk’s memoir Istanbul: Şehir ve Hatıralar 

(Istanbul: Memories and the City) (2003, 2005). Istanbul is the means through which Orhan 

Pamuk defines himself, or so he suggests in his memoir with visual and verbal 

representations of the city and of himself. Pamuk identifies himself with the city and offers it 

as his autobiography: the city emerges as an entity that moulds the self that inhabits it, 

whereas the self, in turn, shapes the city by writing it. The chapter traces the sense of space 

that Pamuk’s memoir conveys. It begins with the visible space of writing, the language, then 

moves on to Istanbul's literary cityscape on an east-west axis, and concludes in the 

identification of the self with the city. In Pamuk’s work, I argue, the city emerges as a locus 

of exile for reasons that relate to Istanbul’s cultural history, is remade into a new home. The 

notion of exile has also impacted on the understanding of the development of a Republican 

Turkish literature, and notably for the purposes of this thesis, of Pamuk. Pamuk’s role 

emerges from the need to fill the void associated with the advent of the Turkish Republic; the 
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space that the memoir describes is not only a place of residence, but a locus of both 

individual and cultural identity. 

Pamuk’s memoir is also a recent addition to the literature on melancholy, which I 

address in Chapter four. In the memoir, Pamuk identifies with the city, only to diagnose the 

predominant mood of the city as the melancholy of a city in a state of decrepitude (6). 

Pamuk’s Istanbul is a humanized city suffering from chronic, even pathological sadness, 

which transmits its mood to its inhabitants. This chapter pursues a simple question in the 

context of Pamuk’s personalized understanding: how does melancholy make sense when 

relating to Istanbul, and, reciprocally, what makes the city’s melancholy, as it arises from 

Pamuk’s work, stand out from the large body of literature on the term? I respond by tracing 

the evolution of the concept. The term melancholy signals a certain sensibility and aesthetics, 

and as melancholia, or melancholy pathologized, it resides at the core of identity formation. 

In other words, melancholy is complex in its meanings and imagery, all of which find 

expression in Pamuk’s work, and particularly in the memoir.  

 Chapter five traces the meteorology of Istanbul’s melancholy in the early morning 

mists and crepuscular haze of the city. As a city of hills and waterways, its views and vantage 

points are strongly prone to the dimming effects of sun and sea. Meteorological and 

topographical, mist is part of the everyday of the city and its inhabitants. Pamuk’s imagery 

carries this theme further; images of haze, steam, and smoke give substance to the 

melancholy of the city. This chapter follows this melancholic imagery of the Bosphorus and 

its mists to locate Pamuk’s work through a comparison of its urban landscape with London, 

the literary and artistic capital of fog. It theorizes Pamuk’s literary cityscape to illustrate how 

it reconfigures Istanbul and situates it in relation to the foggy literary cityscapes of 

nineteenth-century London and to the modernist conception of the fog. 

 The thesis concludes by situating Pamuk as a master-writer, with a discussion of his 

most acclaimed work, Benim Adım Kırmızı (My Name is Red) (1998, 2001), in Chapter six. 
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With the IMPAC Dublin Literary Award in 2003, the literary value of this novel was 

internationally acknowledged. Set in the Istanbul of the 1590s, the novel is a kaleidoscopic 

account of murder and love that revolves around a secret book of miniatures, commissioned 

by the Sultan, which incorporates heretical Western methods. Interwoven with Islamic 

legends and Koranic parables as well as with discussions of style, time, and perspective, My 

Name is Red is also a treatise on masterpieces, a historical novel that investigates sixteenth-

century Istanbul, and a text that aims to represent the now forgotten art of the miniature. The 

notion of ‘the masterpiece' is not only an external fact or added value in relation to this novel, 

but a constitutive part of the work itself. Therefore, this chapter interrogates the role of the 

masterpiece inside and outside the novel, in order to explore how notions of ‘masterpiece’ 

and master-writer frame our reading, and how the novel negotiates the complex meanings of 

masterpiece. 

 On a final note, my own experience of Istanbul is in part what inspired me to 

undertake this research, and in many instances Pamuk's cityscape blended with my 

impressions of the city. The charms of the Bosphorus and its melancholy mists, the sprawl of 

the city, the presence of the Ottoman past, all as well as the city's metamorphosis into a 

tourist destination all form my experience of Istanbul. Inspired by recent discussions of 

urbanization and world literature, the following pages situate Pamuk’s literary cityscape 

within the framework informed by the contestation of urban space and urban imaginaries, 

analyzing how Pamuk's narrative establishes Istanbul as a global city within the network of 

literary cities, as well as a city of dreams. 
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Chapter 1 - ‘Bridging’ the East-West Divide: Reading the Pamuk 
Controversy through Istanbul’s Bridges 

 

This chapter deals with bridges, with the image and practice of connecting two sides, 

‘bridging’ the divide between two points. An image of a bridge comes to my mind when I try 

to capture the international reputation of Istanbul, this metropolitan city that straddles East 

and West, and is home to Nobel laureate writer, Orhan Pamuk. Through the parallel between 

Pamuk and Istanbul, this chapter traces the “temptation” of the bridge as a “monument,” a 

cultural site, and an epistemological tool. Just as bridges come in many forms, so do my uses 

of the term in this chapter. It alternates between a symbol of a city, a metaphor to define a 

writer, a vantage point and hence an epistemological tool, and ‘real’ bridges that straddle 

over the stretches of water that define Istanbul. In a similar vein, they do/perform multiple 

tasks: some are between the present and the past, others are between the East and West, some 

are reconciliatory, and others are means of war mongering. Not all of these bridges function, 

and at times, alternatives are necessary. In other words, even though this chapter is on the 

idea of a bridge, the objects I deal with are many. So is the status of the object: a symbol, a 

grid and a theme, the bridge that I aim to establish in this chapter is a polyvalent one, 

articulating the multiple sides of Istanbul, and its foremost writer, Orhan Pamuk.  

 Yet, however evocative it may seem, the image of the bridge is also problematic. 

When I speak of East and West as two separate and identifiable entities, I am naming 

something I don’t accept. I don’t believe in the existence, or even the necessity of a bridge 

that straddles the two. So here is the trap: the moment I deploy this imagery, I am, in a sense, 

naming and affirming the space of something I question. Nevertheless, this may prove to be a 

productive trap, and as such, one worth inhabiting for a time. Already troubled as a 

conceptual point of departure, the bridge may yield new insights precisely because it is 

troubled. Moreover, to hope for a fixed, unchanging conceptual framework would be an 
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illusion. Surely the point is to allow our theoretical understanding to shift and change under 

scrutiny, and as a direct result of our questions. In sum, this chapter is marked by a rift in my 

own theoretical framework and my purpose here is to explore that rift and engage head on, 

the constant reconfiguring that marks all encounters with theory.  

 In this chapter, I seek to multiply the bridges of Istanbul, identifying not only the 

bridges that cross stretches of water, but also those that move across and through history and 

literatures. The bridges I will be talking about are not all the same: some are actual, others are 

metaphors or images, they move across and through land, music, film and literature. First, I 

introduce Istanbul as a city of bridges, actual and metaphorical. I then move on to Orhan 

Pamuk, as a writer who has been positioned as a bridge between East and West. By relating 

Pamuk’s persona to Istanbul’s cultural and urban imaginary, I aim to highlight his relevance 

not only for literature but also for politics and urban studies.2 

 

Section I - Bridges over Istanbul’s Water(s) 

The history and topography of Istanbul have literally turned it into a bridge. Istanbul is a city 

of two sides. However, the location and the content of these two sides have undergone 

historical change in relation to the many stretches of water that define the city. The 

Bosphorus, the waterway connecting the Sea of Marmara to the Black Sea and dividing 

Europe and Asia, has a mythical significance due to its legendary passersby. Narratives 

include that of Io, one of Zeus’s unfortunate love-interests, whose crossing of the waterway 

in the form of a heifer is reputed to be the origin of the name Bosphorus (literally “ox ford”). 

The Argonauts steered the narrow strait against strong counter currents; and Darius the Great 

built the first bridge in 512 BCE in order to march his army across the Bosphorus, an event 
                                                
2 Andras Huyssen, for example, refers to Pamuk’s hüzün as an exemplar of urban imaginary in his 

Other Cities Other Worlds: Urban Imaginaries in a Globalizing Age (2009), equating the significance 

of Pamuk’s imagery of Istanbul with Walter Benjamin’s work on Paris. 
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described by Herodotus in the first written reference to the waterway. All of these narratives 

underline its historical and mythological importance. During the five hundred years when 

Constantinople was the seat of the Ottoman Empire, the locus of the East West binary shifted 

to the two sides of the Golden Horn. The Greek Byzantion, which later evolved into 

Constantinople, the seat of the Roman, the Byzantine and the early Ottoman Empires, was the 

triangular stretch of land between the Marmara Sea and the Golden Horn, the natural harbor 

by the southern end of the Bosphorus.3  

The Ottoman Istanbul was a port city, with significant commercial and maritime 

activity. The seat of Ottoman power was known also as the Sublime Porte: a French 

translation of Turkish Bâbıâli (“High Gate,” or “Gate of the Eminent”), it was the official 

name of the gate giving access to the block of buildings that housed the principal state 

departments. The Porte as a gate suggests the opening up of infinity and unknown. Georg 

Simmel’s essay, “The Bridge and the Door” (1909), elaborates on the imagery of the door as 

a structure that defines space by creating a threshold between human space and nature. He 

comments: “the door shows how man breaks the uniform continuous unity that exists in 

nature” (173). The door provides access to a limited (designated) space; outside its boundary 

is the limitlessness of expansion. The door, according to Simmel, signifies a threshold, “the 

image of the boundary point at which human beings actually always stand or can stand” 

(172). Reading the Ottoman symbolism of the Porte through Simmel’s door evokes the 

perceived contrast between the limitations and the limitlessness of the Ottomans. In other 

words, the Ottomans symbolized a boundary with arbitrary access that could be opened and 

closed at will. 

                                                
3 The Golden Horn and its conquest is part of the Ottoman founding myth. To prevent the Ottoman 

attack along its shores, Emperor Constantine XI ordered a chain to be placed at the mouth of the 

harbour. Yet, Mehmed II outwitted this plan by ordering the construction of a road of greased logs 

across Galata on the north side of the Golden Horn, and rolled his ships across on 22 April, which 

contributed to the fall of the city in May 1453. 
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Bridge One: Galata Bridge 

Across the city and the Sublime Porte were Galata and Pera, the homes of the Genoese and 

the Levantine settlers of the city. Accordingly, earlier attempts to build bridges took place 

along the Golden Horn, bridging the Levantine settlement and the Ottoman Constantinople, 

or Konstantiniyye as it was then called. The oldest surviving plan to build a bridge on the 

Golden Horn may be found in a letter, dated 1502, from Leonardo da Vinci to Sultan Beyazid 

II, in which the Italian polymath submits a proposal to join the two sides of the inlet. The 

plan was not put into action. It was not until the nineteenth-century reconfiguration of the city 

and empire that the idea was pursued.  The first bridge on this spot was built in 1845 and was 

replaced three times before the advent of the Republic.  

 In order to examine the linking of the two sides of the Golden Horn by these 

nineteenth-century bridges, I propose to situate this history, and indeed that of the Ottomans 

and Istanbul, within recent discussions of colonialism. The use of the term when discussing 

the Ottoman Empire poses a question: the Ottomans were colonizers, not themselves 

colonized. The nineteenth century marks the empire as the only sovereign Muslim state that 

took part in the alliances among Western European empires. The same period marks the 

Ottomans employing a colonialist attitude towards its peripheral territory. The historian 

Selim Deringil refers to this practice as “a survival tactic,” one that was necessitated by the 

dismemberment of the Empire during the period (Deringil).4 According to Deringil, Ottoman 

colonialism is a borrowed practice where Ottoman and Western practices met: 

 

                                                
4 The immediacy of borrowing colonialism is evident in the voluminous expansion of Western 

European Empires as opposed to the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire during the nineteenth 

century, during when Ottomans assigned autonomy to virtually all of their territories: Egypt in the 

early 1800s, Greece in 1829, Serbia and Bulgaria in 1830, and Lebanon in 1861. 
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One half of this borrowed colonialism was based on tried and true practices of Islamic 
Ottoman empire building; the Caliphate, the Sharia’, Hanefi Islamic jurisprudence, 
guilds, and Turkish/Islamic law (kanun/yasa). The other half, or ‘new’ half, was a 
creature of the nineteenth-century positivist, Enlightenment-inspired centralizing 
reforms. (316) 
 

Deringil’s remarks portray the Ottoman Empire as a juncture of different and conflicting 

political stakes and practices. The Ottoman Empire of the period was a semi-colony of the 

Western powers.5 The literal territory of Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) was the Empire, 

then referred to as “the sick man of Europe.”6 With its state officially bankrupt in 1875, it 

was the object of Western European Empires, and practically under control of its creditors, 

notably France, Britain, and Germany. Within this context, the parameters of post-

colonialism apply, at least culturally, to Istanbul.7 

Istanbul’s cityscape evokes but does not conform to the parameters of colonialist 

architecture. Especially in the nineteenth century, due to the change of the Empire’s status, 

the presence of the Westerners acquired a colonial significance. In that sense, the waters of 

the Golden Horn could be considered, as architectural historian Zeynep Çelik put it, as the 

demarcation between Ottoman Istanbul and Levantine Pera, or between ‘locals’ and 

                                                
5 Vladimir Lenin, in “Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism,” refers to Turkey, China and Iran 

to highlight different shades of colonialism and the distribution of capital: “I think it is useful, in order 

to present a complete picture of the division of the world, to add brief data on non-colonial and semi-

colonial countries, in which category I place Persia, China and Turkey: the first of these countries is 

already almost completely a colony, the second and the third are becoming such” (Deringil 4). 
6 This phrase is attributed to Tsar Nicholas I, who is reported to have referred to the Ottoman Empire 

as “the sick man of Europe.” Nicholas’s rule is marked with the attempts to position Russia as a 

European power, and its wars with the Ottomans, which resulted in the Crimean War between 1854-

1856, where the British and the French Empires  joined the Ottomans. 
7 Here, my understanding of the word is based on the definition of the term by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth 
Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin in The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial 

Literatures (1989): “to cover all the culture affected by the imperial process from the moment of 

colonization to the present day” (2).  
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‘westerners,’ a division that found its counterpart in the urban design of most colonized cities 

(Çelik 160). Nevertheless, this divide was mainly topographical. Although Pera and the old 

Istanbul could be discerned from one another by the relative absence of mosques on the 

former and by their sheer number in the latter, both had narrow, winding streets, and neither 

side of the Golden Horn was exclusive to one ethnic or religious group. The location of the 

royal residences and administration points to a similar configuration of the cityscape. 

Through the course of the nineteenth century, the seat of Ottoman power moved northward 

from the historic peninsula: first to Dolmabahçe, and then to Yıldız, both close to Pera and 

Galata. The administration, on the other hand, remained in the old city. In the context of 

nineteenth-century urban reconfiguration of the city, the act of bridging the two sides of the 

Golden Horn served to underline their connectedness, linking the old and the new centers of 

power, as well as widening the influence of the Galata area, increasingly becoming more 

important as the Ottoman dependence on its western creditors increased. It formed, as Çelik 

put it, part of the “the general goal of defining a larger metropolitan area by uniting Istanbul 

and Galata” (80).  

The shift from the Ottoman Empire to Turkish Republic changed the nature and the 

locus of the rift. The significance of the Golden Horn as a marker of two different lifestyles 

extended to the early years of the Republic, albeit in a highly different context. The move of 

the capital from Istanbul to Ankara meant that the Old City was no longer the seat of the 

government, leaving the area desolate and deserted. The city was above all deserted by its 

non-Muslim inhabitants. Istanbul of the 1910s was a city with non-Muslims constituting half 

of its population (12). With the founding of the Turkish Republic, and the ensuing population 

exchanges, Istanbul, in historian Stéphane Yerasimos’s words, “had never been this Turkish 

before” (24). The change in ethnic makeup worked in tandem with the establishment of 

Turkish identity. Turkish in the late Ottomans was a word of insult, signifying the boorish, 

uncultivated Anatolian. The Ottoman elite of Istanbul identified themselves as Istanbullu, the 
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inhabitant of the city (Yerasimos 12). Istanbul’s peripheralization in the Turkish state and 

Turkification also marks the period when the ‘Turk’ designated the model citizen of the 

newly founded Turkish Republic (Lewis 523). Accordingly, the divide that Istanbul 

symbolized was reconfigured. It was no longer between the Turks and the Levantine settlers, 

but between the traditional versus the Westernized Turkish communities. In other words, the 

divide was displaced, pointing to different rifts within a ‘whole,’ here the Turkish 

community. A defining aspect of Istanbul’s Turkish inhabitants as a whole, the dualism was 

internalized as well as nationalized.  

The two sides of the Golden Horn are now more closely linked, and both are part of 

the history of the city, as opposed to the new districts that has emerged on the hills of the 

Bosphorus and tower over the city. The Galata Bridge has in that respect become a site of 

nostalgia, functioning as a vantage point to experience the hub of the old city and to enjoy its 

silhouette. Although no longer representing the connection between the ‘eastern’ and the 

‘western’ inhabitants of Istanbul, Galata Bridge is still the most popular, the most lived in and 

familiar bridge in the city. It is considered the vantage point where “one can [best] sense the 

intimacy which this city has with the sea, [and best] understand how its maritime situation 

has influenced its character and its history” (Boyd and Freely 1). The Galata Bridge itself has 

been a center of the daily life for Istanbullu, the inhabitants of the city, as well as a center of 

tourist attraction and a favorite vantage point. The Galata Bridge continues to feature strongly 

in the cultural and artistic life of the city, from stories to art projects and exhibitions 

specifically about the bridge. In the words of Merih Akoğul, a photographer whose work has 

been featured in exhibitions on the Bridge, Galata Bridge “stands between the two sides, 

uncertain as to which side it belongs, looking as though it links these two cultures, but with 

no reconciliatory or integrating properties” (Özendes 16).8 The Galata Bridge, situated at the 

                                                
8 Here I am referring to the 2007 exhibition at the Istanbul Modern Museum, entitled Kopru Alti, 

literally ‘6 Bridge,’ but meaning ‘under the bridge.’ Based on the work of 6 Photographers on Galata 
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threshold between the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, is indeed a space of its 

own.9 

 

Bridge Two: The Bosphorus Bridge 

The reconfiguration of Istanbul’s cityscape worked in tandem with the redefinition of Turkey 

and Turkish culture. Istanbul as a site of the dualism within Turkish culture was further 

enhanced following massive waves of immigration to the city from the 1950s onwards. By 

the middle of the century, the city had a predominantly Muslim population, a result of the 

emigration of the non-Muslims from the city as opposed to the immigration of Central and 

Eastern Anatolians. The city expanded in area, especially towards the Asian side, and 

experienced further change following expansion the construction of two bridges in 1973 and 

1988. Of these bridges, the Bosphorus Bridge has become the city’s symbol. In tourism 

advertisements and in the 2010 European Cultural Capital campaign, the Bosphorus Bridge 

has been used to project an image of Istanbul as the crossing point between east and west, 

and between Europe and Asia.  

The Bosphorus Bridge features in the work of Elif Shafak, a popular writer with 

international renown.10 The decisive instance is in her 2004 novel, The Saint of Incipient 

                                                                                                                                                  
Bridge, the exhibition traced the contemporary cultural imagery of the bridge for the city’s 

inhabitants. 
9 Dutch historian and novelist Geert Mak’s 2007 travelogue De Brug is an example of the space the 

Galata Bridge occupies in the urban imaginary of the city. Mak’s account weaves together the stories 

of the sidewalk vendors on and under the Galata Bridge with the history of the bridge, and with that of 

Istanbul itself. Mak’s account, in the footsteps of earlier writer-visitors to the city and the bridge, 

notably Edmondo de Amicis, combines the past and the present, the locals and the outsiders. Despite 

the centrality of the bridge in his account, Mak is also cautious about overstating its significance. He 

forewarns the reader: “Yanılgıya da düşmemek lazım çünkü Köprü, şehir değil, şehir de ülke değil, 

hatta hiç değil. Köprü, daha çok kendi başina özel bir yer” (“The bridge is not the city, and the city is 

not the country. The Bridge is a place of its own”) (11, my translation).  
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Insanities. The novel tells the story of three foreigners who share a house in Boston. Of these, 

Omer, the Ph.D. candidate from Istanbul, falls in love with the bipolar, bisexual, suicidal, 

displaced Gail. The couple goes to Istanbul, and the novel ends with Gail jumping from the 

Bosphorus Bridge: “Suddenly it occurred to her, and the next second she knew with certainty 

that this inbetweendom was the right place, and this very moment was the right time to die” 

(347). The Bosphorus Bridge becomes the space of ‘inbetweendom,’ the locus and the 

symbol of the dualism that characterizes Gail as well as the oppositions along which the 

characters straddle: local-foreigner, east-west, male-female, sane-insane.  

 Shafak makes use of the symbolism of the Bosphorus Bridge to talk about Turkish 

politics and cultural identity. In an article from 2006, she refers to Istanbul as a city that 

makes one “comprehend, perhaps not intellectually but intuitively, that East and West are 

ultimately imaginary concepts, and can thereby be de-imagined and re-imagined.” 

Nevertheless, she refers to the bridge as a structure that straddles between Europe and Asia 

and its ideological undercurrents, ‘Europeanism’ as opposed to ‘nationalism and anti-

Westernism,’ to talk about Turkey’s cultural identity and the complexities associated with it. 

This imagery of the bridge represents Istanbul as an arena where opposites clash: the 

Europeanists and nationalists, secularism and political Islam, and Islam and democracy. 

Equating the topographical divide with a cultural one, she attributes the defining 

characteristic of the city to a divide, the locus of which has shifted over the centuries. 

The imagery associated with Istanbul’s bridges is the result of long and complex 

histories, as even a brief overview reveals. The bridge that connects East and West is not one 

but many, and its location is historically situated. The changes in the location and the 

                                                                                                                                                  
10 Elif Shafak (Şafak in turkish), shares with Orhan Pamuk the status of international writer. Unlike 

Pamuk, however, Shafak appeals to a wider audience in Turkey: she had a weekly column in the 

Islamist newspaper Zaman between 2006-2009, and in the mainstream Habertürk from 2009 onwards. 

Shafak is marketed as “the most-read female author in Turkey,” and her writing is considered to offer 

a “third way to understand Turkey’s intricate history” (ted.com).  
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significance of the bridge reflect the political changes the country underwent. The image of 

Istanbul as a crossing point working to close the rift between cultures blurs the cultural and 

historical complexity of the city itself. Istanbul is also a city of multiple bridges, which 

extends over different binaries. The privileging of a univocal bridge articulates neither the 

multiple binaries the city has come to represent nor its role as a site of their encounter. 

 Fatih Akın’s imagery contrasts with this image of the bridge as the symbol of an 

oppositional and conflictual divide. An intermediary figure positioned between Turkish-

German cultures, his films are about multicultural encounters and experiences. Akın’s 

significance has not been lost on politicians. In October 2010, Akın was awarded the Order of 

Merit of the Federal Republic of Germany for his contribution in depicting the problems of 

Turkish-Germans. However, Akın has not readily accepted the mantle of conciliator between 

two cultures. He comments: “I never had the feeling I want to be a messenger or the guy 

crossing the bridges and link the two worlds ... I just want to do good films—whatever that 

means” (2008). 

 The Bosphorus Bridge, as the central visual theme, becomes the definitive metaphor 

of Akın’s 2005 documentary on Istanbul’s soundscape, tellingly entitled Crossing the Bridge. 

In Barbara Kosta’s words, the bridge “opens the space for active multidirectional exchange 

and engagement” (347). Narrated by Alexander Hacke, a musician and the producer of the 

soundtrack of Akın’s award-winning Gegen Die Wand (Head On) (2004), the film follows 

Hacke’s encounters with an eclectic range of musicians from Istanbul, presented through 

interviews and collaborations in a kaleidoscopic rendition of Istanbul’s soundscape. The film 

is marked by shifting points of view in order to track myriad musicians and musical styles, 

including hip hop, rock, jazz, classical Turkish music, and a range of other artists and 

perspectives from street musicians, to the bestselling singer of Arabesk. Thus, the sound of 

the city is shown to be a site of multiple encounters. To take one example, Baba Zula, a band 

whose sound mixes Oriental with jazz-oriented psychedelic themes, is recorded on a boat on 
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the Bosporus, thereby rendering the fluidity of borders, encounters, and influences. As such, 

Crossing the Bridge is as much about Istanbul’s soundscape as it is about the “thematization 

of mobility (through) the crossing of extant cultural borders, the traversal of physical 

landscapes as much of psychological mindscapes, (and) the reconstitution of one’s identity” 

(Schindler Koepnick 2007 6). Any space of fluidity and encounter becomes a scene of 

bridging two sides. 

 The visual and aural imagery associated with the bridge is infused with commotion, 

translation, transition, and transposition. Neither the bridge, nor the sides it is bound to join 

cannot be reduced to a singular and reductive conception.11 Indeed, one musician comments, 

“I don't believe that Asia begins at the Bosporus and ends in China and the West begins in 

Greece and stretches to Los Angeles.” So is Akın’s Istanbul: tourist destination, oriental city, 

and mythical home. A city that promotes and attracts mobility, Istanbul in the film emerges 

as a city with innumerable easts and wests.  

 Unlike Shafak, who deploys the imagery of the bridge as a metaphor of interstitiality, 

Akın displaces the imagery by pluralizing it. Viewed from this perspective, his imagery of 

the dichotomy is a way of declining the stereotypical image, in the sense introduced by 

Mireille Rosello on her study on stereotypes (1998). Her analysis of ethnicity and 

representation in French cultures offers not only what can be done against stereotypes, but 

also what can be done with one, or “the mental, intellectual, social, and literary activities” 

that can be deployed in the face of a stereotype (13). Akın declines the bridge by using the 

hackneyed imagery tactically, to make it a marker of his work and his international renown.  

                                                
11 A productive read of Akın’s emphasis on the moving spaces or spaces of movement and transit is 

through Marcel Augé’s definition of non-space as non-relational, a-historical, and non-identitarian, or, 

“spaces formed in relation to certain ends (transport, transit, commerce, leisure) and the relations that 

individuals have with these spaces” (76). Akın’s spaces of transit, unlike Augé’s, shape the character 

and the story. Characters, and indeed sound, are constructed in transit. Identity is space bound; the 

nature of that space, just like identity, is multiple. 
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Istanbul’s location at the crossing point between multiple divides generated numerous 

attempts to bridge them. Indeed, in his article on the Istanbul of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century in relation to its interaction with the west, the historian Edhem Eldem explains the 

significance of the city within the world system as an unusual contact zone: 

 
Contact may be read in many and often overlapping ways: encounters between 
cultures and ethnicities, conflicts between political goals and economic interests, 
mixtures between creeds and mentalities, equilibria between opposing tendencies, 
and, most of all, a constant process of brokerage and mediation between actual or 
potential rival forces (East and West, center and periphery, Islam and Christianity, 
state and society, modernity and tradition, the elite and the masses, Empire and 
Republic). Istanbul, in that sense, was and is no ordinary city and cannot be reduced 
to an ordinary function. No wonder therefore that it should constantly have developed 
into a myth, a symbol, even if this symbol should often appear to be quite removed 
from reality. (138) 
 

Eldem uses a variety of terms to define the city, which include, but cannot be reduced to mere 

opposition. Istanbul in the above account emerges as a space of contact, which involves 

brokerage and mediation, as well as conflict and rivalry between different forces. A meeting 

point of multiple opposites, Istanbul is both split and connected. This dynamics, as Eldem 

comments, form Istanbul’s myth, one that both feeds and feeds on the dualisms of the city.  

 This difficulty to classify the Istanbul and its role can be traced in its present imagery. 

The expansion of Istanbul in the last fifty years clearly reflects the city’s recovery of its status 

as a cultural and economic, if not an administrative, capital, on both local and global scale. 

Urban theorist Saskia Sassen refers to Istanbul as “the immutable intersection of vast and 

diverse mobilities.” She comments on Istanbul’s “[capabilities for handling and enhancing 

network functions] across diverse histories and geographies” (Sassen 1). In a similar vein, a 

study on Istanbul as 2010 European Cultural Capital refers to the compulsive use of the 

metaphor of the bridge by social scientists and creative artists to locate the city in global 

maps and cultural imaginaries (Göktürk et al. 3). These views are echoed in not only the 
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cultural but also in the political imaginary of the city as well. The most recent example is the 

city’s selection as 2010 European Capital of Culture. This official acknowledgement of the 

city as a part of European heritage, while Turkey’s candidacy to EU and its European identity 

are a constant question of debate, separates the city from the rest of the country. The city is 

again a zone of contact, a gateway to Europe, as well as a bridge between Europe and 

Turkey. In short, the Ottoman door, closed with the demise of the Empire, gave way to the 

symbolism of Istanbul’s bridges with advent of the Turkish Republic. The shifting 

symbolism resonates with the changes in the cultural politics of the city and the country, 

blending in with unusual harmony with its foremost writer, Orhan Pamuk.  

 

Section II - Pamuk as the Bridge 

A prominent figure in both Turkish and world literature, and a Nobel laureate in 2006, with 

various prestigious international awards to his name, Pamuk represents a highly complex 

sense of Turkish cultural identity. This is an identity fully laden with its Ottoman, Islamic, 

and European legacies, mainly demonstrated in his fiction by showing the impact of religion 

and westernization on his characters. Pamuk’s current international significance, with the 

exception of the Nobel Prize, derives mainly from his political and politicized stance 

concerning Turkish identity, as the overview of responses will reveal. What appeals to me is 

the recurrence of the imagery of the bridge to describe his work, his persona, and the 

controversy around his persona. In the following section, I will refer to his work and to his 

self-positioning to suggest how the bridge helps unpack a set of issues concerning his role 

and stance. 
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Bridge One: Pamuk’s Work 

Bridge does not always simply link; it also functions as an epistemological tool, a place from 

which one “embraces” the city. A significant use of the image of the bridge is in Pamuk’s 

first novel, Cevdet Bey ve Oğulları (Cevdet Bey and His Sons). Published in 1982, and still 

not translated into English, the novel narrates the rise from small shopkeeper to member of 

the Turkish high bourgeoisie, as achieved by one of the first Muslim merchants, Cevdet Bey. 

The story of his dynasty begins with the coup of 1908, when the Young Turks overthrew 

Abdulhamid II, and ends on the eve of the military takeover of 1971. This is also an account 

of the rise of the Turkish bourgeoisie and the paradoxes of westernization confronted by 

subsequent generations.12 In a telling passage, Cevdet Bey, the founder of the family dynasty, 

crosses the Galata Bridge overlooking the city. He reflects on the city and how it might 

appear to the outsider, in this case his brother, a doctor educated in France:  

 

Cevdet Bey köprüden gözüken eski Istanbul’a, kubbelere, durgun ve ölü Haliç’e 
bakti.‘Burayi begenmiyor! Buradaki herseyi kötü buluyor, küçümsüyor! Beni de 
küçümsüyor, ama ben onu anlıyorum!’ (34) 
 
Cevdet Bey looked at the old Istanbul, the cupolas, and stagnant waters of the Golden 
Horn as it was seen from the Bridge. ‘He doesn’t like here! He looks down upon 
everything in here! He looks down on me, too! But I understand him!’ (trans. mine) 
 

In this first novel on a topic that will inform Pamuk’s later work, Galata Bridge serves as the 

vantage point from which Cevdet Bey reflects on both sides of his culture. He sees the cliché 

image of a morbid city in decay, and its restless westernized inhabitants. Cevdet Bey as the 

onlooker is given the privileged position to see and understand it all. As a westernized 

bourgeois, seeing both sides but belonging to neither, he grasps the problem of the city. Yet 
                                                
12 The novel traces the family saga through the male characters. His two sons, who are uninterested in 

their father’s work and project, follow Cevdet Bey, the founder of the dynasty. The novel ends with 

his grandson Ahmet who dreaming of being a painter, decides to draw a portrait of his grandfather. 
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as one of its inhabitants, he too, is part of that problem. The bridge here serves as a place 

from which one masters the city, its past and present. It provides access to the city’s many 

facets, but it also serves as a vantage point to reflect on it all.   

 Bridges are scarce in Pamuk’s fiction and imagery of the city. There is at least one 

bridge he does not like: the Bosphorus Bridge. In an interview, he refers to the Bosphorus 

Bridge as a cold, distant structure, and not one that has become a part of the daily life of the 

city’s inhabitants. He acknowledges its prominence and how it has come to be identified with 

the city (“Bir Istanbul”). Pamuk’s predilection shows a connection with and a preference for 

the Old City and to pedestrian-friendly monuments. The Bosphorus Bridge, according to 

Pamuk, is popular only for those who are not from the city, a comment that puts Shafak’s and 

Akın’s depictions of the Bosphorus Bridge in a different perspective, making them a marker 

of their locality as outsiders to the city.   

 Pamuk has used the bridge as a figure to describe his role and his work: in an 

interview in 2002, he singled out the advantages of the position of a bridge in the following 

words:  

 
I want to be a bridge in the sense that a bridge does not belong to any continent, does 
not belong to any civilization, and a bridge has the unique opportunity to see both 
civilizations and be outside of it. That’s a good, wonderful privilege. (“Bridging”)  
 

The image of bridge in the above quote provides a frame for a scene through which Pamuk 

gives himself the opportunity to provide a vantage point to assess and write the city. It 

becomes an epistemological tool to survey and to capture the city in text.  

The image of the bridge, drawing from the topography of the city, helps acknowledge 

two sides. For Pamuk, the role of the writer enables him not only to join these separate sides, 

but also to generate a new space generated by the act of joining them, here as a bridge 

relatively independent of continents or civilizations. His bridge is a structure which both 
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reaches, and transcends, historical and geographical markers. Identification with bridge, a 

structure that connects two sides but does not belong to either, connotes neutrality and a 

privileged vantage point from which he can see both sides. The notion of the bridge, Pamuk 

claims, offers a privileged space within which one may develop a more genuinely inter-

cultural, if not quasi-omniscient point of view.  

 Pamuk’s self-positioning acknowledges the existence of East and West as disparate 

entities and draws from the east-west divide that is repeatedly problematized in his work. In a 

post-Nobel interview, he expressed a desire to move beyond the bridge metaphor: “The 

metaphor of the bridge is so old-fashioned. My job is to find new metaphors. My culture is 

made of two worlds. I explore the two. That’s my history” (2006). Pamuk’s comments here 

are ironic in the sense that although he expresses discomfort with the usual imagery 

associated with Istanbul, he does not extend it to the east-west dichotomy underlying that 

imagery. On the contrary, he confirms the binary nature of Turkish culture, thereby paving 

the way for what, in his words, is “the old fashioned imagery” identified with the city. His 

position on the east-west binary, in other words, is not one of questioning, but one of 

aestheticizing. Accordingly, in a more recent interview, he is critical of the ready-made 

association between Turkey and the bridge: 

 

Bridge is a cliché imposed on me just because I’m a Turk and of course the first thing 
everyone says about Turkey is that it’s between East and West. But before being a 
bridge, you have to understand the humanity of the culture, its shadows, dark places, 
unreasonable sights, its aspirations, its hopes for the future, its daily moments, its 
weaknesses, its misery. My job is to see that before saying ‘I’m a bridge.’ (2008) 
 

This last quote displays a different understanding of the role and place of the bridge. 

Although the east-west rift associated with Turkish culture is reiterated, the emphasis is now 

on the hidden foundations, the soil that supports and gives reason for the bridge.  
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 The complex nature of the act and the image of bridging helps in situating Pamuk’s 

work within the discussions of east-west binary. Georg Simmel’s essay, “The Bridge and the 

Door,” also works to problematize the imagery of the bridge. Comparing the symbolism 

associated with the bridge to that of the door, Simmel posits the bridge as a structure that can 

exist only because the mind that designs it sees the two parts it connects as separate:  

 
The human being is the connecting creature who must always separate and cannot 
connect without separating—that is why we must first conceive intellectually of the 
merely indifferent existence of two river banks as something separated in order to 
connect them by means of a bridge... Things must be separate in order to be together. 
(406) 
 

The bridge does not simply join; it also separates. For Simmel, it would be senseless to relate 

that which was not separate, or to relate that which in some sense does not remain separate. 

 The aesthetic value of the bridge is to make this ambiguous act of separation and 

relation visible. Simmel comments: “The bridge becomes an aesthetic value not only because 

in reality it achieves the inter-relation of what is separate, and because it achieves practical 

purposes, it becomes an aesthetic value because it makes the inter-relation immediately 

visible” (409). Simmel’s conceptualization of bridging, which relates visibility to aesthetics, 

helps explain why Pamuk’s work and persona, equated with the east-west rift, have become 

the primary markers of the aesthetic value of his work. Bridge is not simply an image. It is a 

practice, a reconfiguration of space, the exercise of which hints at the opposites inherent in 

the process of conceptualization. Pamuk’s work feeds and feeds on the clash between the 

supposed sides of the bridge. 
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Bridge Two: The Pamuk Case 

Pamuk’s work has become a metaphor for Turkey. In her 2004 review of Snow, for the New 

York Times, Margaret Atwood refers to Pamuk as a writer whose project is to “narrat(e) his 

country into being.” An incontestable example of Pamuk’s international political appeal may 

be found in a speech given by George Bush. Speaking at a NATO summit in Turkey, held in 

June 2004, Bush hailed Pamuk as a great writer whose “work has been a bridge between 

cultures”:  

 
His work has been a bridge between cultures, and so is the Republic of Turkey. The 
people of this land understand, as Pamuk has observed, that “What is important is not 
[a] clash of parties, civilizations, cultures, East and West. What is important,” he says, 
is to realize “that other peoples in other continents and civilizations are ‘exactly like 
you.’” (“George Bush”)  
 

A year after the US troops invaded Iraq, Bush’s speech attempted to legitimize the war 

through a discourse of equality that is here elaborated through the metaphor of the bridge. 

The US stance considered, the bridge here reduces both sides equally from a distance rather 

than leading to an understanding of their equality. The metaphor of the bridge, in other 

words, served as ammunition to wage a polemical debate on a black and white understanding 

of sameness. Bush’s speech portrays Pamuk as a writer whose work bridges ‘troubled waters’ 

and may be used in conflict resolution. Pamuk’s status, in other words, stems from his role as 

an intermediary between East and West. Pamuk’s self-positioning relates to the reception of 

his work, the image of the city, and the country. Unsurprisingly, Pamuk was not pleased. 

When asked in an interview what he thought of Bush’s remark, Pamuk responded that it was 

yet another instance of his words being vandalized, “used as a sort of apology for what had 

been done. And what had been done was a cruel thing” (2004).13 

                                                
13These comments by George W. Bush are used in reviews of Pamuk’s work. One such example is the 

London Review of Books review of his latest novel, The Museum of Innocence (2010). 
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 Pamuk’s significance in Turkish politics has followed a similar pattern, in which he is 

regularly identified as an intermediary figure between Turkey and Europe. A turning point, 

however, came in 2005, a year after Bush’s speech. In an interview with Swiss newspaper 

Tages-Anzeiger, Pamuk noted that he was the only writer to comment on the deaths of one 

million Armenians and thirty thousand Kurds in Turkey. His statement made headlines in 

Turkey and was followed by public protests, legal action, and an indictment under Turkey’s 

criminal code on the basis that he had insulted the country's national character.14 The case 

sparked an international uproar. More significantly, it cast doubt on Turkey’s bid for 

membership in the European Union. For example, an article by Salman Rushdie published in 

The Times (October 2005), is tellingly entitled “How can a country that victimises its greatest 

living writer also join the EU?” Rushdie’s comment alludes to the idea of the Fortress 

Europe, with Turkey waiting at its gate. Referring to the case as a “test for the east and the 

west,” Rushdie concluded his article with the Bosphorus as trope: “On both sides of the 

Bosphorus, the Pamuk case matters” (Rushdie "How"). The reference was to Turkey’s 

precarious position as a country that straddles Asia and Europe. The politicians followed suit: 

Olli Rehn, EU enlargement commissioner at the time, declared the incident “regrettable” not 

just for Pamuk, but for Turkey (Dymond, "EU"). Following a reminder from the Turkish 

Minister of Justice concerning recently ‘modernized’ legal codes, and with pressure from EU 

officials and politicians, the charges were dropped on January 22, 2006. 

 In the interim, Pamuk himself frequently appeared in the Turkish media to apologize 

for his highly ‘misunderstood’ views; he blamed the journalist for ‘inciting’ him to speak 

without premeditation, and then twisting his words. He also stated that although his intent 

had been to draw attention to issues concerning freedom of expression rather than pass 

                                                
14 One example of the public protest against his work occurred in March 2005, in the formal circular 

by the governor of Sütçüler, a village in Isparta, ordering a ban on his books in the village. The 

circular was condemned by the national government (“Orhan Pamuk imhacısı'”). 
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judgment on Turkish history, his words were twisted by the nationalists (2005). In a similar 

vein, Pamuk published a letter on the trial in the December 2005 Issue of the The New 

Yorker, which ends by pointing at the distrust of Western freedom of speech following the 

war in Iraq (2005). The Nobel Prize was, for the most part, interpreted in relation to Pamuk’s 

political and politicized stance.15 An overview of the news reveal a number of allegations: 

Pamuk was accused of being the enemy within, of ‘selling’ his country; his international 

renown and status were considered to be the result of his comments, with his work geared to 

facilitate Western schemes that sought to divide the country. Soon after the award, a group of 

Turkish writers issued a statement denouncing the prize as “a fee” for Pamuk’s statements in 

support of the Armenian lobby, and US and EU imperialist designs on the country.16 Pamuk’s 

comments on Turkish history were earlier considered efforts “to secure the Nobel Prize.”17 

Literary scholar Murat Belge calls these “the syndrome of the Nobel Prize” (“Love Me”).18 

 At this stage, a parenthesis on responses to Nobel laureates in literature in countries 

with problematic relationships with the ‘West’ helps unpack the “syndrome of the Nobel 

Prize.” The literary prize has been the most controversial one and created numerous instances 

of international political controversy. Earlier notable cases were Boris Pasternak (1958) and 

                                                
15 The award started polemics in Turkish media. Pamuk refused to comment on Turkish politics in the 

interviews following the ceremony. For international coverage see Rainsford. 
16 Erol Manisalı’s article on Dec. 19, 2005 in the nationalist newspaper Cumhuriyet (The Republic), 

following Pamuk’s remarks on the Armenian and Kurdish massacres, was “Orhan Pamuk secured the 

Nobel Prize,” was a landmark for those with a similar view. See Çölaşan 17.10.2006. In a similar 

vein, the President at the time, Ahmet Necdet Sezer, did not congratulate Pamuk, arguably due to 

Pamuk’s words on the Armenian issue.  
17The dynamics of power and the preoccupation with the country’s past resonates with China, which, 

like Turkey, was was never completely colonized. Rey Chow’s comments: “The obsession of Chinese 

intellectuals remains ‘China’ rather than the opposition to the West... whatever oppositional sentiment 

that exists is an opposition directed towards itself” (223). 
18 A study of the articles on Pamuk in the four mainstream newspapers in Turkey in 2005 concludes 

that the negative depictions of Pamuk, from traitor to conflict maker and slanderer, outweigh positive 

representations, including his literary success (İri and Arcan). 
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Alexander Solzhenitsyn (1970), who both ran into difficulties in their home countries 

following the award. Pasternak refused the award because of its disapproval by the Soviet 

state, in what he referred to as “the meaning [it] has been given in the society to which I 

belong” (“Nobel Prize in Literature 1958”).19 Solzhenitsyn’s award in 1970, on the other 

hand, led the Soviet authorities into the denigration of his work, even though previously it 

was held in high esteem.20 More recently, the awarding of the 2000 Nobel Prize to the 

Chinese-born dissident Gao Xingjian, resident in France, was followed with a ban on 

publishing or discussing Gao’s work.21 The awarding of these writers had caused uproar in 

their countries of origin, sparking discussions on the political motivations of the prize. A 

short overview reveals the politics around the prize as the space of conflict, with two sides, 

namely the writer and the state. In a similar vein, Pamuk here creates multiple bridges 

                                                
19 The Nobel webpage for Boris Pasternak has the following information on the official 

communication: On October 25, 1958, two days after the official communication from the Swedish 

Academy that Boris Pasternak had been selected as the Nobel Prize winner in literature, the Russian 

writer sent the following telegram to the Swedish Academy: ‘Immensely thankful, touched, proud, 

astonished, abashed.’ This telegram was followed, on October 29, by another one with this content: 

‘Considering the meaning this award has been given in the society to which I belong, I must reject 

this undeserved prize which has been presented to me. Please do not receive my voluntary rejection 

with displeasure.’ 
20 Solzhenitsyn’s literary career is exemplary in terms of the politics of literature. His critical accounts 

of the gulags, especially his semi-autobiographical One Day In the Life of Ivan Denisovitch (1967) 

first championed by the USSR governments of the period, to demonstrate the break with the practices 

of the Stalinist period, was later denigrated when the same novels started to appear in the West. The 

awarding of the Nobel Prize in literature in 1970 was the last step that led to Solzhenitsyn’s expulsion. 

See Michael Hanne, Power of The Story (1994) for an account of the political reception of his work.  
21 In her tellingly entitled study, The Politics of Cultural Capital: China's Quest for a Nobel Prize in 

Literature (2006), Julia Lovell contends that the Chinese obsession with the Nobel Prize results from 

the country’s ambivalent relationship with the West and “is compromised in the discourses on 

nationalism and national inferiority” (5). Despite a national frenzy for a Nobel Prize as a marker of 

international merit, or what she calls a “Nobel Complex,” the response to Gao Xingjian’s awarding of 

the Prize in 2000 was mostly negative, as a response to Gao’s exilic status and his outspoken criticism 

of Chinese state.  
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through his words, his work, and the dialogue his stance and the award generate. The politics 

of the prize as such refers to the controversy around representation and whose voice gets to 

be heard.22 

To speak of Pamuk’s reception in Turkey, or what I here refer to as the Pamuk case, is 

to take on board a complex set of cultural and political misunderstandings and disagreements. 

The upheaval surrounding his remarks stem from wider issues on representation. The Pamuk 

case evokes a Rancièrean disagreement, an occasion generated not by the misuse of words, 

but by the objectives in uttering them. Disagreement, for Rancière, “is not to do with words 

alone. It generally bears on the very situation in which speaking parties find themselves” (xi). 

Pamuk’s fiction and interviews, which have caused a series of misunderstandings and 

disagreements, make an interesting case for a reading of his work through Jacques Rancière’s 

conceptualization. What sparked the disagreement in Pamuk’s case were not simply his 

words. Pamuk is not the only outspoken dissident. The criticism of state policies on a number 

of issues, ranging from freedom of speech to minority rights, and especially the official 

history have been voiced earlier and elsewhere, as critics such as Belge have also noted. 

Accordingly, the disagreement in his case is generated not by what he said, but what he 

represented: in this case it is his status as a writer of international renown and his image as a 

spokesman for Turkey. The international arena made it so that the same words meant, 

                                                
22 In one of the few articles on the politics of the Nobel Prize, Jeffrey Meyers argues for the political 

motivation of the award through a discussion of those who have not won the prize. The Swedish 

academy, who in Meyers’s words, is “often blind to real distinction and unduly influenced by 

geography and politics, race and gender ... (and) has frequently awarded it to mediocrities” (1). 

Focusing on what Pamuk and Turkey represents to the West, Meyers refers to Pamuk’s international 

appeal in the following words: “His serious novels were widely translated and gained an international 

audience. He is Moslem and comes from an important country that had never won the prize ...  he 

denounced the fatwa against Rushdie, dared to mention the Armenian massacres, and opposed 

government oppression with formidable courage” (9).  
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according to Pamuk, a means of promoting freedom of speech, whereas for the nationalists, 

they meant a traitorous utterance.  

Reading the Pamuk case as a disagreement helps identify the space and the stance 

contested. It’s about who gets to speak and who gets to be heard. Pamuk, a writer whose 

work challenges Turkish language and history work while straddling the Ottoman and the 

Turkish Istanbul is not accessible enough to be considered a spokesman. That his work 

problematizes Turkish identity in complex language and imagery makes him elitist, someone 

also cut off from the Turkish identity. What I would suggest is that the disagreement is also 

about the metaphors that define the city. Pamuk as such is a site of cultural anxieties about 

the metaphors that define the city and its identity. To extend Simmel’s argument, the bridge 

that Pamuk is associated with was resisted by a discourse that was rather keen on closing in 

on itself.  

 In short, the Pamuk controversy and ensuing spectacle revealed the layers of 

disagreement embedded in the politics of speech and language in Turkey. With international 

political interference, Pamuk’s case became an arena where conflicting political, cultural, and 

social forces met, clashed, and superseded one another. The responses to Pamuk’s reception 

of the Nobel Prize in Turkey follow a similar logic with the responses to the dissident writers 

of USSR and China. Cultural politics, which I have sketched earlier in this chapter, make 

language and especially literature a precariously political arena. Reading Pamuk case as a 

disagreement tells us about issues of representation that are at stake in world literary space. 

The overlap between politics and aesthetics relates not simply to the power of words and 

literature to mobilize and reconfigure, but also to who gets to speak, and who is considered to 

make sense. 

 

Conclusion 
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In this chapter, I approached Istanbul as a city of multiple bridges, carrying us to multiple 

experiences and representations of difference. The bridge has become a part of the urban 

imaginary of the city from the nineteenth century onward. An overview of Istanbul’s 

Ottoman and Turkish history, however, reveals a palimpsest of different symbols, especially 

that of the door, and hence the metamorphosis of its imagery from the marker of boundary 

and possibility to a marker of a divide. This chapter situated Pamuk’s persona and 

controversy within this change to highlight his position of the subject on a bridge, notably his 

role as an intellectual situated along this binary. This juncture between Pamuk’s and 

Istanbul’s imagery accentuates different markers of change and points of contact. 

 Istanbul's bridges are indeed a metaphor that the city lives by, to paraphrase the title 

of Lakoff and Johnson’s work on the term (1980). They are not simply a means of access or a 

linear conduit between two sides; they inform the experience of the city. Pamuk’s self-

positioning, which draws from the stereotypical image of the bridge associated with Istanbul 

and Turkey, situates the city and the country within the east-west divide. What Pamuk does, 

is a tactical use of the stereotypical imagery to make it a marker of his work and his 

international renown, as well as a tool to position both. Pamuk’s international appeal results 

from the way he declines the stereotypical imagery, to use Rosello’s term, in a way that 

highlights both its reductive nature and the layers of images that constitute it. The image of 

the bridge that arose from this survey is not that of the means of linear connection that the 

bridge generally signifies. Just like Istanbul, it includes the not necessarily dissonant image of 

a door, which, in Simmel’s words, symbolizes the flow of life “from the limitation of isolated 

separate existence into the limitlessness of all possible directions” (173). Problematizing the 

image of the bridge as a metaphor and a cognitive tool, helps reorient it as a structure that can 

lead to unexpected directions. 
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Chapter 2 - A Labyrinth: The View of the City in The Black Book 

 

     The city is the realization of that ancient dream of humanity, the labyrinth.  
     Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project 

 

The citation for the Nobel Prize awarded to Orhan Pamuk refers to his “quest” for the soul of 

Istanbul, adding an epic quality to the writer's literary cityscape. The citation can also be read 

as a reference to Pamuk’s breakthrough work, Kara Kitap, [The Black Book] (1990, 1996). 

This “personal encyclopedia of Istanbul” (1999: 138) is also the account of a long and 

arduous search. It tells the story of Galip, a young lawyer, searching for his missing wife all 

around Istanbul. The city is not a mere backdrop to the search, but a complex entity that 

reflects the chaos Galip endures within and without, as well as the aesthetic principle of the 

novel.  

 A quest for Istanbul defines Pamuk’s work on multiple levels. Pamuk’s claim on the 

cityscape is not simply a novelistic one; Istanbul is indeed central to his work and persona as 

an author, and something that he has incorporated into his life as a matrix of thinking. 

Linking Pamuk’s status as novelist of the city to his encyclopedia of Istanbul, this chapter 

sets out to delineate how Pamuk’s vision is achieved in the narrative. The task is to trace 

Pamuk’s gaze through his transcription of the city into writing, in order to identify the links 

between viewing, writing and reading as acts of cognition.  

 

The Labyrinth 

I open this chapter with Walter Benjamin’s observation, taken from The Arcades Project 

(1999), because it captures precisely the paradox at the heart of this chapter: the modern city 

evokes the ancient image of the labyrinth, in need of a singular look from the person who 

seeks to understand the logic of its space. Created by the legendary Greek craftsman-
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architect, Daedalus, the labyrinth is a structure of no return, except for three heroes, each of 

whom reverts to means outside it; Daedalus and his son Icarus, by flying over it, and 

Theseus, by unraveling Ariadne’s thread to trace his way out. The image of a labyrinthine 

city dates back to the accounts of Troy and to the representations of Knossos (Wright 9-12). 

The unicursal labyrinth included one entrance and a confusing, yet definite path to its center. 

The labyrinth is a recurring trope for the modernist city. The labyrinthine experience of the 

nineteenth-century city, on the other hand, is without a center or boundary. Here, the 

labyrinth refers not to the view, or the graphic structure, but to the experience of urban space. 

As the center is non-existent, the journey becomes both an end in itself and the climax of 

experience. The labyrinthine character of the city relates more to the walker, and not simply 

to the viewer.  

 The idea of the labyrinth city captures the paradoxical desire to master the aerial 

perspective, and to be immersed in the urban maze. Michel De Certeau’s take on the 

labyrinth in The Practice of Everyday Life (1984) examines this dichotomy in terms of urban 

experience. The practitioner of the city is a split figure, embodying either one of the two 

contrasting aspects of experiencing the city, the overview and the partial view: “An Icarus 

flying above these waters, he can ignore the devices of Daedalus in mobile and endless 

labyrinths far below” (92). While the distanced viewer “reads” the city as an image, the 

walker performs the city. De Certeau’s account privileges the walker, taking a critical stance 

towards the association of visibility with cognition.  

 In the following pages, I deploy the image of the labyrinth to trace the tension 

between different views in the novel and reveal how the novel unites Pamuk’s Daedalian 

authorship and Icarian persona, the writer and the viewer. I show that when describing the 

viewer of Istanbul, there is no clear-cut distinction between the pedestrian and the visionary; 

the view towers over the human as the panorama invites one to lose the self within its myriad 

stories. I begin with an introduction to Pamuk’s ‘view’ in order to trace its association with 
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the labyrinth city and the figure of the pedestrian. It is in this context that I briefly examine 

James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922) and Paul Auster’s “The City of Glass” (1984) as two novels 

that play with both themes. Finally, I look at the labyrinthine narrative and language found in 

The Black Book, precisely because in its encyclopedic narration of Istanbul, the novel 

captures the same themes. Although Pamuk lays claim to a bird’s eye view, his visionary 

does not cut an Icarus-like figure; his aim is not to soar above the city towards a higher being, 

but to plummet to the city to discover its suppressed stories and cavernous locales.  

 

The View(er) 

The view from Pamuk’s office is reminiscent of the postcard vistas of Istanbul which 

typically extend over the two sides of the Bosphorus and the old city, and are framed by the 

two minarets of a nearby mosque. This comprehensive view is a recurrent image for Pamuk’s 

interviewers when describing his work (Cottrell 2003; Ybarra 2003, Halkin 2004; Farnsworth 

2003). For Pamuk himself, the panorama is a privilege that he has made his own, a means of 

talking about both himself and his work.23 

 
Nobody until now has seen the entirety of Istanbul as I have, horizontally and 
perpendicularly, that is in depth, in a manner which penetrates its own history and its 
soul, and which comprehends its own positioning, the way it settles on the seas, the 
way it extends. The view from my office has such a privilege that suits a novelist. 
Sometimes I think I deserve everything I see from here. (1999: 69) 

The above passage tells us something about Pamuk’s way of seeing. His gaze here is 

one that sees through past and present, one that makes sense of the history and topography of 
                                                
23 Pamuk’s claim on the cityscape can also be explained biographically; he attended the school of 
architecture at Istanbul Technical University, but left it to pursue a career in writing. Pamuk’s texts 

are similarly considered to possess an architectural structure of functionality and interdependence 

(Belge: 1996; Irzık 1996: 270). Pamuk, in fact, knows through experience that overview does not lead 

to the truth of the city: one reason for his rejection of architecture was the cultural discrepancy 

between the builders of the city and its present occupants (2007: 307).  
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the city. For Pamuk, this vision entails a horizontal and a vertical understanding of the 

panorama. The horizontal view, the glossed over, cliché image of minarets and domes, is one 

that is most readily associated with the city, and one to which Pamuk has exclusive access 

from his office. Pamuk indeed traces, in his novels, what he calls the horizontal view of the 

city, the renowned silhouette of Istanbul, a skyline of minarets and domes. Yet his gaze does 

not simply sweep the surfaces: the vertical view is equally important, evoking the city’s 

layers of meaning. Perpendicular view in this sense is what is linked to, but cannot solely be 

defined by the overview. Pamuk’s cityscape suggests the surface with all that is hidden and 

suppressed beneath it; the past but also the present, the palimpsest that emerges from the 

city’s heritage, and from its conflictual and chaotic present. The challenge is to trace Pamuk’s 

conception, with all its complex effects, in his writing. 

 This scopic claim to a city’s panorama prompts panoptic associations. Pamuk's 

perspective evokes the problem of visibility, of the link between seeing and surveying. The 

view from the office serves as a place from which he visually captures the city. Claiming to 

be the only one to ‘get the picture’ literally, Pamuk positions himself as a master-of-all-I-

survey. This way of seeing, which Rebecca Weaver-Hightower probes in her work on island 

narratives in Empire Islands, is key to providing the fictional colonizer with a fantasy of 

power over the land he views (2002 3). Pamuk is certainly not a colonizer; nevertheless, his 

claim to the view is one that actualizes the fantasy of a comprehensive view of the city. 

 Viewing a city does not necessarily convey the same sense of mastery. The sense of 

the modern city is one that escapes the onlooker, as Michel de Certeau’s viewer of New York 

from the summit of World Trade Centre attests. In The Practice of Everyday Life (1984), de 

Certeau traces, beneath what is considered to be mass consumption, the acts of resistance and 

creativity of common heroes, “walking in countless thousands on the streets.” (ibid) In 

probably the most cited chapter of this work, “Walking in the City,” de Certeau introduces 

walkers as the shapers of the cityscape: 
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The ordinary practitioners of the city [who] live down below […] are walkers, whose 
bodies follow the thicks and thins of an urban ‘text’ they write without being able to 
read it. The paths that correspond in this intertwining unrecognized poems […] elude 
legibility. (93)  
 

This account provides a perceptual shift when the walker climbs to the summit of the former 

World Trade Centre in New York and becomes a visionary: (the view) “transforms the 

bewitching world by which one was ‘possessed’ into a text that lies before one’s eyes. It 

allows one to read it, to be a solar Eye, looking down like a god” (92). De Certeau’s 

onlooker, although sharing with Pamuk a similar claim to the view, differs from Pamuk in 

various aspects. The cityscape is based on an opposition between the omniscient onlooker 

and the ordinary pedestrian, the reader and the walker. The onlooker seems to have a 

dominant, totalizing gaze, yet in practice it is the walker who creates the city. Walkers as 

inhabitants define the city while shaping its rules and regulations through their practice.  

 Istanbul’s history makes it a city that has an in-depth, as well as a surface view. 

Jelal’s article, “The Day The Bosphorus Dries Up,” presents one such image. The idyllic 

representation of the Bosphorus is reversed with an apocalyptic imagery replete with the 

refuse of the city:  

 
Suların bir anda çekildiği son günde karaya oturmuş Amerikan transatlantikleriyle 
yosunlu İon sütunları arasında açık ağızlarıyla tarih öncesinden kalma bilnmeyen 
tanrılara yalvaran Kelt ve Likyalı iskeletleri olacak. Midyeyle kaplı Bizans 
Hazineleri, gümüş ve teneke çatal bıçaklar ve bin yıllık şarap fıçıları ve gazoz şişeleri 
ve sivri burunlu kadırga leşleri arasında yükselecek bu medeniyetin antik ocak ve 
lambalarını yakacak enerjiyi uskuru bir bataklığa saplanmış köhne bir Romen petrol 
tankerinden alacağını da hayal edebiliyorum. (1990 42) 
 
On the last day when the waters suddenly recede, among the American transatlantic 
gone to ground and Ionic columns covered with seaweed, there will be Celtic and 
Ligurian skeletons open-mouthed in supplication to gods whose identities are no 
longer known. Amidst mussel-encrusted Byzantine treasures, forks and knives made 
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of silver and tin, thousand-year-old-barrels of wine, soda-pop bottles, carcasses of 
pointy-prowled galleys, I can image a civilization whose energy needs for their 
antiquated stoves and lights will be derived from a dilapidated Romanian tanker 
propelled into a mire-pit. (1996 15) 
 

The apocalyptic imagery of the Bosphorus reconfigures the significance of the strait as a 

magical realm of catastrophe, fear and bliss. The waterway, with its millennial history turns 

into a “lacuna” to be appropriated by the present inhabitants of the city. Jelal's article presents 

an imagery of the waterway as a repository for past and present trash and treasures. The odd 

content of this receptacle, recycled in text, ranges from the mafia to the cars that flew into it, 

to the actual accumulated trash. An inventory of the hidden, suppressed, and discarded 

aspects of Istanbul, Jelal’s newspaper column poeticizes an acute sense of loss and nostalgia. 

Jelal’s Istanbul evokes the Paris of Baudelaire, described by Walter Benjamin as “more 

submarine than subterranean” (1935: 41). Once the sea that glosses over the myriad traces 

dries up, the Bosphorus is no longer simply a palimpsest but a lacuna that incorporates 

multiple spaces and temporalities within its new spatiality.  

 To write about the city is to represent the co-existence of order and chaos, progress 

and decay, past and present, all of which leave their marks on the cityscape. For Sibel Irzık, 

Jelal’s column is an expression of his gnostic drive, a “fantasy of a city that bares itself to the 

gaze of the author in a state of ultimate visibility and readability” (2006: 728). Jelal’s 

depiction of the city makes it a readable space which upholds the many layers of meaning, 

the space where conflicting trajectories can coexist within an aesthetic whole. Yet, this is a 

fantasy that also entails a recycling of the ‘seen’. Jelal’s column is an act of appropriation; it 

turns these stories into a means of experiencing the multiple temporalities and thousands of 

lives that constitute a space. The apocalyptic image, then, is also the condensed history of the 

city, transforming the hidden chaos into a mosaic. Pamuk himself notes:  
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Kara Kitap’da olup bitenler hafızanın karanlık köşelerinden çıkartılıp yan yana 
getiriliyor.(...) Tıpkı bir eskici dükkanında olduğu gibi, bütün zamanları çağrıştıran 
eşyalarla kıpır kıpır dolu olduğu için hafıza dümdüz bir hikayeden kaçmak isteyen her 
yazar için vazgeçilmez bir hazinedir (Pamuk 1999: 140). 
 
[(W)hat happens in The Black Book is assembled from the dark corners of memory 
(which is just like) a junk shop brimming with goods from multiple periods.” (my 
trans.)]  
 

The dark corners of Pamuk’s memory occupy the ‘center’ of the story, in an attitude that 

dissolves the simple reciprocity between centre and corner, reminiscent of Gaston 

Bachelard’s poetic exploration of the dialectics of inside and outside in The Poetics of Space 

(1957). An example of this occurs when Galip looks at the bed sheet upon which a junk 

dealer displays his bric-a-brac:  

 
Nesneleri büyüleyici kılan şeyin aslında kendileri değil sergileniş şekilleri olduğunu 
hissetti. (1990 270) 
 
[Galip] felt that what actually made objects enchanting did not reside in the objects 
themselves but in the way they were being displayed. (1996 190)  
 

Just like the bed sheet where the junk dealer transforms bric-a-brac into enchantment, the text 

becomes the ground on which the writing self practices his magic.   

 Urban theorist-historian Spiro Kostof has noted the numerous sovereigns of Istanbul 

to illustrate its histories of conflict and appropriation: Constantine, the Roman Emperor and 

founder of the city; Justinian the Byzantine Emperor; Mehmed the Conqueror, who viewed 

himself as the new leader of the Eastern Roman Empire; Ataturk, the founder of the secular 

Republic of Turkey (1967: 189-191).24 Istanbul, once a contender against Rome, is a site 

where the revolutions of history signify conflict and antagonism. Istanbul, as it was built in 

                                                
24 To illustrate the change in traditions, I would add Tayyip Erdoğan, the current Prime Minister of 

Turkey and the mayor of Istanbul between 1994-1998, an imam by education. 
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the late Ottoman period and as it exists today, belongs to different heritages. Istanbul, in other 

words, has a history and heritage appropriated by those who are the descendants in name 

only. The present inhabitants of Istanbul, with a different cultural background, appropriate 

and adapt the millennial past of the city in order to create their own urban space. For those 

who immigrated to Istanbul in the second half of the twentieth century, Istanbul is not simply 

a bridge between the two continents, but a frightful city of defeat, chaos and junk, from 

which “nothing could be expected” (112). It is a moribund city whose “revitalization” can 

only be started in the periphery, and in the concrete shantytowns that Galip visits during his 

search (112). Istanbul, for the inhabitants of the shantytowns, “remained a newly conquered 

city” (299). As such, revitalization is rather an act of invasion.  

The chaos and alienation resulting from constant transformation come to characterize 

the city itself. In The Black Book, however, this site of conflict is one that generates not only 

hostility, but an inimitable poetry—a singular aesthetics of the city. The myriad stories that 

lay underneath the waters and the city of Istanbul are resurrected, brought to the surface and 

brought to life in the novel. They are resurrected as legends that haunt the present of the city. 

De Certeau sees legends as arts of everyday life that can serve as means of escape and 

fantasy: “it is through the opportunity they offer to store up rich silences and wordless stories, 

or rather through their capacity to create cellars and garrets everywhere, that local legends 

permit exits, ways of going out and coming back” (1984: 107). Istanbul is a protean city that 

offers multiple Istanbuls to those who know the legends, as the apocalyptic imagery of the 

Bosphorus reveals. Jelal’s columns personalize these legends, and through them, Istanbul.  

 The novel, as one of the characters contend, is “about storytelling rather than telling a 

story” (144). Voiced by different characters, stories circulate in the novel, uniting the 

inhabitants of the city as well as the characters themselves, highlighting the parallels between 

individual and collective stories in and of Istanbul. Jelal’s columns are displayed as the keys 

to the city’s secret; Galip’s search for Rüya turns into a mystical quest that parallels the Sufi 
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tradition of the search for the beloved. Hüsn-ü Aşk (Love and Beauty), a mesnevi written by 

Sheikh Galip in the eighteenth century, tells the story of Aşk (love) and his journey to Diyar-ı 

Kalp as a quest to unite with Hüsn (beauty), only to realize in the end that the seeker and the 

sought for are one.  

The intense intertextuality of the novel draws from Islamic and Western heritages and 

seems to echo the chaotic heritage of the city. The name Galip, for instance, recalls the 

Turkish mystic Sheik Galip; Jelal evokes the famous thirteenth century Sufi poet Mevlana 

Jelaleddin Rumi; Hüsn-ü Aşk serves as a model for Galip’s search for Rüya. The quotations 

preceding each chapter, on the other hand, are taken from a variety of sources including 

Sheikh Galip, Rumi, Lewis Carroll, Dostoevsky, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Isak Dinesen, and 

Turkish writers such as Halit Ziya and Ahmet Rasim. The diverse quotations link the novel to 

multiple literary heritages. Thus, Jelal’s column, “We are all Waiting For Him” introduces 

Doctor Ferid, who reportedly wrote the story of the Grand Inquisitor and the Messiah before 

Dostoevsky did in Brothers Karamazov. In the same vein, in the brothel scene in “Look 

Who’s Here,” a hooker acts out a renowned film character, Türkan Şoray in Vesikalı Yarim 

(My Disorderly Babe), and expects Galip, in turn, to act Şoray’s counterpart in the film.25 

“Master Bedii’s Sons,”26 an account of the subterranean storehouse of mannequins that Galip 

visits, clearly alludes to Dante’s Inferno. Yet the storehouse, also a gallery in the style of 

Madam Tussaud’s, displaying authentic Turkish personas, is a plethora of stories from the 

Turkish past. Manufactured by a Master Bedii, only to be despised by storeowners as they 

look too much like the people on the streets, the mannequins are destined to remain 

                                                
25 In Vesikalı Şehir (My Disorderly City), Feride Çiçekoğlu analyzes the image of the female 

prostitute in contemporary Turkish cinema as a metaphor for Istanbul. 
26 The theme and the character are repeated twice in the text: In Book I Chapter 6, Bedii Usta is 

recounted in Celal’s column, and in Chapter 17, the subterranean storehouse is retold as a ‘real’ place 

that Galip visits. 
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underground as they cannot imitate an ‘other.’27 Just as intertextuality turns the novel into a 

mound of stories, the many stories about Istanbul turn the city into a palimpsest.  

 

The Walker  

The Black Book tells the search of Galip, a young lawyer, for Rüya, his wife/dream (in 

Turkish Rüya means a dream) who has vanished for no apparent reason, leaving behind a 

note of nineteen words.28 Suspecting that Rüya might be with Jelal, her half-brother and a 

renowned journalist, Galip closely follows Jelal’s column to discover their whereabouts. 

Jelal’s writing, alternating in the novel with the chapters that recount Galip’s search, reveals a 

world of hidden meanings both in his columns and in Istanbul. Printed in Milliyet, one of 

Turkey’s most prestigious newspapers, Jelal’s pieces evoke a tradition that lasted until the 

1990s when, before the supremacy of TV, columnists were the stars of the media and the 

public, writing about a wide range of topics, from love to politics and health. Jelal’s columns 

thus interrupt Galip’s story, while at the same time linking it to the myriad stories recounted 

in the column. Galip’s search is a journey to the many faces of the city, from the headquarters 

of Jelal’s journal to the shantytown outside the city where Rüya’s ex-husband resides, and 

ultimately to the 'Heart of the City,' the old family apartment in the town centre with the same 

name. The 'Heart of the City' is also home to Jelal’s hideaway, a flat where, Galip discovers, 

Jelal stayed with Rüya. Galip takes tenancy of Jelal’s flat, reads his archive, writes in his 

column, and assumes his identity. As such, the novel brings to mind de Certeau’s analogy 

between reading and renting, where “text is habitable, like a rented apartment” (xxi). In The 

                                                
27 On a wider plane, Bedii Usta’s models delineate the will to become another on a collective level: 

the quest to adopt western lifestyles, at the expense losing authenticity. 
28 The number nineteen is considered the 'miracle' number in Islam, one of the many proving that The 

Koran is the direct word of God. Islamic mystical traditions form one of the key themes in the novel.  
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Black Book, the metaphor provides the plot: Galip reads the city to reach his wife/dream and 

inhabits not only Jelal’s flat, but his writing. 

 The Black Book is a play on the parallels between reading, writing and walking. For 

example, in “Love Tales on a Snowy Night,” a group of people in a nightclub, including a 

BBC crew in Istanbul to shoot a documentary on freedom of speech and press and the club 

locals, tell each other stories. A tall bespectacled writer, a parody of Pamuk himself, tells a 

story about another writer who began roaming the streets after his wife forsook him without 

explanation. His walks are a means of "reading this book of life, gadding about here and 

there, walking the streets for hours where the city offered him each day new pages in which 

to read faces, signs, and stories" (144). The man is ultimately captivated by, and eventually 

identifies with the stories and the city itself, a motif that forms the core of Pamuk's memoir. 

The analogy between writing, reading, and walking recalls Paul Auster’s “The City of Glass” 

in New York Trilogy (1985). A parody of detective novels, the text is based on characters that 

read and write through their trajectories across the city. "The City of Glass" also makes use of 

the trope of the labyrinth to capture the urban experience. New York is “an exhaustible space, 

a labyrinth of endless steps [which] always left [one] with the feeling of being lost [...] not 

only in the city, but within the self as well” (Auster: 4-5). Quinn, a writer who assumes the 

identity of a detective he is mistaken for, starts following a man he thinks might be the real 

detective’s ‘identified’ suspect. Apart from the doppelganger, the novella's most memorable 

aspect is the graphic interplay between language and street. The suspect proves his identity 

by writing his message through his walks in Brooklyn. In a manner that evokes de Certeau’s 

pedestrian, the walkers write the urban text. Unlike De Certeau’s pedestrian, however, 

walking in the novel is a means not only to practice the city, but to dissolve in it:  

 
Each time [Quinn] took a walk, he felt as though he were leaving himself behind, and 
by giving himself up to the movement of the streets, by reducing himself to a seeing 
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eye, he was able to escape the obligation to think, and this, more than anything else, 
brought him a measure of peace, a salutary emptiness within. (3)  
 

In the novella, all that is solid melts not into air, but into the streets of New York. As opposed 

to de Certeau’s city-dwellers, however, Quinn is able to unravel the significance of the walk, 

albeit through a mental map that allows him to assume the position of an onlooker. 

Nevertheless, the solution of the mystery leads to the dissolution of the characters: Quinn’s 

identity disintegrates and the suspect disappears. In similar fashion, the story ends with the 

disappearance of the suspect and the dissolution of the protagonist, who also appear as 

shadows of other characters. The city is a space of oblivion and obfuscation. A quest for true 

meaning or identity is not only futile; it is lethal. 

Walking and maps also feature strongly in The Black Book. Jelal (and through him, 

Galip) reads Rumi’s walks on the maps of Cairo and Istanbul. In “Who Killed Shams of 

Tabriz?” a chapter on the identity between the seeker and the sought, Galip attempts to read 

the signs of the city and its inhabitants, but to no avail; all he sees is himself, "the map of his 

own passage throughout the city these past few days" (228). Yet, Galip is no different from 

other city-dwellers; the quest marks all the inhabitants of the city: “all Istanbul, no matter 

how it was marked on the map, was teeming with folks who were on the same trip!” (229). 

The novel recounts an attempt to disclose the mystery behind the everyday. The mystery, 

however, is not resolved; the city appears increasingly enigmatic, and the identity of the 

protagonist/narrator becomes ever more impenetrable. Moreover, the meaning of the city can 

only be glimpsed through those who walk within. The walkers in The Black Book recall de 

Certeau’s walkers. They practice the city:  

 

[B]iz yürüdükçe kaldırımlar ve dükkanlar anlamlanıyormuş. (1990 441) 
It seemed as if... our passage gave meaning to shops and sidewalks along our way. 
(1996 318)  
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Istanbul exists through those who move within it.  

 

Urban Odyssey  

Walking through the city is a literary theme that runs through nineteenth and twentieth-

century literature, from Baudelaire to Benjamin, Dostoevsky and Dickens.29 Perhaps a more 

significant parallel, especially one that positions The Black Book within the international 

scene, is with James Joyce's Ulysses (1922).30 The theme and the parallels between the two 

position Pamuk’s novel within the legacy of modernist literature, a point which runs through 

this study as well. The Black Book recalls Ulysses in the way it mixes the illusion with the 

real, the old with the new, the sacred with the profane, and the ordinary with the exceptional. 

The image that both novels propose is in keeping with the modernist tendency to desacralise 

epic quests and treasured texts: the mundane details of everyday life in the city constitute the 

poetics of the novel. As such, the novels provide a space where, in John Fletcher and 

Malcolm Bradbury’s words, “the trivial and everyday are mythologized” (qtd. in Bradbury 

and McFarlane 405). There are quite a few similarities in terms of plot: walking the city, an 

unfaithful wife who haunts the main characters' urban peregrinations, transubstantiation 

(Stephen/Bloom and Jelal/Galip).  

 A more significant parallel between the two novels is in the parallactic, perambulatory 

narrative: both novels trace the main characters as they roam the city and read it as a 

                                                
29 Pamuk’s development of the city theme and his place in the tradition of city novelists have been 

treated widely, including the Nobel Speech. See Belge (1992) and Irzık (1995) for a comparison of 

Pamuk’s Istanbul in The Black Book with Crime and Punishment. See Bilge Mutlutay Çetintaş (2006) 

for a comparison with The New York Trilogy.  
30 This comparison links the novel to Oğuz Atay's Tutunamayanlar (Disconnected) (1972), the novel 

closest to Joyce’s Ulysses in Turkish, notably with the stream of consciousness technique.. See Berna 

Moran (1994) for a comparison between The Black Book and Disconnected in terms of their 

(post)modern narratives.  
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collection of randomly juxtaposed signs, driven by a desire to locate meaning in urban 

space.31 The texts echo their walk, and ultimately both novels are about homecoming and the 

multiple signs of the city. These parallels between the two novels have been observed on 

numerous occasions. Textually, the act/practice of wandering creates a city text that is 

meandering, impressionistic, and fleeting. The conflicts that urge the restless peregrination 

about the city blend with the city itself. Thoughts unfold when walking. Yet the relationship 

between walking and reading is not unilinear: neither the strolls nor the thoughts we read in 

the text act as a conduit to cognition. On the contrary, they often work to obstruct meaning.  

 

Labyrinthine Narrative 

The main concern of The Black Book is not to present a new story, but to retell those of the 

past, to enrich the present (the here and now) with the stories of the past (399). In that 

respect, it is a novel of Istanbul, a Barthesian interpretation of the city, not giving it a 

meaning, but appreciating and aestheticizing its confusing plurality of meaning.32 The 

cityscape is celebrated as a site of myriad stories. The novel assembles and harmonizes these 

stories that imitate, obliterate, and supersede each other. Confusion is a major component of 

Pamuk’s aesthetics, blurring the view and playing on cognition. This confusion also works 

with the notion of the labyrinthine city, troubling cognition at both the textual and conceptual 

levels.  

                                                
31 On Ulysses as a text of urban walking, see Peripatetics in the city novel, PI Barta 1996. See Episode 

8, “Lestrygonians,” and 10, “The Wandering Rocks,” where the text follows Bloom’s impressions 

triggered by his walks in the city, whether, as in “Lestrygonians,” in pursuit of food, or as in “The 

Wandering Rocks,” where the narrative traces different characters’ walks in the town for different 

ends. 
32 I use the word interpret in its Barthesian sense, as not giving a text a meaning, but as appreciating 

the plural it is made of. “Interpréter un texte, ce n’est pas lui donner un sens, c’est au contraire 

apprécier de quel pluriel il est fait” (Barthes, S/Z 11). 
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 Galip discovers that Jelal’s writing is itself labyrinthine; a pastiche, it feeds on 

formulas and even cliché approaches that confound its readers with the promise of hidden 

truths. Yet not only Jelal’s writing, but Galip’s story, and by extension the novel itself, appear 

as commonplace and unoriginal. Thus, in the chapter entitled “Somebody Is Following Me,” 

Galip visits Jelal’s office with the hope of finding information, but soon finds himself 

discussing Jelal’s narrative style with another columnist. The journalist challenges the 

authenticity of Jelal's stories and style. He first asks Galip to tell him a story. Galip tells an 

account of his quest for his missing wife. The journalist then demonstrates its formulism by 

transforming Galip's story into a Jelalesque one:  

 
“Konu güzel,” dedi ihtiyar köşe yazarı. “Poe'nun dediği gibi, ölen ya da kaybolan 
güzel bir kadın! Ama bir hikayeci daha kararlı olmalı. Kararsızlıklarını gösteren 
yazara okuyucu güvenmez çünkü. Celal'in hileleriyle biz bitirelim hikayeyi... 
Hatıralar: Şehir adamın tatlı anılarıyla kaynaşsın. Üslup: Süslü sözlerin içine gömülen 
bu anılardaki ipuçları boşluğa işaret etsin. Tecahül-i Arif: Adam karısının kaçtığı 
kişiyi bilemiyormuş gibi yapsın. Paradoks: Böylece adamın kaçtığı kişi adamın 
kendisiymiş. Nasıl? Görüyorsunuz ya, siz de yazabilirsiniz o yazıları. Herkes 
yazabilir.” (1990 135) 
 
“Good subject,” said the old columnist. “Like Poe said: a beautiful woman who dies 
or is lost! But the storyteller has to be more decisive. The reader doesn’t trust a writer 
who cannot make up his mind. Let’s see, we might finish the story using one of 
Jelal’s tricks. Reminiscences: the city swarms with the man’s happier memories. 
Style: the clues in the reminiscences are buried in a highfalutin language that points to 
a void. Erudite Ignorance: the man pretends he cannot figure out the identity of the 
other man. The Paradox: therefore, the man the wife ran off with is the man himself. 
How’s that? See, you can do it. Anybody can.” (1996 87-88) 
 

The dialogue between the journalist and Galip, one of the many self-referential passages in 

the novel, relates to the novel on many levels, especially in terms of its poetics. The reference 

to Edgar Allen Poe's choice of poetic subject refers to the conventionality of the plot. Erudite 

Ignorance (Tecahül-i Arif in Ottoman Turkish) is a form of irony and a favorite figure of 
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speech in classical Ottoman poetry, which allows the poet to elaborate on the object. And 

finally, the Paradox refers to the twist on the doppelganger theme that marks the novel. 

Paradox, as insight reached through the juxtaposition of seemingly contradictory ideas, is a 

theme that appears not only in this novel, but in much of Pamuk's work. In short, the 

journalist's comments do not only highlight Jelal’s poetics; they give insight into the novel's 

plot, mystery and many loops. In a novel already preoccupied with the search for meaning 

and its futility, the above passage further elaborates the impossibility of finding an authentic 

identity or undertaking a genuine search, while at the same time ironizing the referentiality of 

the story, the text and the author. The novel introduces a world where each character is a 

parody or imitation of another one, with no clear-cut distinctions between characters or 

stories.  

 The analogy between textual and urban space also informs the work of Walter 

Benjamin. Graeme Gilloch contends that Benjamin works not simply to depict, but to mimic 

urban experience in his discontinuous, fragmented narrative. Gilloch comments: "[i]n 

Benjamin's work the city is transformed into a text. The counterpart to this metamorphosis is 

that the text itself becomes ‘urban.’ Its formal properties mimic the very set of urban 

experiences to which it gives voice" (181-2). This parallel between city as text and city as 

labyrinth also marks The Black Book. The novel has repeatedly been referred to as a 

labyrinth, recreating the maze-like spatiality of Istanbul (Irzık, “Edebiyatta”; “Istanbul”). In 

the following passage, for example, Galip (and the reader) grope their way through the 

mound of details: 

 
Galip, Karaköy'e vardığında, [eski] koltuğu gördüğü yokuşun tenhalığıyla, meydanın 
boşluğunun herkesin işaretlerini okuduğu bir felaketle ilişkisi olduğunu düşünmek 
üzereydi. Sanki yaklaşmakta olan bu felaket yüzünden, sefer çıkması gereken 
vapurlar birbirlerine bağlanmış, iskeleler tenhalaşmış, Galata Köprüsü üzerindeki 
seyyar satıcılar, şipşak fotoğrafçılar, yanık suratlı dilenciler de, son günlerini 
dinlenerek geçirmeye karar vermişlerdi. (1990 125) 
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Galip was beginning to associate the deserted street where he saw [gutted] the 
armchair and now this forsaken square with a cataclysm for which everybody else had 
already read the signs. It was as if some impending disaster was the reason why ships 
scheduled to sail had been roped to one another, why people had made themselves 
scarce at the docks, and why the street peddlers, the instant photographers, and the 
beggars with disfigured faces who worked the Galata Bridge had all decided to take a 
vacation on the last day of their lives. (1996 80-81) 
 

The armchair, which Galip recognizes during his descent from Taksim towards the 

Bosphorus, is one of the many odds and ends he takes for an omen, as well as a landmark in 

in his quest for Jelal and Ruya. Yet, these signs appear to reveal larger ‘truths.’ Sibel Irzik 

contends: “Whenever a secret seems to be on the verge of being revealed, it fades into a 

much larger pattern as only a small part of an endless network of relationships, conspiracies, 

and imitations” (“Istanbul” 733). According to Irzık, the parallactic narrative “creates a zoom 

effect by which the perspective becomes panoptical and the narrative is spatialized” (733). 

The space that the narrative performs is indeed labyrinthine. The language, and more 

specifically the syntax of the novel, presents a more controversial use of the labyrinth. 

Pamuk’s language and the seeming impenetrability of The Black Book generated an 

unprecedented critical response in Turkish literary circles, with ongoing debates on rhetoric 

and literature. The long and complex sentences in the novel, abounding particularly in the 

first nineteen chapters of the novel, ignited a controversy over Pamuk’s use of Turkish. 

Pamuk was simultaneously commended and vilified for his language. The primary reason for 

the attacks was the change in word order, considered a sign of foreign, especially American, 

influence on his writing (Yücel 51). Pamuk’s trademarked periodic sentences alter the word 

order in Turkish (SOV) by inverting the subject and the verb or by moving the subject next to 

the verb. This style provides clarity to Pamuk’s periodic sentences. Yet, the word order also 

evokes English, a feature that is entirely lost in translation. Another controversy that can at 

least be partially illustrated in English concerns Pamuk’s word choice. For example, when 
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writing about a minaret that is part of the view on a postcard, the Turkish version adds that 

the minaret belongs to a mosque, a redundant qualifier that is taken out of the English 

translation (9). Such ambiguities are considered impediments in a text that relies heavily on 

intertextuality and wordplay and Pamuk have been condemned as a “bad writer who passes 

as a good novelist” (Koçak 138, Yücel 48).33 

 As opposed to this criticism, Pamuk’s use of Turkish was also praised for its 

innovativeness. In his linguistic analysis of The Black Book, Bernt Brendemoen declared 

Pamuk a pioneer of word order in Turkish writing. For Brendemoen, the unusual grammatical 

structure is the reflection of Galip’s feverish quest (1996: 129).34 The dislocation of the 

subject imitates the loss of the individual among the mound of objects. The book’s long 

sentences evoke the palimpsest that the city has become, with its conflicting voices, 

conquerors and inhabitants. The act of writing is indeed about meaning making. Yet, the 

meaning of the novel’s labyrinthine sentences is one that points to the opaqueness of 

language. Focusing on episodes like “The Day The Bosphorus Dries Up,” quoted earlier in 

this study, Sibel Irzık reads Pamuk’s sentences as verbal imitations of the city: “the sentences 

are hopelessly periodic, and their subjects get lost in a maze of clauses, like individuals in 

Istanbul’s crooked streets” (“Istanbul” 733). The novel also claims to translate the cityscape 

into writing and celebrate its own aesthetics. According to Pamuk, the narrative texture of the 

novel imitates the city:  

                                                
33 Orhan Koçak has shown the misuse of adjectives of time, and an unrealistic representation of 

temporality, which result in inner inconsistency (1991: 129-133). Koçak argues that the adjectives of 

time that mark Galip’s doings lead to five different timings. Such inconsistencies, although in line 

with the general theme of the novel, are problematic as they are accompanied by problems in 

grammar, i.e. redundancies, which do not support any of the novel’s claims. 
34 Bernt Brendemoen contends that Pamuk often inverts the subject and the verb to create specific 

effects. Jelal’s narration employs a more traditional style of prose, adhering closely to the SOV 

sentence structure. Once Galip starts writing Jelal’s column, however, the journalistic style also 

changes, becoming closer to Galip’s narration (129, 131). 
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Romanın uzun cümleleri, kendi etraflarında dönen baş döndürücü barok cümleler 
bana şehrin karmaşasından, tarihinden ve bugünkü zenginliğinden, kararsızlığından 
ve enerjisinden çıkmış gibi gelir. (1999 138-39) 
 
[The periodic, dizzying baroque sentences of the novel seem to me to have sprung 
from the chaos, the history, and the present richness, indeterminacy, and energy of the 
city. (trans. mine)] 

In short, the novel transcribes the city—its past and present, harmony and chaos—into 

writing.  

 With its intricacies and confusion, The Black Book does not simply narrate a 

labyrinth; it performs one. Its irregular sentences and passages make it difficult to find one's 

way. A labyrinth is a structure that aims to preclude exit by obscuring it. As in classical 

accounts of the labyrinth, each detail Galip meets within this labyrinthine text seems to 

provide the clue to unravel the mystery. Everything in Istanbul seems to be a sign, the 

decoding of which promises to be the thread that will help Galip find his way out of the 

labyrinth of junk that is Istanbul. Details act as Ariadne’s thread for the reader as well, with 

the promise of release from the maze. Yet the threads show the reader not a way out, but a 

way in - to the text and to the self.  

 

Protean Self 

Viewing the cityscape as a puzzle holds the promise of coming up with a solution. Such 

knowledge of the city, however, is a fiction:  

 
Dolmuşun pencerelerinden seyrettiği eskiden bildiği İstanbul değil, esrarını yeni 
anladığı ve sonraları üzerine yazacağı başka bir İstanbul'du. (1990 297) 
 
What he saw out of the dolmuş window was not the Istanbul he’d known all along but 
another Istanbul whose mystery he had just cracked and would eventually set down 
on paper. (1996 285)  
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Istanbul shifts its shape and meaning for those who want to write it. At the same time, 

unknowability does not preclude discovery: both the self and the city can be renewed. Indeed, 

Galip’s altered state of mind leads to a different vision of Nişantaşı, the neighborhood where 

he has spent his life: 

 
Nişantaşı'nın köşesindeyken, bir başka kişi olma isteği öyle bir kuvvetle içinde 
yükseldi ki, onbinlerce defa gördüğü apartman cephelerini, dükkan vitrinlerini, banka 
panolarını ve neondan harfleri bambaşka ve yepyeni şeyler olarak görebildiğini sandı. 
(1990 278) 
 
On Nişantaşı Corner, the desire to be someone else arose so strongly in him that he 
imagined he could apprehend the façades of apartment buildings, storefronts, bank 
billboards, and neon signs as completely different and novel things. (1996 196) 
 

An alternative self entails an alternative perspective of the city, whereas a different vision of 

the city signifies a rejuvenation of the self. Istanbul here is a multifaceted entity that shapes 

the individual, and a phantasmagorical being which manipulates the plot and characters. The 

protagonist is not the viewer but Istanbul itself, a city which has undergone major decay and 

destruction only to offer itself as the site for renewed meanings and practices. In this respect, 

Pamuk’s Istanbul evokes Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities (1974), where the same city shifts its 

shape according to the visitor’s expectations. Each time Marco Polo describes it to Kublai 

Khan, the city becomes another. For Marco Polo, we “take delight not in a city’s seven or 

seventy wonders, but in the answer it gives to a question of yours” (37). Istanbul is a protean 

city and a Phoenix; renewing its mystery with each walker, its past becomes part of the 

present no matter how different the two are.  

 The Black Book ends with the assertion of the protean self. Jelal is murdered and so is 

Rüya, whose body is found later in the grocery store in the neighborhood. No longer able to 

pass for Jelal, Galip nevertheless moves to Jelal’s flat and carries on writing under his name. 

At the end of the last chapter, another shift in identity takes place as the narrative is taken 
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over by the first person (391-400). Galip’s search is mainly narrated in the third person, but 

the narration switches briefly to first person in Chapter 1 (p. 5) and 3 (p. 25) when Galip 

recounts his childhood memories to the reader. It is as if the narrator’s objectivity is 

inescapably and unconsciously infused with his identification with his protagonist. Here, the 

book evokes Judith Butler’s discussion of theories of self-recognition in Giving an Account of 

Oneself: “I speak as an ‘I,’ but do not make the mistake of thinking that I know precisely all 

that I am doing when I speak in that way” (37). The switch between the first and third person 

pronouns acts as a reminder of the blurred nature of subjectivity and of the ‘I’ that tells an 

other’s story. In a tone reminiscent of Rimbaud's renowned poem, in The Black Book, “I is an 

other.” Not only the city, but the self that narrates it is unknowable and labyrinthine. In other 

words, knowledge of the city is inseparable from self-knowledge: both are impossible.  

 In a novel where each character turns out to be the echo or the ‘dream’ of an ‘other,’ 

what remains in the end are not the characters or the plot, but ‘writing:’ 

 
Sabaha doğru acıyla Rüya'yı hatırlıyor ve masadan kalkıp uyanmakta olan şehrin 
karanlığına bakıyor. Rüya'yı hatırlıyor ve masamdan kalkıp şehrin karanlığına 
bakıyorum. Rüya'yı hatırlıyor ve İstanbul'un karanlığına bakıyoruz [...] Çünkü hiçbir 
şey hayat kadar şaşırtıcı olamaz. Yazı hariç. Evet tabii, tek teselli yazı hariç. (1990 
551)  
 
Toward morning [Galip] aches remembering Rüya and gets up from the desk to gaze 
at the city’s darkness. I remember Rüya and, getting up from the desk, I gaze at the 
city’s darkness. We remember Rüya and gaze at Istanbul’s darkness. [...] After all, 
nothing can be as astounding as life. Except for writing. Except for writing. Yes, of 
course, except for writing, the sole consolation. (1996 400) 
 

Istanbul, with its myriad faces and stories, is indeed at the crossroads of all the characters in 

the novel. Istanbul unites Galip and Rüya, the seeker and the sought, in writing. The last 

passage also unites Galip and Pamuk, in the image of a writing self that gazes at the city from 

his office. The Protean quality of the viewer-narrator is thus revealed once more by the 
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shifting, narrating voice. The same shift also points to the unity that binds this multitude of 

‘I’s together: writing as the sole consolation, Rüya as the dream, and Istanbul, with its hazy 

silhouette and labyrinthine streets, as the crucible where all dreams and all identities are 

forged into one. 

 

Conclusion 

The novel problematizes both vision and narration as means of organizing experience. 

Viewing, walking and writing are ends in themselves. Just as an overview does not lend us 

the truth of what is seen, narrative of The Black Book does not lead to clear understanding. 

The winding sentences, just like the city and its mess, lose the reader within their labyrinth. 

The sentences also remind us that narrative is not simply a mode of cognition, but a means of 

expression in which clarity or consistency may not always be the primary concern.  

 The cityscape that emerges from the novel is one that challenges viewing, writing and 

reading as acts of cognition. This polymorphous, palimpsestic city defies unitary and unified 

subjectivity, both locally and globally. Sibel Irzık makes the following remark:  

 
The Black Book translates the defining aspects of urban life and the very 
precariousness of Istanbul’s identity as a third-world metropolis into aesthetic 
principles that contain and subvert anxieties about authenticity, generating pleasure 
and authority out of the knowledge of urban realities. (2006 732) 
 

Irzık relates Pamuk’s international success to his accessible descriptions of the city for the 

global urbanized public. Istanbul is a phoenix city; its history consists of conquests and 

destructions which lay claim to the site for renewed meanings and lifestyles. In this city of 

ruptures and continuities, urban spaces possess the ability to transform themselves in time 

and survive as part of different traditions. A fictional city, Istanbul is the phantasmagorical 

site of multiple quests, including the ultimate consolation, the quest for narrative.  
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Chapter 3 - Homelessness , Self and the City in  

Istanbul: Memories and the City 

 

Istanbul is the means through which Orhan Pamuk defines himself: so he suggests in 

Istanbul: Memories and the City (2003, 2005), his memoir with visual and verbal 

representations of the city and of himself.35 The title merits a short note. For convenience I 

used Maureen Freely translation and the page numbers refer to the 2005 English edition of 

the text. Yet this translation mainly omits subtleties of meaning that are crucial for this 

argument. The foremost omission is the title: the English translation changes emphasis; it 

reads Istanbul: Memories of a City, and does not reflect the text’s predominantly 

autobiographical nature. This chapter is based on the Turkish title and focuses on the 

dialogue between the self and the city.   

 Pamuk identifies himself with the city and offers it as his autobiography. Istanbul in 

his memoir is more than an entity that the writer himself comes to terms with or sets himself 

against: it is an unparalleled companion, the only constant in a fleeting world, central to the 

self and to the human condition. The prioritization of the city when defining the self inspires 

the present chapter. The following pages trace the sense of space that Pamuk’s memoir 

conveys. I begin with the visible space of writing, the language. My focus then shifts to the 

space that the memoir describes, in order to examine the identity between the self and the 

city. I suggest in the final sections of this chapter that this identity is infused with the account 

of the other, and a feeling of homelessness. The space that Pamuk’s memoir invokes is not 

simply a topography, but a place of residence, a locus of both individual and cultural identity. 

                                                
35 Pamuk’s comments on the memoir in the Paris Review Interview are also to the same effect, 
emphasizing the book’s originality as the result of “put[ting] together two things that were not 

together before [...] Combined with [an] essay on the invention of Istanbul’s romantic landscape is an 

autobiography” (2005 377).  
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Autobiography and Alterity  

Simply put, autobiography is the account of a person’s life written by that person. In his 

often-cited The Autobiographical Pact (1975), which forms the basis of my understanding of 

autobiography, Philippe Lejeune posits a contractual understanding of the genre as an 

agreement between reader and writer based on “the identity between the names of the author, 

narrator, and protagonist” (14). Even a straightforward definition exposes the problem that 

the genre entails, namely the notions of self and alterity. The act of writing inevitably leads to 

the fictionalization of the main character, the self that is written, and to a rift between the 

written self and the writing self, that of the writer. Autobiography, in other words, connotes 

rupture between the main character and the writer even though they both bear the same 

name.36  

 Similarly, Pamuk’s text is one that plays with the question of alterity that 

autobiographical writing—as a genre—poses by its problematization of the self. In this 

chapter, I use two terms when writing about Orhan Pamuk and his role as the writer, the main 

character, and an Istanbullu, an inhabitant of Istanbul: I refer to his self and to his identity. 

Here my conception of the words follows Paul John Eakin’s use of the 'self’ as an umbrella 

term that defines subjective experience, and identity as a self-reflexive experience of it 

(2008).37 I deploy the word self when writing about the writer-protagonist of the memoir. 

Yet, when discussing the position of the self in culture, I use the term identity to implicate the 

self as a social and culturally determined being. 

My discussion of Pamuk’s writing does not aim to link it with this tradition of 

autobiographies; instead, it aims to show how he makes the ambiguity of narration a 

                                                
36One example on this schism is Nathalie Sarraute’s Enfance (Childhood) (1983), an exploration of 

childhood memories through a dialogue between the two voices of a doubled narrator.  
37 For Eakin narrating the self is an endeavor to “give permanence and narrative solidity […] to 

otherwise evanescent states of identity feeling” (77). 
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specifically Turkish issue that will have trouble traveling through translations. For example, 

verb tense become an immediate issue when writing the reported memory of a self that has 

been distanced by time and the unreliable processes of memory itself. Turkish is particularly 

well-equipped for an account of the self based on reported memory; it possesses a special 

past tense, -mişli zaman, which designates hearsay, dreams and fairytales, and hence 

distinguishes what one sees and experiences directly from what one is told by others. Pamuk 

also confesses a tendency to write his life story in this tense: 

 
Bütün bir hayatı, hem başkasının yaşadığı bir şey gibi hikaye ettiği, hem de insanın 
kendi sesinin ve iradesinin zayıfladığı tatlı bir rüyaya benzettiği için bu kitabı [miş’li 
geçmiş zaman diliyle] yazmak isterdim. (2003 16)  
 
I’d have liked to write my entire story this way [using –miş’li zaman] 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. (2005 8) 
 

Dissociating the hearsay stories of the past from the I that speaks, Pamuk multiplies the I of 

his text: the I who has had an experience but does not remember; the I who later hears about 

the same experience from someone else; and finally the I who is the narrator of the text. As 

Linda Marcus claims in her survey on autobiographical writing: “Autobiography imports 

alterity into the self by the act of objectification which engenders it” (202-03). Pamuk’s 

account also introduces a form of alterity into the self through writing. He casts doubt on the 

possibility of constituting a continuous I, and explores the problems involved in situating the 

self when memory is uncertain and we do not know if a given set of memories is ours. More 

significantly, Pamuk’s memoir also shows us that the marking of alterity is embedded in 

Turkish grammar.  

 Using -mişli zaman entails longing for an existence without direct consciousness of 

the self, and without responsibility of one’s actions and choices. Pamuk comments on the 

implications of the use of -mişli zaman when talking about past experience. If autobiography 
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is considered as the human prerogative to define one’s life, then a narrative that does not 

convey responsibility, displaying instead a nostalgia for the Garden of Eden before the Fall, 

contradicts the very precepts of the genre, and the conception of a self shaping his or her life 

through writing:  

 
Ama bu hayatı daha sonra rüyadan çıkar gibi uyanacağımız daha gerçek, daha 
aydınlık bir ikinci hayata hazırlık gibi gösterdiği için de bu güzel masal dili bana 
inandırıcı gelmiyor. Çünkü benim gibilerin daha sonra yaşayabileceği ikinci hayat, 
elindeki kitaptan başka bir şey değildir. O da senin dikkatine bağlı, ey okur. (2003 16)  
 
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. [And that depends on your attention, o 
reader]. (2005 8) 
 

The narrative, as such, starts with a prelapsarian nostalgia for a life that merely acts as a 

passage to an ‘other’ life. Writing one’s life is about choosing “moments of being,” as 

Virginia Woolf elaborated in her eponymous memoir (Moments), and ultimately about 

defining that life. Pamuk’s ‘being,’ on the other hand, claims existence through writing: I 

write therefore I am. Writing in the post-modern tradition, however, Pamuk is aware that to 

gain a sense of ‘existence’, the writing self needs a reader. 

Through a repeated affirmation of his stance as a memoir writer, Pamuk creates a 

generic contract with the reader. Similarly, writing in a genre with claims from its very outset 

to truth, referentiality, and lifelikeness, Pamuk pledges honesty:  

 

Ben sana dürüstlük göstereyim, sen de bana şefkat. (2003 16) 
 
Let me be straight with you, and in return let me ask for your compassion. (2005 8) 
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Pamuk’s pledge is not entirely reliable, for Istanbul is a memoir that works to obscure 

meaning and complicate language. In return for his honesty, Pamuk expects the reader to 

show him şefkat, connoting a mixture of compassion, affection and tenderness. The şefkat he 

asks of the reader, however, is peculiar: what exactly does he mean?  

 The following chapter, entitled “I”, recounting the first consciousness of selfhood, has 

two instances where the author feels şefkat. In the first instance, the young Orhan experiences 

his first sexual arousal while simultaneously threatening and showing affection to his teddy 

bear (18). The second instance repeats the same sensation, but this time succeeding an act of 

cruelty: 

 
Kedileri aşkla, dostlukla sevip, bir inançsızlık, umutsuzluk ve boşluk anında onlara 
bir tane çakıp güldüğüm, sonra utandığım, içimin kediye şefkatle dolduğu da çok 
oldu. (2003 29)  
 
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 
[be overcome by compassion for it] [şefkat: affection in Freely, my italics]. (2005 20) 
 

Here, compassion is more about repentance following the abuse of a creature weaker than 

himself, than it is about kindness for its own sake. The şefkat that Pamuk recounts in the 

above anecdotes connotes violence, power and regret. Yet, does it also relate to, or explain, 

the şefkat that Pamuk asks of the reader? As a memoir, Istanbul raises more questions than 

answers. The narrative raises specific questions about the writer and his text: what sort of a 

person would have a sense of şefkat that unites cruelty and guilt? Are we expected to show 

the writer the same sort of compassion he shows cats and  shall we, in Pamuk’s words, both 

‘love’ and ‘hit’ the text? These questions are left hanging, and language obscures as much as 

it discloses. Pamuk’s account of himself is not an act that brings transparency or authentic 

knowledge of the self. Rather, it expresses a desire for the recognition of the self, yet leaves it 

unfulfilled.  
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Autobiography and the City 

Opacity seems to shroud Pamuk’s autobiography, which he then dispels by identifying the 

city with the self. The prioritization of space when defining the self invites a reading with 

similar concerns. This attention to space and identity was usefully examined by Michel 

Foucault in “What Is an Author?” Limiting the author’s role in the text to a function that 

helps determine its interpretation, Foucault suggests that it is not the authenticity or person of 

the writer that require out attention, but the writing itself, as a space where the subject 

disappears only to generate one that others can inhabit or adopt (102). Foucault focuses on 

the spaces of writing and the situated positions that the text invites its readers to occupy. 

Space is indeed a major concern in autobiography. In his conception of le pacte 

autobiographique (1975), Lejeune defines the term ‘espace autobiographique’ as the space 

derived from the totality of an author’s work (165-90). Applying Lejeune’s term to Orhan 

Pamuk’s work, Catherina Dufft defines Pamuk’s autobiographical space as one rooted in his 

childhood and made universal through his fiction (181). It is possible to extend Dufft’s 

remark, and to trace the positions that the text invites its readers to adopt.  

In the first chapter of the book, we are told the writer’s identity is inscribed with the 

history and identity of his immediate family and of the city into which he was born. Pamuk 

declares that just as the family he was born into, the body and the gender he happened to 

possess at the time of his birth, so does Istanbul, the place where he was born, determines his 

fate. On one level, then, Istanbul represents a kind of immutable destiny. His own fate and 

sense of self are intricately woven with the fate of the city. Thus, by speaking of Istanbul, he 

speaks of himself and vice versa. The city, for Pamuk, is at the core not only of his text, but 

of every text written in and on the city. For example, coming across on television a scene 

from an old black-and-white film set in Istanbul makes him realize that the Bosphorus 
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“glittering in the distance” (77) constituted the subject.  In Istanbul, Pamuk extends his 

autobiographical space over the city. Istanbul is not only the space he has lived in all his life; 

it is the space of imagination and representation.   

We tend to imagine the old, monumental cities in images that are fixed and enduring. 

But in fact the city is in flux, as are Pamuk’s impressions and the ways in which he makes 

meaning of the city: Sunday drives with his father and solitary walks in the city. Existential 

questions, pondered with the father during Sunday drives are intertwined with the silhouette 

of the city: 

 
[S]özlerini dikkatle dinler ve görüntülerle sözlerin kafamda birleştiğini hissederdim. 
[...] çünkü zamanla hayatın tıpkı müzik, resim ya da hikayeler gibi iniş çıkışlarla 
biteceğini, ama gözlerimizin önünden akan şehir görüntülerinin, yıllar sonra bile 
rüyalardan çıkma hatıralar gibi bizimle kalacağını hissetirirdi. (2003 295) 
 
[A]s I drank in his words, they would blend with the things I was seeing. [...] and 
make me feel that with time life would rise and fall, and eventually end, just like 
music, art and stories, but even years later, [the views that flew before our eyes would 
stay with us,] like memories plucked from dreams.38 (2005 284) 
 

The city here has a dual role. It serves as a backdrop to the drive. Yet, it also serves as a 

crucible where all stories are forged into one. What remains is not the individual pursuits but 

the image and the experience of the cityscape. 

 Pamuk strolls around in Istanbul’s derelict neighborhoods, experiencing past glory 

and present decrepitude, extending himself over the many stories, lives, pasts and presents of 

the city. In Istanbul, the narrator is a flâneur in the sense that Walter Benjamin makes 

Baudelaire and his flânerie the central symbolic figure of the modern city: an idle drifter and 

spectator of urbanscapes whose aimless walks result in revealing representations of the big 

city. Pamuk’s pedestrian experience of the city is equally Baudelairean in its association 

                                                
38Compare with Freely’s translation: “those lives are with us still in the city views.” 
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between walking and artistic creativity. It evokes the poet’s imagery in “Le Soleil,” where a 

stroll through poor neighborhoods in the outskirts of Paris is an act of literary creation: 

“Stumbling over words as though they were paving stones/ Sometimes knocking up against 

verses dreamt long ago.”39 Poetry, like walking, is enhanced by the pedestrian’s chance 

encounters.  

 In Istanbul, however, urban experience is much more important in terms of literary 

creation, generating the figure of the writer as well as his work.40 Pamuk makes his pedestrian 

the raconteur of his multilayered and faceted city. It is during his nocturnal wanderings and 

strolls into the derelict parts of the city that he reaches a self-realization and decides on his 

life course: to pursue a career as a writer. Writing emerges as a means of extending, and 

capturing flânerie, reminiscent of pastime habits, in “the way [he] used to hide a precious 

seed or a favorite marble in [his] mouth for hours on end” (332). The analogy between 

writing and a childhood means of enjoying a favorite item shows a writer who is childlike, 

spontaneous, and above all playful about his work. On the same note, when arguing with his 

mother about dropping out of college for a possible career as an artist, he finds solace in 

dreaming about the streets he will roam shortly: 

 
[A]z sonra kapıyı açıp beni teselli edecek sokaklara kaçacağımı ve uzun uzun 
yürüdükten sonra gece yarısı eve dönüp bu sokakların havasından ve kimyasından 
birşeyler çıkarmak için masama oturacağımı biliyordum. (2003 345)   
 
I knew now that [...] in a few minutes I would open the door and escape into the city’s 
consoling streets; and having walked away half the night, I’d return home and sit 
down at my table and capture their chemistry on paper. (2005 333) 
 

                                                
39 The above translation is from Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life (168). 
40 The same theme also appears in The Black Book; Galip’s survival in the city depends on the tales 

that “his senses stumble on” while looking for his lost wife (1994: 194). 
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Writing emerges at the end of the text as alchemy. It is the primary pursuit of happiness, “the 

sole consolation,” just as the tripartite narrator at the end of The Black Book tells us (1999: 

400). Both Galip, the detective-pedestrian, and Orhan, the protagonist of Istanbul find solace 

in the views of Istanbul that they transcribe. At the end of his autobiography, Pamuk stands 

on the edge of an urban definition of himself, by writing his passion for the city: I write, 

therefore I am. Istanbul, this text on the self and the city, thus starts and ends with writing.  

 

Inventing: Self and the City 

Istanbul, as Pamuk reflects on it, is the sole constant in a world of fleeting experiences and 

sensations, a multifaceted entity, which shapes the individual. The city writes the self, and 

Pamuk’s memoir is a translation of his pedestrian experience into writing. Just as the self and 

memory do not guarantee the construction of a reliable and truthful account of things past but 

a being that needs to be shaped, so does the city that forms a part of the self. For Pamuk, not 

only a coherent self, but a coherent, tangible, and solid city is a fiction:  

 
[B]ir şehrin genel nitelikleri, ruhu ya da özüne ilişkin her söz kendi hayatımız 
hakkında dolaylı olarak konuşmaya dönüşür. Şehrin bizim kendimizden başka bir 
merkezi yoktur. (2003 327) 
 
For anything that we say about the city’s [soul or] essence, says more about our own 
lives and our own states of mind. The city has no centre other than ourselves. (2005 
316)  
 

Istanbul, then, makes Pamuk what he is. Conversely, Pamuk sees in Istanbul what he expects 

to see. Endowed with human attributes, Istanbul transcends its use as a ground for Pamuk’s 

personality as it appears in the text, but becomes the reflection of the author himself. Yet, the 

relationship between the self and the city speaks not only to identity, but to multiple 

concerns. This city of chaos and contrasts is to be invented: 
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Belki de yaşadığımız şehri, tıpkı ailemiz gibi, başka çaremiz olmadığı için severiz! 
Ama onun neresini, neden seveceğimizi icat etmemiz gerekir. (2003 328)  
 
Perhaps we cannot help loving our city like a family [because we have no other 
alternatives]. But we still have to decide which part of the city we love and invent 
reasons why. (2005 317) 

 

Just like family, the space one inhabits is an inescapable constituent of the I. And again like 

family and body, it needs acknowledgement, acceptance and love, which then must be 

justified. The self/city duality that Istanbul announces from the very outset is thus revealed to 

be an invention. In that sense, Pamuk’s Istanbullu, the inhabitant of Istanbul, evokes 

Baudelaire’s modern man: the self is not to be discovered, but invented. In “What is 

Enlightenment?” (1984), Foucault remarks that modernity is “a mode of relationship that has 

to be established with oneself.” He notes that for Baudelaire, modern man is “the man who 

tries to invent himself. This modernity does not ‘liberate the man in his own being’; it 

compels him to face the task of producing himself” (42). For Pamuk the city is as much an 

invention as the self. Pamuk’s Istanbul is an unreal city, as is Eliot’s London in The Waste 

Land.  

Yet, the fictionality of Istanbul is not simply a sign of its modernity nor of its myriad 

facets, but of its history as an Ottoman city. The very existence of a Middle Eastern City has 

been a question for Ottoman historians since Max Weber’s contention that the city, as we 

know it, is a feature of Christian Europe (1958).41 In response to this problem, Pamuk’s 

                                                
41 The following excerpt from the introduction to a study of three Ottoman cities, demonstrates how 

Weber’s remark can pose a challenge in contemporary Turkish urban historiography: “Weber, who 

defines city as a self-governing commune whose inhabitants possessed a distinct sense of collective 

identity, argues that such an entity evolved, and thus becomes meaningful only in Christian Europe. 

[…] Muslim cities were inhabited by distinct clan or tribal groups who competed with one another, 

rather than joining together for the common civic good in the creation of an identity that was 

specifically urban. […] Weber concludes that whereas diversity became a hallmark within and 
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emphasis on the city acquires a historiographic significance. He places Istanbul on the map as 

a city, focusing on its collective soul, narrating its public spaces and secular organization, in a 

text that is factual and poetic, with aesthetic claims that also respond to historiographic 

concerns.  

The invention of Istanbul has more intimate implications as well. Pamuk writes from 

the city where he has lived all his life. Yet, he is also a stranger in his home city, as the 

Istanbul of the moment of writing is considerably different from the Istanbul of childhood. 

The population of the city increased tenfold in the past fifty years due to waves of 

immigration from Central and Eastern Anatolia. In contrast, the advent of the republic marks 

the emigration of non-Muslim inhabitants who composed the half of the city’s population as 

late as 1920s (Yerasimos). This change in ethnic and cultural makeup of its inhabitants turned 

Istanbul into a city of alienation, where no one feels “completely at home” (103). At the same 

time, Pamuk’s identification with the city shows that despite the drastic transformations the 

city has undergone in the past century, it offers a space of self-realization. If home is where 

no one feels at home, then being at home is also defined differently.  

Pamuk’s account shows how locality may act on the self in question. By giving an 

account of how he invents the self and the city, Pamuk presents the act of inventing as yet 

another everyday practice. In other words, he makes familiar not only the self and the city, 

but also the act of inventing. And that invention, Pamuk shows us, multiplies the I of the 

narrator, not only because giving any account of oneself involves making I an other but 

because the history and location of the city are constantly reinvented by other voices and 

narratives.42  

                                                                                                                                                  
between European cities, Islamic cities all share certain fundamental characteristics due to the 

pervasive role of Islamic law in both the public and the private spheres of their inhabitants’ lives. In 

short, Weber’s Islamic cities are monolithic and undifferentiated” (Eldem 1). 
42 Pamuk’s inclusion of the other into his account evokes Judith Butler’s idea that giving an account 

of oneself implicates a multiplicity of identities: “I am compelled and comported outside myself; I 
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Within the context of Turkish language, narration points foremost to a void. Language 

was already the site of a verbal chasm between the Ottoman seat of power and its subjects. In 

the same vein, the plans for language reform, to close, in the Turcologist Erik Jan Zürcher’s 

words, “the chasm between the written Ottoman of the literate elite and the vernacular of the 

Turkish population,” date back to the mid-nineteenth century (189). The bridging of this gap 

took place as part of the Kemalist reforms that sought to modernize the country. In 1928, five 

years after the advent of the Republic, and four years after the abolishing of the Caliphate, the 

state implemented a reform of the alphabet, giving up Arabic script in favor of the Latin 

alphabet. This was followed by the language reform of 1936, which purged the Turkish 

language of its Ottoman vocabulary and syntax, introducing newly coined words from Turkic 

language. These policies, accompanied by a new historical thesis that bypassed the Ottoman 

past, aimed to sever the remaining ties with Islamic heritage and the Ottoman Past, in order to 

facilitate processes of Westernization. 

This chasm between the language and its speakers, the old and the new, the past and 

the present, is considered to be the major problem in Turkish cultural identity after the advent 

of the Republic in 1923. Traced back to the government enforced move from the use of 

Arabic letters to Latin alphabet, Turkish modern history is marked by a rupture, famously 

referred to by Jacques Derrida as a “coup de lettre” in his postcard from Istanbul ("Istanbul"). 

In an article on contemporary Turkish cultural identity and Europe, Kevin Robins refers to 

the same problem: “There has been a creative void at the heart of modern Turkish culture. 

The elite put the old order into question, but it was not able through this process to liberate 

new meaning of a creative kind” (68). Ironically, the same void also characterizes Pamuk’s 

work and notably his memoir, which might be considered a response to the lack of creativity 

                                                                                                                                                  
find that the only way to know myself is precisely through a meditation that takes place outside of me, 

exterior to me, in a norm or convention that I did not make, in which I cannot discern myself as an 

author or an agent of its making” (23).  
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noted by Robins. Pamuk’s memoir feeds on the void and turns it into an inhabitable space by 

making it more familiar. The chasm characterizes Istanbul and by extension Turkish identity. 

Selim Deringil concludes his article “The Turks and ‘Europe’: The Argument from History” 

(2007) on a similar note: “when your identity crisis has lasted for more than 200 years, it is 

no longer a crisis. It is your identity” (721).  

 

Autobiography through the Other 

This text on the city and memories consists of a wide array of its representations, as if to 

point to the ‘truth’ of the city from as many perspectives as possible, and to recount the traces 

of others on the writer and his city: 

 
[H]ayatta yaptığımız çeşit çeşit şey hakkında başkalarının ne dediği bir süre sonra 
yalnız bizim kendi fikrimiz olmaz, yaşadığımız şeyin kendisinden de önemli bir 
hatıraya dönüşür. Yaşadığımız hayat gibi, yaşadığımız şehrin anlamını da çoğu zaman 
başkalarından öğreniriz. (2003 16) 
 
Once imprinted in our minds, other people’s reports of what we have done end up 
mattering [not simply] more than what we ourselves remember, [they turn into 
memories more important than our experiences]. 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. (2005 8) 
 

Pamuk presents a self and a city, which are formed through others’ accounts. Just as self-

knowledge always entails the other, so does knowledge of the city. The two sources of 

knowledge, the self and the other, are intertwined in such a way that the self is, to quote 

Rimbaud, is not only an other, but others.  

 Pamuk’s memories of the city are constructed through others’, ranging from his 

immediate family to painters and men of letters. Just like family and the city, literary lineage 

emerges as another family that Pamuk loves, and he shares with the reader his reasons for this 
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love. The inclusion of different accounts of the city in the autobiography is not simply a sign 

of erudition; Pamuk privileges other accounts over his own feelings and experiences. In this 

sense, the memoir reminds one of Jean-Paul Sartre’s autobiography, Les mots (1964), where 

Sartre presents a self formed by books. Nevertheless, whereas the range of books that Sartre 

reads is restricted by his grandfather’s library, Pamuk’s choices are shaped by the city.  

The constitution of identity based on Istanbul is not exclusive to Pamuk. Since the 

advent of the Republic, the capital of the crumbling empire has been the locus for imagining 

Turkish community, a political agenda two earlier Istanbullu writers of the Republic shared, 

with the aim of establishing a national identity (226-27): Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, the novelist 

of Istanbul, whom Pamuk considers the greatest Turkish novelist of the twentieth century 

(225), and Yahya Kemal, the great poet of the republic and of Istanbul. Unlike Tanpınar and 

Kemal, Pamuk’s politics does not exclude the non-Muslim minorities from the history of the 

city (158-59); nor does he exalt nationalist sentiments. On the contrary, even a penchant for 

reading Western accounts, otherwise a problem pointing to a lack of Turkish historiography, 

can be celebrated as a means to “fend off narrow nationalism” (217). Futher, numerous 

references to the multiple ethnic identities of its inhabitants as well as of himself points to a 

vacillating cultural identity. Chapter 19, entitled “Conquest or Fall? The Turkification of 

Constantinople,” gives an account, among other similar examples, of how his wife was 

chided during her studies at Columbia University, for referring to Ottoman seizure of 

Constantinople as a ‘conquest,’ rather than a fall (156), tracing thus nationalist discourse on a 

personal level.43  

The memoir introduces two other early twentieth century writers from Istanbul. Reşat 

Ekrem Koçu, the writer of the unfinished Istanbul Encyclopaedia, the world’s first 

encyclopedia on a single city, Şinasi Hisar, the Bosphorus memoirist. These four writers, 

                                                
43 In the English version, the chapter is entitled “Conquest or Decline.”“Fall” appears a more 

appropriate ranslation of düşüş, which means both fall and decline in Turkish. 
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Tanpınar, Kemal, Koçu and Hisar, shared the same concern for preserving an Istanbullu 

voice while writing in Western forms:  

 
Geçmişle günümüz ya da Batılıların sevdiği deyişle Doğu ile Batı arasındaki karmaşık 
ve yaratıcı tutumlarıyla bu dört hüzünlü yazar, bana sevdiğim kitaplar ve modern 
sanat zevki ile yaşadığım şehrin hayatı ve kültürü arasında nasıl bir ilişki 
kurabileceğimi sezdirdiler. (2003 110) 
 
[T]hese four melancholic writers drew their strength from the tensions between the 
past and the present, or between what Westerners like to call the East and West; they 
are the ones who taught me how to reconcile my love for modern art and Western 
literature with the culture of the city in which I lived. (2005 99)  
 

Pamuk gives an account of the literary circles that preceded him, establishing a lineage of 

writers who sought to achieve authenticity through their intimacy with the city. His account 

also carries on the tradition of communicative memoir, a popular means of autobiographical 

writing in Turkish literature, which focuses on the writer’s milieu and treats his community 

as an extended family. 

  Pamuk’s literary family is not exclusively Turkish. He allocates a chapter each to his 

favorite Western artists and gives reasons for their inclusion in his artistic family. 

Accordingly, we learn that the only accurate representations of the panorama of late 

eighteenth-century Istanbul are by the German painter Antoine-Ignace Melling (Ch. 7). 

Literary representations, on the other hand, mainly give an account of the sensations the city 

evoked in the writers. Théophile Gautier (Ch. 24) poeticized the melancholy of the city, while 

Gustave Flaubert (Ch. 31), preoccupied with his syphilis and his future plans, mostly ignored 

the city. Pierre Loti on the other hand, admired the city as the seat of an oriental empire on 

the point of disintegration. Pamuk finds that western artists have mainly seen Istanbul as an 

exotic locale. 
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The otherness of Istanbul is not simply a problem inherent to literature or 

autobiography; it is historiographic. There are few chronicles by its Muslim inhabitants and 

the actual histories of the city are produced mostly by Westerners, a problem voiced in the 

memoir (226), as well as by historians of the city (Eldem). Pamuk, with his westernized 

upbringing and education feels obliged to read about his city-self through visitors’ accounts, 

some of whom I mentioned above. The result is a further split in the objectifying of his 

subjectivity: reflecting on the self through an ‘other,’ seeing the self through an ‘other’ eye/I 

constituted by western discourse. The self, an interior text at the crossroads of other selves 

and texts, is shaped around an east-west axis:  

 
İster yanlış bilinç, ister fantazi, hatta ister eski usulle ideoloji diyelim, hepimizin 
kafasında hayatta yapıp ettiğimiz şeyleri anlamlandıran kısmen gizli, kısmen 
okunabilir bir metin vardır. Hayatımızın anlamını veren bu metnin örgüsü içinde 
Batılı gözlemcinin dedikleri geniş bir yer kaplar. Benim gibi, İstanbul’da, bir ayağı bir 
kültürde, bir ayağı bir başka alemde oturanlar için bu “Batılı gözlemci” gerçek biri 
değil, bazan benim kurgum, hayalim, hatta yanılsamam da olabilir. Ama aklım 
geleneksel hayatın eski metinlerini tek metin olarak kabul edemediği için, yaşadığım 
hayatı yeni bir metinle, yazıyla, resimle, filmle anlamlandıracak bu yabancıya ihtiyaç 
duyarım. Üzerimde Batılı bakışların eksikliğini hissettiğim zaman, ben kendi 
kendimin Batılısı olurum. (2003 271) 
 
Whatever we call it—false consciousness, fantasy, or old-style ideology—there is, in 
each of our heads, a half legible, half secret text that makes sense of what we’ve done 
in life. And for each of us in Istanbul, a large section of this text is given over to what 
Western observers have said about us. For people like me, Istanbullus with one foot in 
this culture and one in the other, the ‘Western traveller’ is often not a real person—he 
can be my own creation, my fantasy, even my own reflection. [But because I cannot 
accept the texts of the past as one text, I need a foreigner who can add meaning to my 
lie with a new text, writing, painting, or film.] So whenever I sense the absence of 
Western eyes, I become my own Westerner. (2005 260)44 

                                                
44Compare my addition with Freely’s translation: “But being unable to depend on tradition alone as 

my text, I am grateful to the outsider who can offer me a complementary version—whether a piece of 

writing, a painting, a film.”  
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Knowledge of the self entails adopting the discourse of the other, and thus becoming an other 

to the self. Istanbul’s location, however, adds different undertones to discussions of 

otherness. Pamuk incorporates material on historical and contemporary Turkey into his 

account. The foregoing passage questions the implicit understanding of the split self as 

something negative, introducing it instead as a means of generating abundance within the ‘I.’ 

Istanbul is written by the westerners, who in turn create Pamuk’s self, which in turn writes 

about the West and the city.  

 In Istanbul, exteriority acquires multiple significations as it relates to Istanbul’s 

history and its Oriental/Ottoman heritage. In this respect, the city is no different from Beirut 

as represented in the Western media, a point that Edward Said posits in Orientalism: a city 

that “belongs to the Orient of Chateaubriand and Nerval” (12). Edward Said’s work resonates 

with Istanbul and indeed, with this study. Focusing on a reflection of East-West dynamics, 

this study draws from Said’s Orientalism and more specifically, his attention to the problems 

of self-knowledge and identity.45 For Said, self-knowledge means tracing the discourses that 

have formed the Oriental self (25). This preoccupation with self-knowledge and the discourse 

of the other that goes into its formation is evident in Pamuk’s autobiography as well. 

However, unlike Said, who considers Beirut’s association with Chateaubriand and Nerval a 

disregard for the inhabitant of Beirut and a valorization of the Western onlooker, Pamuk 

posits being “Under Western Eyes” as a poetic opportunity to pluralize the self. What Pamuk 

does, then, is to poeticize the split subjectivity and otherness of the self in a text that traces 

Istanbul’s varied trajectories. Neither the East-West duality nor the persistent effort to adopt 

                                                
45 A similar concern can be observed in Said’s autobiography, Out of Place (1999), where he captures 

his Palestinian identity in writing. His autobiography is more a remembrance of familial past and of 

the various shades of English language and culture he has been exposed to. 
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the European model to the point of a break with the past are negative; both become a 

privilege that enables the Istanbullu to consider the past self as “exotic” (217). 

 

Homelessness and Identity 

Pamuk reads the singularity of the city and its tradition within the dynamics of post-

colonialism, as a privilege that allows the inhabitants of the city to have a dual perspective: 

 
[S]ırf [Batılı gezginler] daha anlaşılır bir dille yazdığı, kaydettiği, benzettiği ve 
düşlediği için "benim" dediğim şehrin de, tam benim olmadığını anlarım. Kendim ve 
ait olduğum yer hakkındaki bu kırılganlığımı ve kararsızlığımı kabul etmeyi severim. 
[...] Beni Batılı bakışların hem öznesi, hem de nesnesi yapan ve şehre içeriden 
bakmakla dışarıdan bakmak arasında gidip gelen bütün bu kararsızlıklarım da, tıpkı 
sokaklarda dalgın dalgın yürürken bazan hissettiğim gibi, şehir hakkında her zaman 
kaygan, değişik, ve birbiriyle çelişen düşünceler üretmeme yol açar: Ne bütünüyle 
buralı hissederim kendimi, ne de bütünüyle yabancı. (2003 272)   
 
Especially when reading the Western travellers of the nineteenth century—perhaps 
because they wrote about familiar things in words I could easily understand—I realize 
that my ‘city’ is not really mine. [...] [At once object and subject of the Western gaze] 
I waver back and forth, sometimes seeing the city from within and sometimes from 
without, I feel as I do when I am wandering the streets, caught in a stream of slippery, 
contradictory thoughts, not quite belonging to this place, and not quite a stranger. 
(2005 260-61)46 
 

Here the question of the Westerner’s gaze takes a different turn, tending towards alienation 

from one’s own culture, as well as identification with the colonizer’s gaze. Pamuk celebrates 

the city’s, and accordingly his own positioning on the periphery of the West as a means of 

generating further possibilities of textual stratification.  

                                                
46 Compare with the English: “I will often feel that I’ve become one with (the) Western traveller, 

plunging with him into the thick of life, counting, weighing, categorizing, judging and in so doing 

often usurping their dreams, to become at once the object and the subject of the Western gaze” (261). 
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 This note on being homeless at home necessitates a detour to establish the notion as 

an important theme in literature. The lines cited above resonate with the feeling of 

homelessness and exile that characterizes Istanbul as a literary capital. In recent discussions 

of world literature, Istanbul is regularly viewed as the ‘birthplace’ of comparative literature 

(Apter, Li). In this context, Istanbul is a locus of exile: a gaping void out of which the 

discipline of comparative literature, as it was institutionalized in the U.S. emerged. Erich 

Auerbach’s acceptance of a teaching post at Istanbul University in 1936 (fleeing Nazi 

persecution and joining his mentor, the humanist Leo Spitzer) culminated in the 1946 

publication of Mimesis, the “magisterial,” in Edward Said’s words, history of representation 

in Western literature. In the epilogue, Auerbach refers to the time and place of writing: “the 

book was written during the war and at Istanbul, where the libraries are not well equipped for 

European studies” (557). The locale, in other words, serves as a sort of apology for the scope 

of the work. Yet Auerbach is quick to add that the lack of resources mobilized him, 

suggesting that it “is quite possible that the book owes its existence to just this lack of a rich 

and specialized library” (557). In other words, absence creates presence, with Istanbul 

helping Auerbach bridge the canonical texts of Western Literature.  

 Auerbach’s remark on Istanbul is notable not only because it contextualizes his work, 

but also because of the place Edward Said assigned to him. Said has referred to Auerbach’s 

Mimesis on numerous occasions and indeed, The World, the Text, and the Critic (1982) opens 

with a discussion of Auerbach’s composition of Mimesis as a product of exile. Istanbul, Said 

notes, is not just anywhere outside Europe:  

 
Istanbul represents the terrible Turk, as well as Islam, the scourge of Christendom, the 
great Oriental apostasy incarnate [...] For centuries Turkey and Islam hung over 
Europe like a gigantic composite monster, seeming to threaten Europe with 
destruction. To have been an exile in Istanbul at that time of fascism in Europe was a 
deeply resonating and intense form of exile from Europe. (6)  
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For a scholar of medieval and Classical literature like Auerbach, Istanbul as the seat of “the 

Turk,” represents the antagonistic other of Europe, evolving throughout centuries from “the 

scourge of Christendom” to the Oriental despot, the sick man of Europe, and finally the 

Eastern question (Almas; Neumann 49-54). Istanbul provides the vantage point from which 

Auerbach can reflect on the European literary tradition as a whole. Yet, the location 

complicates Auerbach’s position as a humanist and scholar of European culture who, exiled 

by a product of that culture, now attempts to rescue it in the very city that has been for 

centuries represented as Europe’s greatest enemy. 

 The perceived importance of Istanbul to Auerbach’s work undergoes some changes in 

Said’s subsequent statements. In a later interview, Said contends, “There was no discernible 

connection between Auerbach and Istanbul at all... his entire attitude while there seems to 

have been one of nostalgia for the West, which gave him the spirit to sit down and write this 

great saving work of Western humanism” (Power 127). Said here changes his interpretation 

of the connection, arguing that nostalgia for the West, here viewed as regressive, was the 

motivating impulse and connection. In Culture and Imperialism, Said comments again on the 

locus of exile that sparked Auerbach’s work. Mimesis, according to Said, “owes its existence 

to the very fact of Oriental, non-Occidental exile and homelessness [...] not only a massive 

reaffirmation of the Western cultural tradition, but also a work built upon a critically 

important alienation from it” (Culture 8). Said locates Auerbach’s achievement in his 

alchemy of homelessness. Like Auerbach, Said is silent about Istanbul’s heritage, thereby 

presenting the city more narrowly as a locus of exile. 

 This link between Said, Auerbach, and Istanbul has become one of the major themes 

in recent discussions on literary studies, and has been explored by Emily Apter, among 

others.47 In her reading of comparative literature as a “translation zone,” Apter finds 

                                                
47 Probably the most curious among these is David Damrosch’s 2000 novel Meetings of the Mind. One 

character, a scholar from Istanbul, considers Auerbach’s exile “an excuse for not to read, not a 
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Auerbach’s stance “highly questionable,” contending that intellectual life in Istanbul during 

the 1930s was far livelier than Auerbach has implied.48 Apter’s comment on Said’s 

introduction to Mimesis is revealing. On a first read she sees “nothing obviously ‘Saidian’ 

about the preface” (69).49 Said’s read has been more recently criticized for its failure to 

question the monolithic and Orientalist image of Istanbul that emerges in the last paragraph 

of Mimesis. A poignant critique comes from Selim Deringil, who reads Said’s Ottoman 

Empire as “a sort of epiphenomenal, (and dare one say it, quintessentially ‘Oriental’) 

creature” and contends that Said has “fall[en] into much the same trap as the writers he 

critiques in his epic Orientalism” (313). Deringil continues, “That Auerbach was sitting in the 

city that was the seat of much of what stood for Western Civilization seems to have passed 

unnoticed by the authors of both Mimesis and Orientalism” (314).50 In the context of 

comparative literature then, Istanbul appears as a nondescript city.  

 This bleak image of the city and its cultural life, obviously an exaggeration, points 

nonetheless to the cultural complexity of the period of Auerbach’s stay. In a letter to Walter 

Benjamin, dated January 3, 1937, he notes an insurgent nationalism in his new locale: “Here 

all traditions have been thrown overboard in an attempt to build a thoroughly rationalized 

                                                                                                                                                  
compelling necessity” (53). He adds: “Auerbach was exaggerating his exile in Istanbul... He was not 

trapped in some tent on the edge of a desert after all” (57). For scholarly work, see Mufti and Konuk. 
48 Apter lists a literary journal published under Auerbach’s editorship and a number of European 

politicians, intellectuals and artists who either worked or sought refuge there during his residence, 

including Leon Trotsky, Hans Reichenbach, Paul Hindemith, and Steven Runciman (50-52). 
49 Apter analyzes Said's silence on Auerbach’s Orientalist depiction of Istanbul on another read as 

“taking up the challenge of using Auerbachian humanism to fashion new humanisms” (72).  
50 A recent work on the subject is Kader Konuk’s East West Mimesis (2010). Konuk’s major critique 

of Said is his failure to “acknowledge Auerbach’s presence” as a result of the “old age-long contact 

and exchange between Ottomans and Europeans” and an implicit suggestion of a univocal image of 

the city (14). Konuk’s work on Auerbach’s Mimesis, contextualizing the writing of the book within 

the Turkish cultural politics of the period, reads mimesis as both “a textual practice used for 

representing reality and mimesis as a form of cultural practice deployed in the Westernization of 

Turkey as a whole” (11). 
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state that will be both European and extremely Turko-nationalistic” (Apter 260). Can these 

remarks, obviously referring to the language reforms of the new republic, contain Auerbach’s 

silence on Istanbul? Apter reads them anachronistically, as a platform to conceptualize the 

scope of comparative literature. She comments: “It was the volatile crossing of Turkish 

language politics with European philological humanism that produced the conditions 

conducive to the invention of comparative literature as a global discipline, at least in its early 

guise” (50). Istanbul, Apter contends, has shaped the discipline with its significance as “a 

place where east-west boundaries were culturally blurry” (56). Apter’s remark here itself is 

blurry, pointing to the popular image of Istanbul as a locus of the east-west divide. 

Nevertheless, the cultural blur, or the mist as I will refer to it in the following sections, is a 

component of the city and its imagery, and one of the themes that mark Pamuk’s Istanbul.  

 Pamuk’s self-positioning as a homeless writer begs comparison with this reading of 

Auerbach. The notion of exile has also impacted on the understanding of the development of 

a Republican Turkish literature.51 Pamuk’s insistence on creating a new space that is 

equidistant from two different cultures evokes the feeling of homelessness and the void 

hinted at by Auerbach and taken up by Said. The feelings of homelessness and estrangement 

introduced in the memoir, however, are quite different from the exile that is associated with 

Auerbach. Pamuk’s exile is at home. In a recent interview, Pamuk states:  

 
I am not in geographical or physical exile [...] But obviously I have been in trouble 
ideologically, politically, and felt not “at home” at home. (2008 PMLA)  
 

This remark reveals Pamuk’s self-proclaimed status as an unusual outsider, along the lines of 

Auerbach and Said. As such, it can be read in conjunction with both. Yet, it also shows that 

his exile is idiosyncratic. From a historical perspective, the notion of exile has obviously 

impacted on the development of a Republican Turkish literature, and notably on Pamuk’s 

                                                
51 See the 2008 PMLA special edition on Turkish Literature, in particular Adak and Parla. 
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memoir.52 Pamuk’s homelessness, however, moves beyond the Turkish case. As he also 

attests in the same interview, it resonates with Theodor Adorno’s view of homelessness at 

home as a moral value.53 Exile in Adorno’s, and I would contend in Pamuk’s case, is the 

necessary distance one takes from forms and spaces of identity and identification, allegiance 

and affiliation, to be able to question all without reserve. Two decades after Said’s reading of 

Auerbach, Pamuk’s work provides new instances of Istanbul’s productive homelessness, as 

well as the relevance of Istanbul in international literary space. 

In a city that alienates its residents as much as it draws them to itself, aesthetics is not 

a luxury but a necessity for the city dwellers to take part in the city and its everyday reality. 

Pamuk’s account clamors for a different positioning of the city, its culture, and inhabitants. 

His autobiographical space draws from the history of the city, including its imperial past and 

as such, it personalizes the public. However, it also makes the personal public by offering the 

self as a space that can be inhabited by those who like to stroll through the streets of the city, 

and perhaps more importantly, as a space that can be appropriated by anyone who seeks 

affiliation with a city on the periphery of Western discourse. The city-self identity is not 

exclusive to Pamuk, or to the inhabitants of Istanbul. Pamuk presents Istanbul as a city that 

has many parallels with the metropolises in the developing world: 

 
Benim özel konumum, Batılılaşma sonucu İstanbullu okurların ve yazarların, [ve 
belki de artık bütün dünyanın kaçınılmaz olarak Batılılaşması sonucu] dünyanın Batı 
dışındaki bütün şehirlerinde yaşayanların çok da özel olmayan konumudur. (2003 
227) 
 
[My special position] may not, in the end, be special to Istanbul, and perhaps, with the 
Westernization of the entire world, it is inevitable [for those who live in the 
metropoles outside the West]. (2005 216) 

                                                
52 There is also a temporal overlap, as the Istanbul of the 1940s and 50s is the site and basis of the 

memoir, especially in the visual sense, through the inclusion of photographs of the period. 
53 Said refers to Adorno in “Reflections of Exile,” to comment on Auerbach’s exile (147, 148). 
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In the above account, identification with a city at the margins of Europe appears as a situation 

that Pamuk shares with those who live in the non-western cities, but also as a political 

awareness, one that moves beyond the oriental history of the city to reframe it as one that 

belongs to the global network of non-western cities.  

 

Conclusion 

Istanbul shapes and is shaped by the writer/self. The city of the memoir emerges as a void, 

locus of exile and homelessness for reasons that relate to Istanbul’s and Turkish cultural 

history. Pamuk’s own sense of ‘homelessness at home’ becomes a transnational marker of 

identity, evoking the idea of otherness as constitutive of the self, while retaining its specific 

relation to Istanbul. It is framed, in other words, not only in terms of the self-other, but also 

of east-west and core-periphery divides. Just like the otherness of the self, the division 

between Eastern heritage and Western influence is productive; it becomes a resource, rather 

than a liability. The ‘I’ that emerges in Istanbul is not simply an ‘other’; instead, the split 

selves add to the multiplicity of voices within. The void, characterizing the self, Istanbul and 

by extension Turkish identity, appears no longer as an unfathomable emptiness but as a space 

of multiple possibilities. 
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Chapter 4 - A Melancholy of My Own: Melancholy of Istanbul  

 
     I have neither the scholar’s melancholy, which is emulation; 
     nor the musician’s, which is fantastical; nor the courtier’s, 
     which is proud; nor the soldier’s, which is ambitious; nor     
     the lawyer’s, which is politic; nor the lady’s, which is nice; 
     nor the lover’s, which is all these, but it is a melancholy of 
     mine own, compounded of many simples, extracted from many objects.   
    William Shakespeare, As You Like It (4.1.10-17) 

 

“The Tower of Babel never yielded such confusion of tongues as this chaos of melancholy 

doth variety of symptoms,” laments Robert Burton in his colossal Anthology of Melancholy. 

Burton’s complaint, dating from four centuries ago, has been transposed to the conceptions 

and representations of the term: from Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther to Gabriel 

Garcia Marquez’s Memories of My Melancholy Whores (2005), from the theory of four 

humours to psychoanalysis, from the blues to fado, from spleen to saudade and to tristesse. 

With theorists ranging from Aristotle, to Avicenna, and to Freud, melancholy traverses the 

arts, sciences, and literatures across cultures and histories.   

Orhan Pamuk’s Istanbul: Memories and the City (2003), is a recent addition to the 

literature on melancholy. In the memoir, Pamuk identifies the predominant mood of the city 

as the melancholy of a city in decrepitude:   

 
Osmanlı İmparatorluğu’nun yıkım duygusu, yoksulluk ve şehri kaplayan yıkıntıların 
verdiği hüzün, bütün hayatım boyunca, İstanbul’u belirleyen şeyler oldu. Hayatım bu 
hüzünle savaşarak ya da onu, bütün İstanbullular gibi en sonunda benimseyerek geçti. 
(2003 15)  
 
[Istanbul has been defined by the end-of-empire, decrepitude, and the melancholy of 
the ruins that extends over the city] it has always been a city of ruins and of end-of-
empire melancholy. I have spent my life either battling with this melancholy or (like 
all Istanbullus) making it my own. (2005 6) 
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Pamuk’s Istanbul is a humanized city suffering from chronic, even pathological sadness, 

which transmits its mood to its inhabitants. Nevertheless, notwithstanding the attribution of 

melancholy to a city, the above lines echo the quote from As You Like It with which I started 

this chapter: the struggle to come up with a personal and personalized conception of 

melancholy.  

 This chapter stems from a simple question on Pamuk’s personalized understanding: 

how does melancholy make sense when relating to Istanbul, and, reciprocally, what makes 

the city’s melancholy, as it arises from Pamuk’s work, stand out from the large body of 

literature on the term? The following pages aim to answer these questions by tracing the 

evolution of the concept as melancholy, an imagery that connotes a certain sensibility and 

aesthetics, and as melancholia, or melancholy pathologized, a concept at the core of identity 

formation, to link it to the imagery of melancholy in Pamuk’s work, and particularly in the 

memoir. 

  

Contrapuntal reading 

In Western classical music, counterpoint refers to the art of writing musical lines that sound 

very different and move independently from each other but result in a harmonious polyphony 

when played simultaneously. In the same vein, this elaboration on melancholy, highlighting 

the multiple melodies and themes that underlie a single feeling, is contrapuntal. Focusing on 

the interplay between Pamuk’s conceptualization and the canonical representations of 

melancholy, I will argue in the following pages that counterpoint informs not only this study, 

but also the memoir. Counterpoint relates to the interweaving of the different understandings 

of the word, the pathological and the popular, or the individualistic and the communal.  
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The use of counterpoint as a metaphor for this chapter also explains the politics of this 

reading. In Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said transposes this musical term to literature, 

to define reading across cultures and histories:  

 
In the counterpoint of Western classical music, various themes play off one another, 
with only a provisional privilege being given to any particular one; yet in the resulting 
polyphony there is concert and order, an organized interplay that derives from the 
themes, not from a rigorous melodic or formal principle outside the work. As we look 
back at the cultural archive, we begin to reread it not univocally but contrapuntally, 
with a simultaneous awareness both of the metropolitan history that is narrated and of 
those other histories against which (and together with which) the dominating 
discourse acts. (60) 
 

Contrapuntal reading entails a reading practice that makes a note of different, even competing 

ideological and political contexts that apply to a text. In terms of close reading, it involves 

“reading a text with an understanding of what is involved when an author shows, for instance, 

that a colonial sugar plantation is seen as important to the process of maintaining a particular 

style of life in England” (78). Similarly, drawing from the two dominant discourses that 

shaped the cultural landscape of Istanbul, that of Islam and of the West, the melancholy of 

the memoir displays, to follow Said’s definition, “an awareness of metropolitan history,” in 

this case Western definitions of melancholy, but which nevertheless highlights the “other 

histories,” in this case that of Istanbul, Islam, and Turkish men of letters.54  

Ultimately, contrapuntal reading itself is melancholic; it deals with loss and absence, 

especially if we are to follow Bill Ashcroft’s definition of the term, where “Contrapuntal 

reading acts to give absences a presence” (Edward 96). The act of giving presence in the 

memoir is twofold: Pamuk’s conceptualization of melancholy contributes to Istanbul’s 

presence in the literary topos of melancholy. It also makes western conceptualizations of 

                                                
54 Pamuk’s literary world is predominantly male. His inventory of Western and Turkish writers on 

Istanbul does not include any women.   
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melancholy present within the history and cultural landscape of the city. Absence also defines 

the memoir as it also introduces relatively unknown experiences of the feeling, poeticizes 

loss and makes it an indispensable part of the cityscape. In short, the counterpoints I aim to 

highlight in Pamuk’s memoir are not only about music and politics, but also about 

melancholy.  

 

Melancholy  

Given how the word derives from the Greek melan khole, or black bile, melancholy traverses 

usages as a concept that contains a history of medicine and arts. Linked to the theory of four 

humors, melancholy was originally viewed as mental illness, caused by an invasion of the 

brain by vapors rising from the spleen, the source of black, bilious humor. From its earlier 

conceptions onwards, melancholy was considered a precondition of genius. Notable among 

these is Aristotle’s question on the frequency of melancholic disposition among philosophers 

or politicians.55 Melancholy was also associated with gloom resulting from intellectual talent, 

scholarly pursuits, and creativity, defining thus a gamut of contradictory mental, emotional 

and intellectual states.56  

A renowned example from the pictorial representations of melancholy is Albrecht 

Dürer’s engraving, “Melencolia I,” from 1514, depicting two gloomy winged angels lost in 

thought, surrounded by tools of measurement and construction, all disused. In the background 

we see the word melancholia itself against a setting sun (Melencolia I). Melancholy has been 

                                                
55 A passage attributed to Aristotle that associates melancholy, or black bile, with creativity, genius 

and intellectual pursuits starts with the following question: “Why is it that all those who have become 

eminent in philosophy or politics or poetry or the arts are clearly of an atrabilious temperament, and 

some of them to such an extent as to be affected by diseases caused by black bile, as is said to have 

happened to Heracles among the heroes?” (Northwood). 
56 Rufus of Ephesus is considered the founder of this trend (Toohey). Later associations, including 

Burton’s Anatomy and Dürer’s melancholy, draw from this approach. 
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a popular theme in literature, whether in personal writings as Montaigne’s Essays from 1580, 

in the disposition of Hamlet, the protagonist of Shakespeare’s most famous play, or in 

anthologies on the topic as in Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy, dating from 1621, 

considered the most influential anthology on the topic (Radden).  

Melancholy has also been considered a marker of local and national identity.57  The 

link between emotions and nationalism, or “civic melancholy,” to borrow Eric Gidal’s term, 

was a popular French conception of English national image and political climate during the 

eighteenth century. Gidal cites a passage from Germaine de Stael’s de la literature from 1800 

where she identifies melancholy as a particularly English feeling, a result of much thinking: 

“why the English, who are contented with their government and customs, have an 

imagination so much more melancholy than was that of the French?” (Gidal). French 

melancholy, on the other hand, draws from the traditional imagery and Albrecht Dürer’s 

depiction reverberates in the following lines by Gerard de Nerval: “My sole star is dead and 

my constellated lute Bears the Black Sun of Melancholia” (Nerval).  

Melancholy also runs through nineteenth century French poetry, which is 

characterized by glorification of melancholy and the man of sensibility prone to the feeling. 

In his analysis of modernist writing in France, Ross Chambers traces melancholy in the 

works of nineteenth century French writers, Théophile Gautier, Gérard de Nerval, Gustave 

Flaubert, and Charles Baudelaire, against the backdrop of French politics of the period 

(1987). Melancholy, according to Chambers, conveys the disillusionment following the 

political turmoil of the period, “a feeling of discontinuity between a past in which enthusiasm 

was still possible and still made sense and a present that labors instead under a painful 

                                                
57 This relates particularly to the difference between the English and the French versions of 

melancholy. The French approach is considered more private and positive and the English more 

communal but also confining (Gidal; Toohey 239). The same trend can be traced in the difference 

between Kristeva’s conceptualization of melancholy as opposed to Gilroy.  



 89 

consciousness of lack” (29). Melancholy as such is a personalized response to the politics of 

the period: “The poets personalize and privatize this lack” (29). Such associations also mark 

the poetry from the other side of the Channel. Watching the French Coast from the English 

Side, Matthew Arnold hears the shingles on the Dover Beach “bring the eternal note of 

sadness in” (1867). Linking the British to the French and to the Greek traditions, Arnold’s 

poem also establishes “human misery” as a transhistorical feeling that runs through the 

Western tradition.58 

A key figure on the glorification of melancholy is Baudelaire. His use of Spleen, an 

English word, to denote his melancholy can be traced back to the eighteenth-century French 

letters. The alienation he writes about, however, is urban, and specifically Parisian. 

Baudelaire’s melancholy is almost always associated with the streets of Paris. In “The Swan,” 

from his Parisian Tableaux (1861), a stroll outside the Louvre, along the boulevards newly 

designed by Baron Haussmann, makes him remember Andromaque, and as such all who have 

lost something they may not find again. The poet acknowledges, and yet is impervious to the 

changes in the cityscape: “Paris may change, but in my melancholy mood nothing has 

budged!”59 Baudelaire’s Paris is an allegory, his memories heavier than stones, and his 

melancholy feeds on the loss brought by the rapid urbanization of the city.  

Baudelaire’s Paris and the link between urbanscape and melancholy are made even 

more significant by Walter Benjamin’s writings on the topic, notably The Writer of Modern 

Life. Benjamin contributes to the tradition of the melancholic thinker not only through his 

depictions of Baudelaire as a “genius nourished on melancholy,” but also through his persona 

(40).60 In the same vein, Benjamin associates Spleen, another word traditionally associated 

                                                
58 “Listen! you hear the grating roar/ Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling,/ At their 

return, up the high strand,/ Begin, and cease, and then again begin,/ With tremulous cadence slow, and 

bring/ The eternal note of sadness in.” 
59 From “The Swan” (“Le Cygne”), Part II.  
60 See Walter Jennings’s  introduction to Benjamin’s The Writer of Modern Life. 
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with melancholy, and the title of a collection of Baudelaire’s poems, with the pursuit of 

ideals. For Benjamin, it means “that it is the melancholic above all whose gaze is fixed on the 

ideal, and that it is the images of melancholy that kindle the spirit most brightly” (29). 

Benjamin’s understanding evokes Nerval’s “black sun” and the traditional imagery of 

melancholy rather than Freud’s pathological understanding of the concept. 

Contemporary understanding of melancholy and its use in social and cultural studies 

transposes the historical usage and the imagery of melancholy to a language of pathology and 

diagnosis. This approach is mostly based on Sigmund Freud’s essay from 1917, “Mourning 

and Melancholia,” where Freud differentiated mourning from melancholia, and defined the 

first as a normal, and the second as a pathological reaction to loss. In usual mourning, the 

subject overcomes the feeling of loss after a period of grief; in melancholia however, the 

object of loss is unknown. The subject resists confronting the loss of the object and preserves 

it through a process of introjection. Freud presents melancholy as pathological, famously 

commenting that in mourning “it is the world that has become poor and empty; in 

melancholia it is the ego itself” (286).  

Recent conceptualizations of melancholia, on the other hand, provide alternative 

readings of the same essay. Melancholy is not about loss but about the introjection of the lost 

and reviled object, and the emerging confusion between the object and the subject, the lost 

object and the self (9). The loss of ego results from an idealized identification with the lost 

subject. In other words, it is a loss that feeds the sufferer of melancholy. Julia Kristeva, 

whose work on melancholy, The Black Sun (1989), draws from the history of artistic 

representations, wherein melancholy is inescapably linked to imagination. She comments: 

“there is no imagination that is not, overtly or secretly, melancholy” (6). On a similar note, 

melancholy, as Judith Butler argues in Psychic Life of Power, marks the constitution of the 

ego: “the account of melancholia is an account of how psychic and social domains are 

produced in relation to each other” (168).   
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This understanding of melancholy and psychoanalysis is used also to emphasize its 

links with imperialism and its role in cultural identity, albeit in diametrically opposite ways. 

In The Melancholy of Race (2001) Anne Anlin Cheng uses a psychoanalytical approach to 

melancholia to delineate the melancholy within American racial dynamics as “private 

desires… enmeshed in social relations” (27). She adds: 

 
When we turn to the long history of grief and the equally protracted history of 
physically and emotionally managing that grief on the part of the marginalized, 
racialized people, we see that there has always been an interaction between 
melancholy in the vernacular sense of affect, as “sadness” or the “blues,” and 
melancholia in the sense of a structural, identificatory formation predicated on—while 
being an active negotiation of—the loss of self as legitimacy. Indeed, racial 
melancholia as I am defining it has always exited for raced subjects both as a sign of 
rejection and as a psychic strategy in response to that rejection. (20) 
 

Drawing from the popular understanding of the word and treating it within the framework of 

racial politics, Cheng’s argument is based on the blurred lines between the popular and 

pathological understanding of the word. Popular ways of dealing with grief and loss, such as 

the blues, has always been associated with melancholia. As such, the term can be used not 

only for the racialized, but also for the ‘geographical’ other.61 The use of the term for the 

subjectivity of the other shows melancholia to be a term that defines not only the individual, 

but also the collective way of dealing with loss.  

 Interestingly, melancholy can explain not only the psychology of the discriminated, 

but also that of those who discriminate. In After Empire: Multiculture or Postcolonial 

Melancholia (2004), Paul Gilroy uses melancholy to explain racism in contemporary Britain 

and treats it as an outcome of the country’s inability to come to terms with its imperial past, 

                                                
61 In “Çeviride Modern Olan” (What becomes Modern in Translation), architectural historian Esra 

Akcan interprets Turkish responses to Western urban planning in the early years of the Republic as 

melancholy of the geographical other, thus indirectly drawing from Cheng’s argument (180-84). 
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or “the morbidity of heritage” (109).62 Gilroy’s conception of collective melancholia stands in 

diametrical opposition to Gidal’s civic melancholy as a marker of English cultural identity in 

the Eighteenth century. Post-World War II melancholia appears primarily in hostility to 

immigrants, seen as the reminders of an imperial past, its painful loss and shameful history. 

In short, the pathological and collective aspect of melancholia and its link to cultural identity 

make the concept a relevant one to explain our present.  

Melancholy is private and public, personal and collective; it can be affirmative, but 

also pathological and hostile. Despite its overuse, melancholy is still potent and a loaded 

concept when theorizing identity, both in terms of creativity and also in a wider context of 

cultural identity and politics. I will argue in the following pages that Pamuk’s melancholy 

draws from the intricate link between the popular and pathological, and between the 

individual and collective understanding of the word to develop an understanding of the 

concept that he turns into a hallmark of his writing.  

 

Melancholy in Pamuk’s work 

In the popular sense of the word, melancholy, denoting deep, pensive and long lasting 

sadness, is a recurrent theme in Pamuk’s work. His novels recount bitter oppositions between 

the main characters and their surroundings; all protagonists are desolate characters who have 

something to feel sad and gloomy about and they are progressively more so as their stories 

                                                
62 Gilroy comments: “Once the history of the Empire became a source of discomfort, shame, and 

perplexity, its complexities and ambiguities were readily set aside. […] The resulting silence feeds an 

additional catastrophe: the error of imagining that postcolonial people are only unwanted alien 

intruders without any substantive historical, political, or cultural connections to the collective life of 

their fellow subjects. These extraordinary failures […] deserve the proper name ‘postimperial 

melancholia’ in order simultaneously to underline this syndrome’s links with the past and its 

pathological character” (98). 
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unfold. The first novel, Cevdet Bey and His Sons (1982)63 tells the story of three generations, 

Cevdet Bey, his son Refik and later the grandson Hasan, all being at odds with the newly 

emerging Turkish bourgeoisie; the former strives to whereas the latter members resist to take 

part in. In Silent House (1983), Pamuk’s second novel, a group of childhood friends suffer 

from the alienating effects of the struggle between the new rich, the middle classes, and the 

poor. In White Castle (1985), the struggle between different cultures is transposed to an 

international level through the two protagonists of the novel, the Venetian captive and his 

Ottoman master. In later novels, melancholic disposition becomes an attribute of the main 

character: Galip in The Black Book (1990) in search of a lost lover; Osman in New Life 

(1994) on a quest to find Canan, the object of his unrequited love; Kara in My Name Is Red 

(1998) commissioned to revive a fading art and solve a murder case as well as to rekindle an 

old love; Ka in Snow (2002) reconciling bitter oppositions to win the heart of beautiful İpek, 

an old flame from university in the derelict city of Kars in the northeast Turkey; Kemal in 

The Museum of Innocence (2008) realizing the power of his love for a distant relative only 

after he loses her.  

 Melancholy appears as a leitmotif that marks the plot and the main characters; it is 

perhaps in its most intense in the endings of the novels. The novels almost always end in 

mayhem. An obvious theme is the death of either the protagonist; Osman in New Life, Ka in 

Snow, Kemal in The Museum of Innocence, and/or the beloved; Rüya in The Black Book, 

Nilgün in The Silent House, Füsun in The Museum of Innocence. The quests the novels relate 

mainly end in futility: In White Castle, the cannon that the Hodja and the Slave have worked 

on for years cannot even be put to use; in My Name is Red the art of the miniature fades and 

masterpiece miniatures are lost; Kemal and Füsun, the secret lovers of The Museum of 

Innocence can not unite; a mysterious and life-changing book is lost in New Life, as are Ka’s 

                                                
63 Dates refer to original publications in Turkish.  
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poems in Snow. Melancholy as such entails or results from futile quests or searches that end 

in vain. This loss, however, does not simply convey sadness or pessimism; it leads to a 

generative urge that accompanies the feeling of loss. All novels end with a character 

transfiguring the story into a novel. In The Museum of Innocence the act of transfiguration is 

carried one step further and accompanied by the protagonist opening a museum devoted to 

his lost love. Writing as such appears as a solace, as Galip at the end of The Black Book 

announces, and as a means of triumphing over the aforementioned struggles. Melancholy as 

such is not simple sadness. With a further twist, the creativity that accompanies loss is itself 

melancholic, in line with the tradition of scholarly melancholy. 

Pamuk’s use of melancholy as it relates to Islam is a hallmark of his writing. In his 

analysis on the role of Sufism and Islam in The Black Book, Ian Almond delineates a similar 

understanding of melancholy. Almond identifies a tripartite understanding of melancholy in 

the novel: the futility of the quest and the death of mystery, the dissolution of identity with 

the failure of the quest, and finally the need for meaning or story that nevertheless remains 

(78). Melancholy, according to Almond is a defining element of Pamuk’s work, and its 

elaboration his major accomplishment:  

 
The success of Pamuk as a novelist lies in the skill with which he explores the 
metaphysical echoes of certain sadnesses—homesickness, aimlessness, unhappiness 
in love—a skill which transmutes sequences of concrete events and sufferings into 
speculatively postmetaphysical parables. (75) 
 

For Almond, the ultimate origin of the metaphysical echoes is Islam. The civic melancholy of 

the book in other words, is religious. The novel alludes to Islam as a marker of melancholy 

and resignation, symbolized in “sad, concrete minarets” (Black 306).64 Pamuk’s melancholy 

indeed draws from both the popular and the traditional understanding of the word to develop 

                                                
64 In Almond’s words, by playing with the form and critiquing its content, Pamuk’s representation of 

Islam simultaneously celebrates the tradition and attacks it (84).  
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an aesthetics of melancholy.65 It is in his Istanbul, however, that the aesthetics is explored in 

terms of its cultural implications. The memoir offers Istanbul as the space and the story, the 

“concrete” and the “parable” in Almond’s words, making the cityscape a mythical and distant 

one. Melancholy becomes the definitive element of the city and of its inhabitants. The act of 

transmutation belongs to the city: it is not a literary skill exclusive to him but part of the 

city’s history and topography. Pamuk’s deployment of melancholy, containing a history of 

the city and of Islam and literature, is a trademark of his writing. 

 

Hüzün: the Names of Melancholy in Istanbul 

Pamuk’s own brand of melancholy has a specific name: hüzün. In the memoir, he uses this 

Turkish word, hüzün, denoting a medley of melancholy, sadness, and tristesse, to unite the 

city, its past and its present within a timeless as well as a transnational feeling. Used 

repeatedly in the titles of the chapters, the word runs through the text; the Turkish original 

has the word repeated multiple times on the titles of the chapters as an adjective to define the 

visitors, writers and the ruins of the city.66 The imagery of hüzün is a scholarly one. Starting 

with the etymology of the word in Turkish and then in the western tradition, it then draws 

from the long tradition of the literary representations of the city by its visitors and its 

inhabitants, emphasizing the melancholic tone in all of these ‘western’ and ‘eastern,’ or 

‘local’ representations of Istanbul, which in turn helped construct Pamuk’s perceptions of his 

home city.  

In the eponymous chapter devoted to its definition, hüzün emerges through a dialogue 

with definitions from Eastern and Western traditions..Starting with the Arabic etymology of 

                                                
65 For more on the aesthetics of hüzün, see Seçkin, according to whom, hüzün is born from the gap 

between the “reality” of the city and Pamuk’s imagining of it (273-81).   
66 In the English version, hüzün is used in Turkish only in the chapter devoted to it, and translated as 

“melancholy” in the others.  
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the word, Pamuk bases the Turkish understanding of the word on the Islamic tradition. In the 

traditional Islamic understanding, hüzün is considered a sign of excessive attachment to 

earthly pleasures, and a topic of disdain. In the Sufi understanding of the word, on the other 

hand, hüzün is cherished as an awareness of the separation of the self from God, as a feeling 

close to prelapsarian nostalgia. Hüzün, according to a Sufi tradition, is a constitutive part of 

the Creation, a core feeling of God as well, and the Creation of men a direct outcome—an 

effort on God’s part to break away from loneliness. Almond ends his article quoting Henry 

Corbin’s study of Ibn ‘Arabi, a Sufi philosopher, who referred to a commonplace hadith of 

untraceable origin: “I was a hidden treasure and I yearned to be known. So I created creatures 

in order to be known by them” (89). Corbin accordingly speaks of a Sufi God “whose secret 

is sadness, nostalgia, the aspiration to know Himself in the beings who manifest His being” 

(89). These two contradictory approaches in Islam, which evoke the ambiguity of the 

concept, are then set in contrast with the Western tradition Pamuk offers as the counterpart of 

hüzün. Melancholy, however, becomes a solitary and intellectual disposition; with it science 

and not religion, the individual and not community, come to the foreground.  

With references to the etymology of the word, to Aristotle, and to Montaigne, 

Pamuk’s melancholia reveals a scholarly disposition, alluding to the role of creativity and 

scholarly learning in the concept.67 Pamuk’s western account of hüzün draws mainly from 

Richard Burton’s anthology of encyclopedic proportions, Anatomy of Melancholy, which 

praises melancholy and focuses on it as an individual feeling of loss (82-83). The second 

‘western’ source in this chapter on hüzün, on the other hand, shows that the term generates 

mixed responses in ‘western’ traditions as well. The link between hüzün and the fall of the 

                                                
67 According to Peter Toohey, Pamuk's intellectual disposition becomes a flaw, and relates more to 

the tradition of the melancholy thinker than to Istanbul’s cityscape: “I am not at all sure that the ideas 

within these chapters match on all occasions the descriptions of the emotions to which the memoir’s 

narrator is subject. The narrator is above all a highly intellectual individual and quite a scholar” (239). 
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Ottoman Empire, for Pamuk, evokes tristesse: the sadness the late French anthropologist 

Claude Lévi-Strauss detects in the ex-colonies in the tropics and defines in his Tristes 

Tropiques (1955). Involving another major temporal leap, tristesse allows for an allusion to 

the legacy of Western colonialism, and thus to incorporate a political note to the concept. 

Nevertheless, Pamuk is quick to fend off the likeness he evokes between hüzün, melancholy 

and tristesse. Hüzün in Istanbul diverts not only from its Islamic understanding but also from 

Burton’s individualistic and from Levi-Strauss’s anthropological approach. Unlike the 

Islamic understanding, it is about the relation to the city and not to God; unlike Burton’s 

scholarly melancholy, hüzün is collective and about the everyday. And, finally, unlike 

tristesse, which Pamuk regards as the legacy of colonialism on a “guilt-ridden Westerner who 

seeks to assuage his pain by refusing to let cliché and prejudice color his impressions,” hüzün 

is a local feeling that escapes the outside observer (93). Pamuk comments,  

 
Hüzün İstanbul’da hem önemli bir yerel müzik duygusu, şiir için temel bir kelime, 
hem hayata bir bakış açısı, bir ruh durumu ve şehri şehir yapan malzemenin ima ettiği 
şey. (2003 93) 
 
[The hüzün of Istanbul is an important local sentiment for music, a fundamental term 
in poetry, an outlook on life, a spiritual state, and what is implied by the material that 
makes the city a city. (trans. mine)] 68 
 

An idiosyncratic appreciation of the city’s “beautiful places,” it is a local aesthetics conjoined 

with this feeling. Pamuk’s emphasis on leaving hüzün untranslated calls for a comparison 

with Baudelairean Spleen. Yet, Baudelaire emphasizes the history and the foreignness of the 

concept, whereas Pamuk introduces a Turkish word of Arabic origin, tracing it in relation to 

                                                
68 Compare with Freely’s translation: “The hüzün of Istanbul is not just the mood evoked by its music 

and poetry; it is a way of looking at life that implicates us all, not only a spiritual state, but a state of 

mind that is ultimately as life affirming as it is negating” (2005 82).   
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Islam and the cityscape, thus bringing in the Orient into a concept mainly discussed within 

the tradition of western humanism.  

 In an autobiography molded around a city, tracing personal feelings is inextricably 

linked to tracing collective ones, particularly the city’s cultural history and its present. Pamuk 

comments: 

 
Çocukluğumun İstanbul’unun bende uyandırdığı yoğun hüzün duygusunun 
kaynaklarını sezmek için, bir yandan tarihe, Osmanlı Devleti’nin yıkılışının 
sonuçlarına, bir yandan da bu tarihin şehrin “güzel” manzaralarında ve insanlarında 
yansıyış biçimine bakmak gerek. (2003 93) 
 
If I am to convey the intensity of the hüzün that Istanbul caused me to feel as a child, I 
must describe [on the one hand] the history of the city following the destruction of the 
Ottoman Empire, and [on the other hand] the way this history is reflected in the city’s 
“beautiful” landscapes and its people. (2005 82)  
 

The feeling as such becomes the motif that combines experiences of the city with its history 

and geography. It is a collective feeling that defines city-dwellers’ relation to the city, “the 

melancholy of a solitary person, but the black mood shared by millions of people 

together…of an entire city, of Istanbul” (83).  

A recurring theme throughout the memoir, hüzün also marks the city, emerging in its 

views, in its imperial and Islamic past and its decrepit present, in its inhabitants’ faces, 

lifestyles, and ultimately in its representations. Pamuk’s memoir draws from a wide array of 

travelers; ranging from a fellow Nobel laureate, the Russian Joseph Brodsky (214-15), to the 

eighteenth-century Austrian painter Antoine-Ignace Melling whose work and sojourn in 

Istanbul comprises a chapter (Ch. 7, “Melling’s Bosphorus”), and to Le Corbusier (34). 

Nevertheless, the main emphasis lays with the French writers who visited the city in the 

nineteenth century, Gérard de Nerval, Gustave Flaubert, Théophile Gautier, and the great 
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Turcophile, Pierre Loti.69 To cite an example, Pamuk refers to Constantinople, Gautier’s 

account of his sojourn in the city in 1852, as a proclamation of the melancholy of the city: a 

walk through the neighborhoods and cemeteries along the Byzantine walls, for Gautier, is the 

most melancholic on earth (209).70 For Pamuk, rather than simply poeticizing the exotic 

decrepitude of the city, these writers mainly reflected on their individual problems: the 

beginnings of a deadly depression in Nerval (Ch. 23), a friend’s cherished memories 

overlapping with rekindled public interest in Istanbul for Gautier (Ch. 24), syphilis for 

Flaubert (Ch. 31), and wanderlust coupled with belle-époque ennui in Loti’s case. Such 

depictions of the city, according to Pamuk, are formative to the melancholy image of the city:  

 
Anlatmaya çalıştığım şey, [hüznün] bir kavram olarak keşfi, ifade edilmesi, 
seslendirilmesi ve bunların itibarlı Fransız şairlerince (melankolik arkadaşı Nerval'in 
etkisiyle Gautier) ilk yazılmış olmasının sonuçları. (2003 220)  
 
What I am trying to explain is [the consequence of the fact] that the roots of our hüzün 
are European: the concept was first explored, expressed, and poeticized [by 
renowned] French [poets, notably by] (Gautier under the influence of his 
[melancholic] friend Nerval). (2005 210) 
 

The above lines both pay homage, and convey a sense of indebtedness, to the work of the 

nineteenth-century French writers. The choice of period and writers are significant: the 

nineteenth century marks the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire and the subsequent 

impoverishment of the city, as opposed to the unprecedented expansion of the Western 

                                                
69 With the exception of Loti, the above-mentioned writers are also the focus of Chambers’s work on 

French melancholic writers. Pierre Loti, despite being the writer who wrote on the city most 

extensively, is mentioned only in passing (Ch. 25 and Ch. 36).  
70 For Gautier, the peculiarity of the walk is its awakening of a sense of melancholy and grandeur: “Je 

ne crois pas qu'il y ait nulle part au monde une promenade plus austèrement mélancolique que ce 

chemin qui circule entre un cimetière et des ruines” (“I do not think that there is, in any other part of 

the world, a road more austerely melancholy than this one that extends through the ruins [of the city 

walls] and cemeteries,” translation mine) (Gautier 205). 
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European Empires, notably of the French and the British.71 These writers’ outlook on Istanbul 

epitomizes the Orientalist tradition Edward Said problematized in Orientalism (1978). 

Pamuk’s preoccupation with the Western origins of hüzün displays melancholy not simply as 

an aesthetic sensibility, but also as a sign of east-west rift, and as a ‘Western’ product 

introjected by the East. Nevertheless, instead of setting East against West, as in the initial 

theorizing of the concept in the eponymous chapter on hüzün, the rest of the memoir presents 

the concept in its myriad faces, within the perimeters of Istanbul. Pamuk’s response, in other 

words, to Western origins of hüzün is one that makes them part of his literary cityscape.  

 With ‘The four lonely melancholic writers’, Abdülhak Şinasi Hisar the Bosporus 

memoirist, Reşat Ekrem Koçu the writer of the unfinished Istanbul Encyclopaedia, Yahya 

Kemal the great poet of the republic and of Istanbul, and Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar the novelist 

of Istanbul, the western ‘roots’ of hüzün acquire different undertones.72 Hüzün is not the same 

with the melancholy of the scholar. Like Burton’s Anatomy, Koçu’s Encyclopedia stems from 

the writer’s melancholy. However, unlike Burton, Koçu’s encyclopaedia is unfinished, a 

failure Pamuk considers a sign of Istanbul’s anarchy and strangeness resisting Western 

taxonomy, as well as the writer’s melancholy. The strangeness of the city from this 

perspective leads not simply to melancholy, but to a type of urban nationalism (153-62; my 

trans.).73 Pamuk’s favourite Turkish writers of the early twentieth century reflected on the 

decrepitude of the city through their knowledge of French literature, to find in it a means to 

                                                
71 The political climate of France during the nineteenth century is itself contrapuntal: its imperial 

dominion contrasts with the great upheavals such as the July Revolution of 1830, the restructuring of 

Paris, and the commune of 1871.   
72 In Çeviride Modern Olan, Akcan points to the similarity between Baudelairean and Pamuk’s 

conceptions of melancholy, as a feeling attached to the object, and not to the subject (179).   
73 In Freely’s translation, “Istanbul milliyetçiliği” [“Istanbul nationalism”] becomes “chauvinism”: 

‘[t]his otherness we complain about... allows us to indulge in a certain chauvinism’ (153). 
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be both authentic and to write like their favourite writers.74 Thus we read about Tanpınar and 

Kemal following Gautier’s footsteps in the 1940s, almost a century later, as well as the young 

Pamuk into the derelict parts of the city in the 1970s, nearly thirty years after. The presence 

of the Ottoman past through the monumental buildings, feeding these writers’ nostalgia for 

past grandeur as well as their awareness of present decrepitude, hüzün becomes a “choice,” in 

Pamuk’s words, “a poetic licence to be paralysed” (93).  

As poetic licence, hüzün can be linked to arabesk, a popular music that dates from the 

early 1970s and associated with the rural migrants living mainly in shantytowns on the 

peripheries of the big cities, and notably Istanbul. Though absent from the memoir and from 

Pamuk’s work in general, possibly as it is about a culture which Pamuk’s urban upper class 

milieu and scholarly pursuits do not relate to, arabesk helps understand the way hüzün 

permeates through the culture of the city. Arabesk is a hybrid genre of Turkish, Egyptian, and 

Western music: folk music instruments with string accompaniment and a beat from a 

synthesizer backing a vocal with lyrics that rail against the corruption and the injustice of the 

metropoles, in songs like ‘Batsin Bu Dünya’ [“Down with This World”]. In her article on 

arabesk as a particular instance of Turkish modernity, Meral Özbek comments on the urban 

nature of the feelings of loss, anger, and grief that inform this genre:    

 
[Arabesk] is the much–disputed urban culture of the peasant generations whom the 
founders of the Turkish republic once revered as the authentic foundation of the new 
society but whose “uncultured” presence, after they had migrated to live 

                                                
74 Pamuk comments as follows: “From the aesthetics they had acquired in France, they knew enough 

to realise that in Turkey they would never achieve a voice as strong and authentic as Mallarmé or 

Proust. But after long deliberation they found an important and authentic subject: the decline and the 

fall of the great empire into which they were born. Their deep understanding of Ottoman civilisation 

and its irreversible decline helped them avoid the traps of watered-down nostalgia, simple historic 

pride, or the virulent nationalism and communitarianism to which so many of their contemporaries 

succumbed, and it became the basis for the beginnings of a poetics of the past. The Istanbul in which 

they lived was a city littered with the ruins of the great fall, but it was their city’”(101). 
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subordinately at the fringes of the urban centers as a spare army of labor, has been 
much resented by the various established urban others. (228)  
 

For Özbek, the genre is crucial for an understanding of Turkish modernity. Silenced and 

excluded, arabesk has been a means for the immigrants to give voice to their metropolitan 

experience. Hüzün as such is not an elitist feeling exclusive to artistic creativity, but a 

sensibility that informs both high and low culture—the poetics of the city and a quotidian 

way of dealing with them. Melancholy thus leaves the isolated individual and infiltrates the 

city itself as its mark of distinction, its collective emotion, and part of everyday reality, 

uniting the city and its inhabitants, the newcomers with the locals (Pamuk 83).  

 The melancholy image of Istanbul relates to more recent conceptualisations of 

melancholia. A pertinent take on Pamuk’s hüzün, left out in his account but taken up in 

subsequent readings is Freud’s definition. Pamuk’s localization of hüzün and his 

identification of the concept with the decrepitude following past glory highlight its 

embedment in and relevance to colonialism. Reading Istanbul’s hüzün through Freud’s essay, 

the architectural historian Esra Akcan suggests: “The melancholy of the geographical ‘other’ 

is produced by the imaginative loss of a never possible perfection” (“Melancholy”, n.p.). In 

the same vein, in the eponymous chapter, Pamuk comes up with a two page long inventory of 

the scenes that evoke the feeling, from “clock towers that no one notices” (88) to “bored 

high-school students in never ending English classes where after six years no one has learned 

to say anything but ‘yes’ and ‘no’” (89).  

The repeated references to the burnt-down mansions and palaces of the past and the 

city’s grandeur, on the other hand, reveal Istanbul’s hüzün to be generated by not simply 

spatial but also temporal distance to the ideal. In that sense, the discussion of hüzün 

delineates the post-colonial stance of Turkish and Ottoman culture. One example from the 

memoir is Chapter 19, “Conquest or Decline? The Turkification of Constantinople,” which 

gives an account of state enforced anti-minority campaigns and a resulting plunder of non-
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Muslim property in 1955. Istanbul’s imperial past and its violent end are relevant to the 

understanding of anti-minority practices in the city. The account of antagonism against non-

Muslim minorities as well as the rampant indifference to and even hostility to the remains of 

the past makes an argument similar to Paul Gilroy’s in Postcolonial Melancholia. Such an 

understanding of melancholy can help explain the text’s stance on cultural policies. If we 

follow Freud and read melancholic pleas not as complaints but as accusations, then Pamuk’s 

melancholy is an accusation of state politics and urban policies. Nevertheless, these accounts 

are not elaborated on but are left as instances of Istanbul’s traumatic change following the 

end of the Empire. Pamuk’s account of hüzün links the non-Muslim minorities forced to 

leave the city with its visitors fishing for the alien and exotic, the derelict wooden mansions 

along the Bosphorus and impoverished suburbs in the Golden Horn with literary sensibility. 

The hüzün of the city involves rejection and hostility, but also aesthetic sensibility and 

creativity. Pamuk’s memoir doubly implicates the city as a locus of melancholy, one that 

draws from multiple histories, heritages, and traditions.  

, 

Conclusion 

This chapter traced the significance of melancholy in Pamuk’s memoir: how it stands out and 

why it makes sense within the larger body of literature on melancholy. To highlight the 

multiplicity as well as the political charge of melancholy, I employed a contrapuntal 

perspective, based on its musical meaning and its Saidian adaptation. What starts out as a 

straightforward historical fact, a natural outcome of the past glory of a bygone empire, is 

elaborated so that its definition changes with each perspective included; drawing from 

histories that took place and are unique to Istanbul’s distinctive history and topography, 

comprising all, and yet reducible to none.  
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Hüzün, or Istanbul’s melancholy, allows the self to connect to the society, the city to 

the Islamic and to Western traditions, the individual to the public, the high culture to the low. 

As the overview of the word reveals, Istanbul’s hüzün does not simply combine the city with 

the self, the East and the West, the past and the present; it emerges as an emotion, which 

draws from and relates to different, even contrasting traditions conceptions of the word. And 

perhaps the skill with which Pamuk can bridge these within the literaryscape of Istanbul leads 

him to claim that the melancholy of the city has a counterpart neither in the Eastern nor in the 

Western culture. Istanbul, the seat of a long-dismembered empire and its lost civilization, 

provides the basis for a poetics of lament and nostalgia, as well as a means of appreciating 

the city. The city’s hüzün is one where the self feeds on and triumphs over loss. A means of 

self-empowerment, hüzün in the memoir is glorified in a manner that evokes Baudelaire’s 

melancholy as Walter Benjamin defines it in The Writer of Modern Life: “heroic” (168). The 

city and the text, in other words, lament, but also celebrate decay, loss, and the resulting 

melancholy and isolation, making Istanbul’s hüzün something exceptional and definitive. 
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Chapter 5 - Bosphorus Mists: the Repository of the City’s Spirit 

 

At present, people see fogs, not because there are fogs, but because poets and painters 
have taught them the mysterious loveliness of such effects. 
Oscar Wilde, The Decay of Lying 

 

Istanbul is a site of early morning mists and crepuscular haze. As a city of hills and 

waterways, its views and vantage points are subject to the changes in light brought by the sun 

and sea. These views are heightened by the garlands of water that shape the city: the 

Bosphorus, the waterway that separates the European and Asian sides of the city; the Golden 

Horn, the haven that divides the Byzantine and early Ottoman seat of power from the 

Levantine Pera, the capital of the European settlers; and, finally, the Sea of Marmara.75 

Everyday around sunset and sunrise, especially by the shores of the Bosphorus, the views of 

the city are transformed into a silhouette. The clutter of buildings blends with the hills that 

tower over the shores.  

 For Pamuk, Istanbul’s hüzün resides in its early morning mists. Hüzün, the name of 

Pamuk’s own brand of melancholy, denotes a medley of melancholy, sadness and tristesse, to 

unite the city, its past and present in a feeling that is both timeless and transnational. On cold, 

sunny winter mornings by the Bosphorus, it even acquires substance: 

 
Soğuk kış sabahlarında, birden güneş açıverince Boğaz sularının üzerinde ince ince 
kıpırdanmaya başlayan o buğu gibi hüzün duygusu manzarada ve insanlarda 
görülebilecek bir açıklığa kavuşur. (2003 101) 
 
When the sun suddenly falls on the Bosphorus and that faint vapour begins to rise 
from the surface, the hüzün is so dense that you can almost touch it, almost see it 
spread like a film over its people and its landscapes. (2005 89)  

 
                                                
75 The Byzantine historian Procopius described Constantinople as being “surrounded by a garland of 
waters” (Freely, 1972 5). The same phrase still determines the charms of the city. This is how 
Strolling Through Istanbul, an iconic travel guide to Istanbul, starts: “A poet writing fourteen 
centuries ago described this city as being surrounded by a garland of waters. Much has changed since 
then, but modern Istanbul still owes much of its spirit and beauty to the waters which bound and 
divide it” (5).   
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This mist associated with a sunlit sea on a wintery morning is faint, yet substantial. So is 

Hüzün, which emerges here not as an abstract concept but as a natural phenomenon. 

Meteorological and topographical, it is part of the everyday of the city and its inhabitants. 

The early morning haze on the Bosphorus surfaces as the repository of the city’s melancholic 

spirit.  

 Pamuk’s visualization carries this theme further; images of haze, steam, and smoke 

substantiate the hüzün of the city. This chapter follows, albeit hazily, the melancholic 

imagery of the Bosphorus and its mists to locate Pamuk’s work through a comparison of 

urban landscapes. Starting with London, literary and artistic capital of the fog, the chapter 

sketches the modernist preoccupation with the fog, a theme directly linked to London’s 

cityscape. It then traces similar thematics in Istanbul and the Bosphorus, ending with a 

discussion of Pamuk’s literary cityscape to illustrate how it reconfigures Istanbul and relates 

it to the foggy literary cityscapes of nineteenth-century London and to the modernist 

conception of the fog. 

 

London’s fogs 

The literary and artistic capital of mist and fog is London. This capital is at its most evident in 

nineteenth-century representations of the city’s fog, bearing traces of the anxiety generated 

by London’s urban sprawl during the period. These preoccupations are reflected in the arts, 

science and literature, culminating in the aesthetics of literary modernism. Fog, in particular, 

signifies a certain combination of available discourses that came together to interpret city life 

and landscape through language. There are several reasons for reading London’s fogs in 

relation to an analysis of the urban narratives of fog and the cultural interplay of Pamuk’s 

work. First, social anxiety about fog’s relation to city environment, and the need to define the 

city, produces conceptualizations of the fog by flexing language. Additionally, the monstrous 
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expansion of the city was captured by descriptions of the fog in the context of urbanism. 

Third, writers in that period were further stimulated by painterly representations of the city, 

where fog regularly featured. Finally, life is, indeed, ‘foggy’ for writers in nineteenth-century 

London, and the advent of literary modernism tends to induce descriptions of cityscapes 

characterized through that fog.  

 Even popular accounts of the city refer to the long tradition of writing about London’s 

fog to nuance how both fog and the city mutually shape one another over time. To take one 

example from a popular contemporary historical account of the city, Peter Ackroyd’s popular 

history, London, The Biography (2000), traces a lineage that starts with Tacitus’s account of 

Caesar’s invasion and culminates in smog, the local term for London’s deadly mixture of 

natural fog and the smoke billowing from chimneys. Moreover, the city’s fogs become co-

opted by nineteenth-century narratives of the arts and sciences, references that serve to make 

it a culturally inextricable part of the city. One unusual example of this resonates through the 

work of London-based meteorologist Luke Howard, who coined cloud names in 1802, and 

hence made it, in Iain Sinclair’s words, “possible to be precise about things which had 

previously been described in the loosest terms” (94).76  

 In nineteenth-century literary cityscapes, representations of urban life made frequent 

use of images of mist and fog. Perhaps the most renowned descriptions of London’s fog are 

by Charles Dickens. In the opening scene of Bleak House (1853), an invasive fog that 

dominates the streets creeps into the morals and the institutions associated with the city (in 

this case the High Court of Chancery) (11-12). In Our Mutual Friend (1864), the city of 

London itself is under the spell of fog, and appears as “a sooty spectre, divided in purpose 

between being visible and invisible, and so being wholly neither” (Dickens 417).77 Mostly, 

                                                
76 Howard’s studies triggered a set of responses ranging from Goethe to Constable and to Turner.  
77 London’s blinding fog is specifically urban, as the rest of the passage makes clear: “Even in the 
surrounding country it was a foggy day, but there the fog was grey, whereas in London it was, at 
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the fog is a trope to refer to the sinister side of the city's urban chaos. Fog is a “fallen cloud,” 

to borrow R. L. Stevenson’s phrase from Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (1886 27).78 This allegory 

persists with a twist in Salman Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses (1988), where Gibreel Farishta, 

with his newly found angelic powers, identifies the “trouble with the English” as the weather, 

which he then proceeds to change to bring an end to “the meteorologically induced […] 

moral fuzziness of the English” (354). Drawing from a playful image of “bad weather” as a 

marker of Englishness, Rushdie makes haziness a part of English morals and identity. All of 

these examples make use of London’s weather to characterize the city and its inhabitants.  

 Fog is also a major component of English landscape and cityscape paintings. For 

many nineteenth-century artists and travelers especially, the fog is London’s magic, a “kindly 

veil,” to use Théophile Gautier’s words.79 J. M. W. Turner, the English Romantic landscape 

painter, is renowned for his later paintings of maritime fogs and mists, which deploy the 

imagery of smoke as a visualization of seafaring and industrialization. His paintings testify to 

the relation between industry, science and the poetics of the fog.   

 Fog does not only blur; it transforms.80 The American born, London based painter 

James McNeill Whistler, who is usually credited with “the discovery of fog's beautifying 

properties,” makes a similar comment in his famous “Ten O’clock Lecture”:  

 
And when the evening mist clothes the riverside with poetry, as with a veil, and the 
poor buildings lose themselves in the dim sky, and the tall chimneys become 

                                                                                                                                                  
about the boundary line, dark yellow, and a little within it brown, and then browner, and then 
browner, until at the heart of the City... it was truly black” (Dickens 417).  
78 Stevenson’s fog is not only evil, it is also lethargic, albeit not strong enough to impede the activity 
of the city: “The fog still slept on the wing above the drowned city, where the lamps glimmered like 
carbuncles; and through the muffle and smother of these fallen clouds, the procession of the town’s 
life was still rolling in through the grand arteries with a sounds as of a mighty wind” (27). 
79 In his “journée à Londres” (1842), he writes, “This smoke, spread over everything, blurs harsh 
angles, veils the meanness of buildings, gives mystery and meanness to the most positive objects. The 
Symmetrical barrenness of civilisation and the vulgarity of forms it adopts all become softened or 
disappear, thank to this kindly veil” (Freeman 119). 
80 See especially Nicholas Freeman’s Conceiving the City: London, Literature, and Art 1870-1914 
(2007), and the Tate exhibition catalogue on Whistler, Turner, and Monet.  
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campanili, and the warehouses are palaces in the night, and the whole city hangs in 
the heavens, and fairyland is before us. (Whistler, Ten O'Clock) 

 

 Whistler’s Nocturnes, an example of which is shown below, address a similar theme. 

Though the emotions conjured in this scene along the Thames at Battersea are palpable, the 

painted image is barely discernable. Whistler’s foggy landscape and cityscape paintings play 

with, attempt to capture, and reveal what fog shrouds in urban settings. 

 

 
Fig. 1: Whistler, Nocturne: The River at Battersea (1878) 

For Whistler, fog is about the lure of the unknown, clothing the metropolis. In Claude 

Monet’s words, the fog makes “the massive, regular blocks grandiose with its mysterious 

cloak” (Novakov). 

 Literary and artistic representations of the fog and the haze provide imagery for 

modernist explorations of the problem of perception. Monet’s friend the poet Stéphane 

Mallarmé, who spent a year in London, even associates the curling smoke from his pipe with 

London’s smog: both put a smokescreen between him and the everyday world. Upon a first 

whiff from his pipe, the London of his sojourn reappears, reminding the poet of “the beloved 

fogs that enclose our brains” (149). For Proust, Monet’s paintings do not simply convey fog, 

but treat, as their very subject matter, the artist’s craft: “the mist which our eager eyes would 

like to pierce is the last word in the painter’s art” (On Reading 71). The painter’s mist 
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obscures all and by allowing the viewer to access his own imagination, exhibits the ultimate 

artistic achievement. This link between mist and meaning-making is indeed a hallmark of 

literary modernism. Modernist fiction, especially, aims to make the reader realize the 

limitations of vision and perception, as the following lines by Virginia Woolf on “modern 

fiction” (1925) attest: “life is not a series of gig lamps…it is a luminous halo, a semi-

transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the end” 

("Modern," 5). From this perspective, the fog emerges as part of our mental and creative 

topography, as when Connor argues “haze was part of the atmosphere of thought and 

perception, the very factor which inhibited artists from getting a fix on things” (Haze 16).  

 Finally, fog becomes a trope for London’s urban sprawl. As Julian Wolfreys argues in 

Writing London: the trace of the urban text from Blake to Dickens, “the fog is one trace 

dictated by and dictating London, part of a disorganizing principle of structure without or 

beyond structure” (161). This function of London’s fog also applies to the history of literary 

modernism. This does not mean, however, that London was the capital of the movement. 

Indeed, in his history of literary modernism, Malcolm Bradbury attributes to the London of 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries an ambiguous reputation: “The obvious 

centre of English-language modernist activity [...] is also in the record as one of the dullest 

and most deadening of capital cities” (172). London of the late nineteenth century may not 

have been the capital of literary modernism, but it certainly was the capital of fog, as well as 

the crucible for shaping fog. This emphasis on fog transforms London meteorology, its urban 

historical development, and undeniable metropolitan character into a modernist poetics 

particular to the city.  
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Mist-ifying the Bosphorus 

The historical genesis of depicting London’s fogs relates to Pamuk’s contemporary 

international appeal. In his Presentation Speech for the 2006 Nobel Prize in Literature, 

Horace Engdahl made reference to the cultural representations of London fog: “Like Oscar 

Wilde pointing out that the Thames fog was imitating Turner’s painting, Pamuk shows that 

the real Istanbul exists only because of its fabulists” (nobelprize.org 2006). This reference to 

The Decay of Lying (1889), Wilde’s Socratic dialogue on how life imitates art, and how 

“people see fogs, not because there are fogs, but because poets and painters have taught them 

the mysterious loveliness of such effects,” serves as a comment on the lineage of Pamuk’s 

cityscape. By linking the two, Pamuk’s perception of mist is given form through an 

understanding of Turner’s traces. Engdahl here positions Pamuk’s work within the history of 

literary cityscapes, as well as modernism. Such an analogy necessitates a brief positioning of 

the mist-erious loveliness of the Bosphorus by way of the mist’s changing appearance in 

poetic and literary representations of the strait. 

 Images of Istanbul’s mist and fog are scarce, yet definitive in Turkish artistic and 

literary landscapes. An earlier and prominent instance in cultural memory is “Sis” (“The 

Fog”) (1902) by the celebrated poet Tevfik Fikret.81 In this diatribe against Abdulhamid II’s 

government of absolute power and extreme censorship, fog shrouds the city of millennial 

intrigues, deceits, and oppression.82  

 
Sarmış ufuklarını senin gene inatçı bir duman,  
beyaz bir karanlık ki, gittikçe artan 
ağırlığının altında herşey silinmiş gibi, 
bütün tablolar tozlu bir yoğunlukla örtülü;  
tozlu ve heybetli bir yoğunluk ki, bakanlar 
onun derinliğine iyice sokulamaz, korkar! 

                                                
81 Tevfik Fikret (1867-1915) is considered the founder of the modern school of Turkish poetry.   
82 Abdulhamid II, issued the first Constitution of the Empire in 1876, which he suspended two years 
later, and ruled the empire with absolute power during the following forty years. Fikret, was one of 
the critiques of Abdulhamid’s reign. 
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[A stubborn fog has shrouded its horizons  
a white darkness that grows constantly  
under whose weight everything seems to be erased  
all paintings are covered in a dusty intensity  
an intensity of such immensity 
that the onlooker dares not approach its depth! ](trans. mine) 
 

In Fikret’s poem, Istanbul does not give way to a poetics of lament and nostalgia, but is rather 

a setting for destruction and decay, inspiring disdainful resistance. The poem is directed at 

the tradition of absolutist rule he associates with the two empires that had the city as their 

seats: the Byzantines and the Ottomans. Fikret considers the city “the decrepit Byzantium,” 

which has turned into the seat of oriental despotism. Its only salvation is eternal slumber 

under its “white darkness,” identified with Abdulhamid’s oppressive rule.  

 The poem had a great impact on the arts and letters of the period. The most renowned 

of these is an eponymous painting by Abdülmecid Efendi, the last crown prince of the 

Ottoman dynasty and caliph, dedicated to the poet.83 In a manner reminiscent of Turner, 

Abdülmecid’s painting shows a court caique (a light rowboat typical of the Bosphorus) 

shrouded by the fog (Renda 17). Like Turner’s paintings, the fog in Abdülmecid’s work is 

puzzling. It is difficult to conduct an unambiguous reading of the white light that dims the 

caique and dazzles the viewer. The elegant caique with its Ottoman emblem is the sole 

subject of the painting, leaving the viewer to wonder whether it is an emblem of the 

impending destruction and disappearance of the Ottomans, or a sole remainder/reminder of 

Ottoman military values. Yahya Kemal, a state poet and one of Pamuk’s four melancholic 

writers, later took Fikret’s poem to heart. Offended by the denigration of the city, Kemal 

                                                
83 The Crown Prince Abdulmecid I (1868-1944) was elected Caliph by The Grand National Assembly 
in 1922. The Caliphate was abolished in 1924, a year after the foundation of the Republic, and 
Abdulmecid was exiled. Abdülmecid's position as caliph and a painter rules out the opposition 
between Islam and the western style of painting, a theme that characterises My Name Is Red. 
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wrote a response to the poem, echoing Fikret’s lines and asking the city to shed its white 

darkness and reveal its silhouette to its inhabitants forevermore.84   

 For the most part, literary depictions of the Bosphorus focus not on the fog, but on the 

lost lifestyle once associated with the shores of the strait, dating mainly from the early 

twentieth century and the advent of the republic. The lifestyle around the waterway has been 

called “Bosphorus civilization” by twentieth-century writer Abdulhak Şinasi Hisar. The 

symbol of this civilization was the yalı, the wooden waterfront mansions of the elite, 

accessed only via the Bosphorus, and bearing a distinctive Ottoman style. In Boğaziçi yalıları 

(Bosphorus Yalı), Hisar foregrounds his discontent at the decline of this civilization, as most 

of the yalı have been burned down and their aristocratic owners and lifestyle have 

disappeared. Nevertheless, Hisar refers to the Bosphorus as a place more beautiful than 

anywhere else. The waterway has one distinctive quality apart from its beauty: it is “a little 

melancholy.”85 In the making of the Bosphorus civilization, geography, meteorology, and 

history join forces. The shape and movement of the waterway reinforce what the decrepit yalı 

seem to say: “everything passes just like the strong currents and the clouds, leaving only a 

faint mist behind” (27; trans. mine).  

 Images of the Bosphorus also infuse the work of Ahmet Hamdi Tanpınar, a poet and 

novelist of early Republican Turkey. Tanpınar’s melancholic depictions of Ottoman Istanbul 

made him unpopular as they were considered to be critical of Republican ideology, whereas 

his novel Huzur (Peace) (1949) is considered the quintessential novel of the city. Set in 

Istanbul on the eve of World War II, the city and the Bosphorus are not simply backdrops but 

shape the story and its characters. To be from Istanbul and to be brought up along the 
                                                
84 “Sıyrıl beyaz karanlık içinden, parıl parıl; Berraklığında bilme nedir hafta, ay ve yıl [...] Hüznün, 
ferahlığın bizim olsun kışın, yazın; Hiçbir zaman kader bizi senden ayırmasın!” (“Shed that white 
darkness; May you remain bright and clear for ever [...] May your hüzün and your openness be with 
us in summer and winter; May fate never separate you from us”) (trans. mine). 
85 “Yaşamak için Istanbul'da, başka her taraftan güzel fakat biraz Hüzünlü bir yer var: Boğaziçi!” (“In 
Istanbul, there is a place to live which is more beautiful than anywhere else, but a little melancholy: 
Bosphorus!”) (Boğaziçi Yalıları 23; trans. mine).  
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Bosphorus are the two premises that inform the protagonist’s capacity to appreciate a 

woman’s beauty. His love eventually encompasses the woman he loves, Istanbul, the 

Bosphorus, and classical Turkish music inseparably.86  

 The Bosphorus also emerges as a prominent theme in Beş Şehir (Five Cities) (1946), 

an account of the cities that shaped Tanpınar’s life. In the section on Istanbul, Tanpınar is 

more explicit than Hisar in suggesting the waterway as locus of identity: 

 
Boğaz bana daima zevkimizin, duygumuzun büyük düğümlerinden biri gibi gelmiştir. 
Öyle ki, onun bizde külçelenmiş manasını çözdüğümüz zaman büyük 
hakikatlerimizden birini bulacağız sanmışımdır. Bu bir hayal olabilir. [...] Sanat için, 
insan için az çok doğru olan bir şey, niçin birkaç asrın yaşam üslubuna, zekine, 
sevme, duyma tarzlarına şahit olmuş, onları kendi imkanlarıyla beslemiş, hatta idare 
etmiş bir manzara için düşünülmesin? Kaldı ki, Boğaz'ın kendisi de sanatkarane, hatta 
muzikaldir. (178) 
 
The Bosphorus has always seemed to me as a major skein of our taste and 
sensibilities. I have always felt that we would discover our truth once we can 
understand its congealed signification in our mind. This might be a dream. [...] What 
is true for art and for humans might as well apply to a scene that has witnessed, 
shaped, and even managed the manners, the tastes and the sensibilities of a few 
centuries. In the end, the Bosphorus itself is artistic, even musical. (trans. mine) 
 

In the foregoing account, the waterway becomes more than a metaphor. It is an object on its 

own, a repository of the city and of the culture associated with it. Tanpınar also writes on the 

fogs over the Bosphorus. Commenting on the foggy views of the city in a manner that echoes 

Whistler’s description of London’s smog, he writes: 

 
[İ]nce bir sis tabakasinin büyük zambaklar gibi kestiği İstanbul minareleri kendi 
hayallerinden daha beyaz bir aydınlıkta erirler. (Beş Şehir 142) 
 
Istanbul’s minarets, chopped as if they are oversize lilies by a faint layer of haze, 
dissolve in a light whiter than their dreams. (trans. mine) 

 

                                                
86 “Artık ne Istanbul'u, ne Boğaz'ı ne eski musikiyi, ne de sevdiği  kadını birbirinden ayırmaya imkan 
bulamazdı” (“He was now incapable of perceiving the difference between Istanbul, the Bosphorus, 
classical Turkish music, and the woman he loved”) (188; trans. mine). 
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Tanpınar’s fog follows the image of white darkness Fikret introduces, and in doing so, dazzles 

without dimming. In another essay “Lodos, Sis ve Lüfere Dair” (“On South Wind, Fog, and 

Bluefish”), Tanpınar tells of a fog that envelops the city for three days, which allows him to 

elaborate on one of the myriad faces of the city with references to Wagnerian operas, Turner’s 

paintings, as well as to poetry by Poe and Mallarmé. His reading of the fog displays a 

Proustian understanding similar to the one mentioned earlier in this chapter; both associate 

fog with art. Yet, for Tanpınar, Istanbul is a protean city with scenery that renders art 

“superfluous.”87  

 From the depictions of the Bosphorus, notably by Tanpınar, Pamuk’s literary 

materializations of Istanbul’s fog can be intercepted as the contemporary understanding of 

the city’s spirit and its mists. Similarly, Engdahl’s reference to Oscar Wilde in relation to 

Pamuk gives form and meaning to the cross-cultural lineage of the imagery of fog as part of 

the urban imaginary of both cities.  

 

Pamuk’s Haze 

Pamuk’s work is in direct dialogue with the tradition of foggy landscapes. The most 

memorable description of the fog in Pamuk’s work is the opening scene of his White Castle 

(1985), the novel that brought international attention to the author. The novel opens with an 

account of Venetian ships attacked by an Ottoman galley that suddenly emerges from the fog 

(5). Narrated by the soon-to-be captive of the Ottomans, the fog is a cliché image from an 

account of naval struggles. Yet, it also foreshadows the plot of the novel, a doppelgänger.  

                                                
87 Tanpınar makes the following comment: “Sisi daima çok sevdim. […] onu zihnin bazı hallerine ve 
sanatın kendisine benzetirim... Ruh için o kadar lüzumlu olan o değiştirici hülya, bize dışımızdan 
doğru gelir ve dikkatimizin tarzını ve üslubunu değiştirir. Galiba san’atın da eninde sonunda yaptığı 
şey budur. İstanbul bazan sanatı lüzümsuz bırakacak kadar değişmeyi biliyor” (“I have always loved 
the fog. It reminds me of certain states of mind and of art itself […] essential for the soul, that 
extrinsic transmutative dream alters our perception. Probably that’s what art ultimately does as well. 
Istanbul at times knows how to transfigure itself in a way that renders art superfluous”) (163-64; 
trans. mine). 
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 Urban fogs, however, are nearly exclusive to his two novels on Istanbul, The Black 

Book and Istanbul. Fog, smoke, haze and mist are part of his poetics of the city, terms he 

does not always use literally or in relation to their specific meanings. With Istanbul, haziness, 

and indistinction are as much about the city’s geography as its urban sprawl. The smoke 

appears as a homely odor in The Black Book, mostly in line with the density of the city. 

Galip, the solitary protagonist of the novel, equates smog with the neighborhood: “Galip 

[peacefully] inhaled the pungent smell, which he thought was strangely particular to this 

quarter” (196).88 The novel revolves around Nişantaşı, the westernized neighborhood in 

which Pamuk was born and has lived. The city center’s haze is more like London’s smog. 

Just like Mallarmé, Galip considers smog to be part of the city. Galip is an embodiment of the 

melancholy of urban smog; haziness in his case evokes flanerie in the way Walter Benjamin 

defines it in his analysis of Baudelaire’s Paris (1939) when he describes “(a) way of life 

(which) still conceals behind a mitigating nimbus the coming isolation of the big-city 

dweller” (40). Fog also isolates, and it is nowhere more visible than in the heart of the big 

city.  

 Pamuk’s imagery is a counterpoint to Benjamin’s understanding, following, but also 

departing from it. Alongside Benjamin’s vision of fog as “a consolation of solitude” (157) 

and its comforting (if isolating) embrace, the fogs of the Bosphorus are unsettling in a way 

that simultaneously fosters a sense of community. For those who live along the Bosphorus 

and are aware of the effects of fogs on maritime traffic, fog creates a sense of urgency, 

uniting the inhabitants of the city in a communal feeling, albeit in dreams: “there are millions 

of people living in the hills of the Bosphorus troubled by the same dream on foggy nights” 

(192). The notion of a solitude of togetherness informs the life on the Bosphorus. 

                                                
88 From Pamuk’s original, (“Galip tuhaf bir şekilde bu mahalleye özgü bulduğu bu geniz yakan 
kokuyu huzurla icine cekti” [278]). Gün translates “huzurla” as “calmly” in English. 
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 In Istanbul, haze and hazy melancholy become hüzün. This sentiment comes across in 

myriad forms: in the city’s history and its most cherished views, in an internal feeling akin to 

melancholy, and ultimately in poetic material. Hüzün, as Pamuk puts it, is the haze that 

accompanies artistic activity; it is “the smoky window between (the poet) and the world” 

(93). The condensation on the window limits understanding by preventing clear vision and 

thinking. Yet, the resulting isolation is also part of a creative process and an everyday 

experience, as the passage below shows us, through the imagery of a misted window:  

 
Tam bir saydamlık ânı olmadığı ve bu yüzden de gerçekliği perdeleyen, onunla daha 
rahat yaşamamıza yarayan bir şey olduğu için, soğuk bir kış günü altı harıl harıl yanan 
bir çaydanlığın pencere camlarında biriktirdiği buğuya benzetelim bu hüznü. Buğulu 
camlar bende hüzün uyandırdığı için de bu örneği seçtim. O camlara bakmayı, sonra 
yerimden kalkıp parmağımla cama bir şeyler yazıp çizmeyi hâla çok severim. 
Hüzünden söz etmenin de böyle bir yanı var çünkü. Parmağımla buğulu camın 
üzerine yaza çize hem içimdeki hüznü dağıtır, eğlenirim, hem de bütün bu 
çiziştirmeler, yazmalar sonunda camı temizleyip dışarıdaki manzarayı görebilirim. 
Ama manzara da insana hüzünlü gelir sonunda. (2003 91)  
 
Offering no clarity, veiling reality instead, hüzün brings us comfort, softening the 
view like the condensation on a window when a teakettle has been spouting steam on 
a winter’s day. Steamed-up windows make me feel hüzün, and I still love getting up 
and walking over to those windows to trace words on them with my finger. As I trace 
out words and figures on the steamy window, the hüzün inside me dissipates, and I 
can relax; after I have done all my writing and drawing, I can erase it all with the back 
of my hand and look outside. But the view itself can [ultimately] bring its own hüzün. 
(2005 79-80) 

 

Lack of clear vision leads to mixed feelings. The hüzün of steamed windows is a comforting 

one, acting as a springboard to creativity and daydreaming. This is not unlike the experience 

of Jack London’s bookish protagonist in Sea Wolf (1904), who, in the opening scene, the sea 

journey in San Francisco Bay, “allowed the mystery of the fog to lay hold of [his] 

imagination” (3). Steamed windows obstruct the view only to facilitate self-reflection. In a 

manner that recalls Tanpınar’s imagery and a nineteenth-century preoccupation with the fog, 

Pamuk’s steam here becomes a mist the author seeks to dispel, yet it is one he also enjoys 

being enveloped in, as it mystifies both the city and the writer. Steam, in this case, is what 
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obscures the object, precluding the view but also allowing the onlooker to turn inwards. The 

blurring of the view, in other words, associates the interior hüzün with the exterior one. 

Hüzün, then, is a creative urge, as well as a presentiment that pushes the author to absolve 

himself.   

 

Pamuk’s Bosphorus 

Pamuk’s depictions of Istanbul’s mists and the Bosphorus reveal a multifaceted 

understanding of the city. The Bosphorus emerges as a magical realm of catastrophe, fear, 

and bliss. One telling title is “Catastrophes Never End: The Ships That Pass Through the 

Bosphorus, Famous Fires, Moving House and Other Disasters.”89 The fires here refer to the 

burning down of the yalı, which are merely reduced to bonfires for the city’s new 

bourgeoisie, a spectacle for the gilded youth who drive to the shores to watch them from the 

opposite side, and an opportunity for the constructors to use the area to build concrete 

apartments instead. In short, Pamuk’s apocalyptic imagery is clearly grounded in his 

experiences of the cruel transformation of the shores. 

 The memoir continues this imagery while also celebrating the Bosphorus civilization. 

The shores of the Bosphorus bear traces of the late Ottoman elegance one can still glimpse in 

the yalı, which, for Pamuk, testify to the vitality and power of Ottoman culture to retain its 

authenticity, even when under Western influence (57).90 The Bosphorus for Pamuk is marked 

                                                
89 The chapter is a revised form of an earlier article, published in Öteki Renkler (Other Colours), but 
omitted in the English translation: “Felaketler Bitmez: Boğazdan Geçen Tankerler, Yangınlar ve 
Diğer Felaketler.” The article in Turkish reads, “Boğaz'ı bir felaket ve mutluluk kaynağı olarak 
görmemizin arkasında ise tabii ki bu karanlık, dar, ve akıntılı suyun bize sunduğu korkular ve zevkler 
var” (“The fears and pleasures that this dark water with strong currents offer us are the reason why we 
see the Bosphorus as a source of happiness and disaster”) (373; trans. mine).  
90 Pamuk’s lines clearly delimit Western influence to the late period of the Ottomans, and depict the 
yalı as the emblems of Ottoman distinctiveness during the period: “[A]sıl Boğaz zevklerinden biri 
burada, bir zamanlar Osmanlı medeniyet ve kültürünün Batı etkisine girdiği, ama kendi özgünlüğünü 
ve gücünü kaybetmediği çok zengin bir döneminkalıntılarını görmekti” (57-8). In Freely’s translation, 
on the other hand, Western influence seems to inform the Ottoman Empire and civilization as a 
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by this celebration, and he writes that the waterway is distinct in its comparison with 

Amsterdam, Venice, Paris and Rome, cities famous for their urban waterside architecture 

(45), both because of its geography, and because of the traces of the Ottoman elegance. This 

favorable comparison reveals pride, and exhibits what Pamuk calls a certain “chauvinism” of 

the city, a belief in its glorious past and uniqueness. Pamuk’s imagery posits the Bosphorus 

as the waterway where the exceptionality of Istanbul appears most immediately. Waterway 

travel may be experienced by means of the Bosphorus ferries, or vapur as they are called in 

Turkish, deriving from the French vapour for steam and corresponding to the vaporetti in 

Venice. The vapur mark the modernization of the city, and notably of the Bosphorus.91 They 

facilitated transportation and provided travelers from the city access to the remote towns 

along the Bosphorus. Having brought important changes to the city, the vapur require our 

closer attention, a view evidently shared by Pamuk who devotes Chapter 30, “The Smoke 

Rising from Ships on the Bosphorus,” to the ferries of Istanbul. Pamuk’s interest, however, 

lies not only in the vapur themselves, but in the ways the smoke coming from their funnels 

changes the silhouette of the city and leaves traces on the skyline. This smoke, obscuring the 

view and complicating the skyline, is a favorite subject for Pamuk the young artist, and an 

essential theme for conveying “the melancholy of the scene” (256). The young Pamuk’s 

outlook is shaped by paintings of smoke and fog by Turner and Monet.  

 At the same time, a vapur ride is the epitome of the Bosphorus experience. Pamuk 

comments as follows: 

                                                                                                                                                  
whole: “What I enjoyed most about […] the Bosphorus was to see the traces everywhere of a 
sumptuous culture that had been influenced by the West without losing its originality or vitality” (46). 
91 Steamboats were first introduced in 1844, between the Bosphorus towns and the center. They were 
put to wider use in 1851. Previously, and also after the introduction of the steamboats, boats with 
oarsmen were the only means of transportation across the strait or around the Golden Horn. Pierre 
Loti, in Aziyadé (1879) uses boats to cross the Golden Horn. So does Tanpınar, seventy years after 
Loti, in the above-mentioned essay. The silhouette of the Bosphorus changed as the shores became 
more accessible, both to the foreign embassies that built summer residences along the shores for 
prestige, and to Istanbullus who could use this effective means of public transportation. 
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Boğaz’da gezmenin zevki, büyük, tarihi ve bakımsız bir şehrin içinde hareket ederken 
derin, güclü ve hareketli bir denizin özgürlük ve gücünü içinizde hissetmektir. (2003 
56) 
 
To be travelling through the middle of a city as great, historic and forlorn as Istanbul, 
and yet to feel the freedom of the open sea—that is the thrill of a trip along the 
Bosphorus. (2005 45) 
 

The Bosphorus shapes the city, and yet is not part of the city or the feelings it generates: 

freedom and openness are precisely the opposite of what the clutter of buildings conveys. Yet 

the feeling of freedom generated by the ferry ride is also a journey into the city. Pamuk 

attests to this feeling in a short piece on the Bosphorus ferries in Other Colours (2007), in the 

following words: “when I take a ride on an Istanbul ferry, I never feel as if I am travelling 

through the city; rather I sense my place inside it” (75, emphasis mine). Here, the travel 

through the Bosphorus becomes an image that dissolves the simple reciprocity between 

inside and outside.  

 In a manner that recalls Gaston Bachelard’s analysis of space in his Poetics of Space 

(1956), the memoir develops a “dimension of intimacy” (85), to borrow his terms, through an 

account of the ferry ride. The ride is an opportunity for an intimate experience of the city: 

Boğaz'da vapurla [...] gezmek, insana Istanbul'u hem yakından ev ev, mahalle mahalle 
dikizleme, hem de uzaktan sürekli değişen bir siluet ve hayal olarak görme zevkini 
verir. (2003 57) 
 
To travel along the Bosphorus on a boat is [...] [to peep in] the city house by house, 
neighbourhood by neighbourhood and to see the city from afar, as [an ever-changing] 
silhouette, [a dream]. (2005 45)92  

 
The ferry and the Bosphorus are the means to experience the city from within while at the 

same time being outside it. The ferry ride along the Bosphorus allows an experience of 

contrasts and convergences. Nature and culture are converged, in and out are converged, and 

the result is a blend of these with its own peculiar imagery.  
                                                
92 Compare my interjections with Freely’s translation: “To travel along the Bosphorus…is to see the 
city house by house, neighbourhood by neighbourhood, and also from afar, as a silhouette, an ever-
mutating mirage” (46). My translation follows the original, but I opt for peeping instead of seeing to 
hint at the unseemliness of looking in. I substitute dream for mirage to avoid further orientalizing the 
city and its experience.   
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 Pamuk’s imagery of the mist relates to that part of the city prized throughout its 

history. The Bosphorus, in the memoir emerges as the repository of the city’s spirit and 

strength.93 In a similar vein, the chapter “Exploring the Bosphorus” ends with these words:  

“Hayat o kadar da kötü olamaz,” diye düşünürüm bazan. “Ne de olsa, sonunda insan 
Boğaz'da bir yürüyüşe çıkabilir.” (2003 65) 
 
“Life can't be that bad,” I think from time to time. “Whatever happens, I can always 
take a walk along the Bosphorus.” (2005 54) 
 

Here, the Bosphorus appears as a therapeutic waterway, alongside which one might stroll and 

gather optimism. Above all, however, it emerges as the repository of our projections of the 

city’s spirit and strength. It is a garland of water that weaves not only through our immediate 

senses of the city, but also through the palimpsests of its history, literally channeling the 

‘fogged’ vision of the city.   

 

Black-and-White Photographs 

This haze that surrounds the city is perhaps at its most apparent in the black-and-white 

photographs that are scattered, without captions, across Pamuk’s memoir. His selection of 

photographs conveys a contemporary preoccupation with the lost Istanbul(s). The city’s 

Ottoman past peeks through these photographs. Indeed, few of the exterior scenes show the 

city’s Western aspect, places like Robert College, the American college Pamuk attended, or 

Nişantaşı, the upscale neighborhood where the Pamuk family has lived for nearly a century. 

At the end of the memoir, Pamuk adds a note about the photographs, registering some 

astonishment at his selection, and in his words, “a feeling in between nostalgia and 

amazement at the strangeness of the past” (347; trans. mine). The photographs recall 

                                                
93 “İstanbul'un ruhu ve gücü Boğaz'dan gelir” (“Istanbul's soul and strength emanates from the 
Bosphorus”) (54; trans. mine). 
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childhood memories of the city, transmitting haze: “black-and-white, dim, dismal and 

smoky.”94   Pamuk comments:  

 
Bu siyah beyaz duygusunun bir yanı elbette şehrin yoksulluğu, tarihi ve güzel olanın 
ortaya çıkarılamayıp, eskimiş, solmuş,gözden düşmüş ve bir kenara itilmiş olmasıyla 
ilgilidir. Bir başka yanı ise, en gösterişli, debdebeli zmanalarında ile Osmanlı 
mimarisinin alçakgönüllü yalınlığıyla ilgilidir. (2003 48) 
 
This feeling of black and white has to do, on the one hand, with the poverty of the 
city, with the fading, negligence and oblivion of what is beautiful and historic. On the 
other hand, it has to do with the humble simplicity of Ottoman architecture even 
during the heyday of the empire. (48; trans. mine)95  

 
Just like hüzün, black-and-white is also a feeling of contrasts. The decrepitude of the city, 

made more somber by the remnants of the Ottomans, also fed the nostalgia for past grandeur, 

which even at the height of the Empire, retained a modesty. This nostalgic feeling pervades 

the city, and Pamuk lists a few neighborhoods and instances where “the black-and-white 

haze” is evident (35).96 Thus the photographs in the memoir become melancholic objects, as 

mementos for the now largely reconfigured cityscape.  

 The photographs Pamuk chooses are mostly shot by Ara Güler, a renowned 

photographer from Turkey whose photographs of the Istanbul of the 1940s and 50s have been 

praised for their aesthetics as well as for their documentary value.97 Güler’s photographs unite 

multiple layers of Istanbul’s history in single frames. For Pamuk, they provide visual 

representations of his memoir, revealing the city’s melancholy refrain, “where…the old 

combines with the new to create a humble music that speaks of ruin and poverty” (234). 

                                                
94 Pamuk writes, “Çocukluğumun İstanbul’unu siyah-beyaz fotoğraflar gibi, iki renkli, yarı karanlık, 
kurşuni bir yer olarak yaşadım ve öyle de hatırlıyorum.” This is altogether omitted in the English 
translation, and the English in text above is my own translation. 
95 Compare with Freely’s translation: “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” 
(38).  
96 In Turkish, Pamuk refers to the black-and-white soul of the city (“siyah beyaz ruh”) (44). 
97 Pamuk’s recent collection of essays, Manzaradan Parçalar: Hayat, Sokaklar, Edebiyat (“Pieces 
from the View: Life, Streets, Literature”), includes an essay (“Ara Güler'in Istanbul'u”) on Güler’s 
Istanbul. In the essay, Pamuk writes that his discovery of Güler’s archive after completing most of the 
text led him to despair and to joy (198). 
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Güler’s Istanbul is a city of both splendor and poverty, with the ostentatious remnants of the 

Ottoman Empire providing a backdrop to the everyday activity of its inhabitants on land and 

water. His photographs are more than a visual rendering of Pamuk’s themes; they add to the 

thematization of the mist.  

 Güler’s photographs reveal not only the fog or faint vapors emanating from the 

Bosphorus, or a picturesque smoke coming from a distant steamship. They evoke the 

economy of smoke by capturing the people who work with or against it: the fishers who 

make a living from the Bosphorus, dock workers, or the inhabitants who struggle to make 

ends meet in this metropolis where the remnants of an imperial past acquire a looming 

presence, towering over the figures in the photographs, adding an air of oriental allure as well 

as decrepitude.98   

 
Fig 2: Güler photograph (Pamuk, Istanbul 255) 

                                                
98 In Manzaradan Parçalar (“Pieces from the View”), Pamuk comments on how the sentiment the 
photographs of the fishing boats evoke differs from hüzün. The fishing boats make the viewer feel: 
“tarihin ve modernliğin anıtları ve yıkıntıları arasında, doğanın çocuksuluğunu görmenin heyecanını 
da hissederiz” (“the excitement of seeing the innocence of nature amidst the monuments and ruins of 
history and modernity”) (195; trans. mine). 
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 A close reading of Güler’s photograph on page 255, illustrating the haze that envelops 

the city, elaborates the connection between mist, mystery and hüzün. This photograph is a 

particularly good example of the persistent imagery of smoke and mist in representations of 

Istanbul, because it discloses an important component of the leitmotif of smoke and mist. In a 

manner that evokes Pamuk’s “steam on the window,” smoke clouds one’s vision. In this 

black-and-white photograph of a crepuscular Golden Horn, the past and the present of the 

city frame four shadows on a caique. The smoke from a ship’s funnel blends in with the sky, 

cutting through the silhouette of the city: the signature minarets of the Blue Mosque, seen 

from a distance. Amidst the funnel and the mosque stands the city as a dark void, looming 

above a boat with four people. Beneath the city, the people in the boat are exposed to the sun 

and lit by the glittering sea. Yet, darkened by the backlighting of the sun, they blend in with 

the shadowy metropolis. The city and the men in the boat are in the dark; they are 

unknowable and indefinite. Their framing, however, is not, for the smoke from a ship’s 

funnel and the silhouette of the mosque inform the darkness, adding a tone of oriental allure. 

The smoke that makes the mosque seem insubstantial gives the impression that Istanbul itself 

may be a figment of imagination. What matters, finally, is the perspective of the onlooker for 

whom snapshots of fleeting instances may be all that is possible. The photograph seems to 

reveal that the city is unknowable. Mist mystifies: it evokes secrecy as well as the limitations 

of perception, hence the difficulty to understand and define. The mist clouds the onlooker’s 

view, and the experience of the city becomes a mystical one, immaterial, unintelligible and 

contemplative. Istanbul’s haze is like the veil worn at the demise of the Ottoman Empire by 

the city’s women, a diaphanous piece of white cloth barely concealing the face. View is not 

precluded, but most certainly obscured.  

 The city, framed by a glittering sea and the ethereal mosque, appears as a “heart of 

darkness.” The allusion to Joseph Conrad’s 1899 novella is deliberate, as Heart of Darkness 
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includes, along with its critique and observation of colonialism, a much-quoted note on mist 

and meaning-making. An unnamed narrator explains what meaning means for Marlow, the 

storyteller and protagonist:  

 
[T]he meaning of an episode was not inside like a kernel but outside, enveloping the 
tale which brought it out only as a glow brings out a haze, in the likeness of one of 
these misty halos that sometimes are made visible by the spectral illumination of 
moonshine. (9) 
 

For Conrad, the job of the writer is to make one see (Narcissus 147).99 Yet, what he shows is 

something ephemeral and intangible, a “misty” halo that could be brought out by “spectral” 

moonshine, and something that is perhaps not to be understood but enjoyed and felt. Just like 

the steam that comes off the funnel of the ship in Güler’s photograph or the steam from a 

water kettle, meaning in the above passage surrounds the story, only to make it more 

mysterious.  

 Istanbul of today no longer peeks through Güler’s photographs. Yet, many of the 

themes his photographs convey still mark the city. If not black-and-white, it is nevertheless a 

city of contrasts between rich and poor, locals and immigrants, fervent Muslims and 

secularists, and the resulting indistinctness of its cultural space. Enveloping both the city and 

the self, hüzün, as Pamuk defines it in Istanbul, is essential to the city and its inhabitants. 

Moreover, and as Güler’s photograph shows, all that is needed is a cloud of steam, if not a 

spectral illumination of moonshine, to bring out the play of dark and light that gives Istanbul 

its identity.  

 

                                                
99 In the preface to Nigger of the Narcissus, published first in 1897 a few years before Heart of 
Darkness, Conrad explains, “My task, which I am trying to achieve is, by the power of the written 
word, to make you hear, to make you feel—it is, before all, to make you see” (147).  
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Mist-ifying Istanbul 

Istanbul’s mists and fogs mist-ify the city: they add a tone of dreaminess and mystery to the 

city and to the text, a black-and-white patina conveyed both textually and visually. The 

association between mist and melancholy is not exclusive to Pamuk’s memoir; it dates back 

to the theory of four humors, where melancholy was viewed as an invasion of the brain by 

mists or vapors rising from the spleen. Melancholy is indeed foggy. Yet, Istanbul’s misty 

melancholy is different. As opposed to the black bile or vapors originating in the spleen, 

Istanbul’s “faint vapour emanates from the Bosphorus” (89). In that regard, Istanbul’s hüzün 

evokes Keats’s “veiled melancholy”: both are prized, with “[their] sovereign shrine in the 

very temple of Delight” (1884 25-6). However, unlike Keats’s melancholy, which falls from 

the heavens “like a weeping cloud,” Pamuk’s hüzün rises from the sea and stretches over the 

entire city. Nor is the hüzün of Istanbul the same as Paris Spleen. Unlike the invasive dirty 

yellow steam that Baudelaire traces in his Parisian scenes, Pamuk’s vapor is faint, and 

associated with the part of the city that gives it its soul and vigor.100 The mist is faint, but it 

generates a hüzün that is dense, encompassing the city and its people.  

 The relation between seeing and understanding, or perception, is a theme that runs 

through Pamuk’s work, as I argued in earlier chapters. The thematization of smoke, mist and 

haze, however, is exclusive to Istanbul. Mist is not simply a trope, but a strategy that informs 

the politics of the memoir, as well as of Pamuk’s writing. Pamuk’s imagery selectively draws 

from previous cultural representations of Istanbul. Indeed, Pamuk’s memoir, as well as his 

other work, is marked by nostalgia for the Ottoman past of the city, lamenting its 

disappearance. This is especially evident in relation to Istanbul’s architectural heritage, and 

what he calls the great Ottoman civilization (after his favorite writers A. S. Hisar, Ahmet 

                                                
100 From “Les Sept Vieillards” (“Seven Old Men”), in which Baudelaire sketches the streets 
transformed by the mist: “Un brouillard sale et jaune inondait tout l’espace.”  
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Hasim, Yahya Kemal and Tanpınar).101 However, there are no references to Tevfik Fikret or 

to Abdülmecid Efendi in the memoir. That is to say, Pamuk’s account omits the revolutionary 

movements and westernizing trends which also addressed the concerns that mark his work.  

 This omission seems to have been made for the sake of maintaining symmetry, the 

modus operandi (guiding principle) of his memoir. For Pamuk, “symmetry” is key to the 

memoir and presides over truthfulness:  

 
Bir ressam için şeylerin gerçekliği değil biçimi, romancı için olayların sırası değil 
düzeni ve hatıra yazarı için de geçmişin doğruluğu değil, simetrisi önemlidir. (2003 
275) 
 
What is important for a painter is not a thing’s reality but its shape, and what is 
important for a novelist is not the course of events but their ordering, and what is 
important for a memoir writer is not the factual accuracy of the past but the symmetry 
of its account. (2005 265)  
 

Symmetry, here, concerns not only the aesthetic arrangement of past events and ideas in the 

narrative of the memoir, but the arrangement/relation between form and content. This 

symmetry applies on a different level as well; form echoes the content, and literary and 

textual mists converge.  

 It is characteristic of Pamuk's work to obscure the workings of identity and meaning-

making. To envelop the city in a hazy melancholy is not simply an aesthetic choice, but also a 

strategic one. His tactics are not unrelated to modernist literature, where aesthetics, rather 

than truthfulness of narrative, is prized. Pamuk’s narrative also mist-ifies: it obscures the 

history of the city and its traditions, while at the same time mystifying the reader. Within the 

indistinct space of globalization, mist provides Pamuk the substance to link the city’s past 

and present, the poetic matter to shape and envelop his city.  

 The ways in which Pamuk positions himself in relation to both Turkish literature and 

literary modernism may be best explained by his response to Tanpınar. Here a parenthesis on 

                                                
101 This nostalgia and yearning are most prominent in the memoir, and heightened by the photographs 
of monuments that reflect this past.  
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Pamuk’s position within this framework nuances his argument on the quintessential novelist 

of Istanbul. According to Pamuk, literary modernism has bypassed Turkish literature. 

Nevertheless, Pamuk’s texts and his persona situate him along the lines of modernist writers. 

For example, he privileges the act and process of writing in his work, especially in those 

books that situate Istanbul as protagonist. Moreover, Pamuk is seen as a solitary public figure 

and exiled writer, factors that align him with modernist authors.  

 Tanpınar’s influence on Pamuk is evident in his own comments in the memoir, and in 

the parallels between their works. An obvious example is The Black Book (1990), which 

reworks Tanpınar’s Huzur, albeit in reverse.102 Pamuk’s reading of Tanpınar, however, marks 

their differences. In a recent essay on literary modernism, Pamuk discusses modernism 

through Tanpınar, and refers to him as a writer who writes for the community with which he 

identifies and does not challenge it. In Pamuk’s view, this places Tanpınar outside 

modernism. Pamuk also argues that modernist writing broke away from the mimetic 

understanding of literature, and therefore its signature works do not point at the world, but 

create it. This description, demonstrating why Tanpınar is not a modernist, contains a 

surprising image: “Modernist novelists have hidden the unity and the centre of their novels 

behind a veil of mist” (“Tanpınar” 291; trans. mine). This imagery of a center hidden by mist 

reverberates the Conrad phrase I cited earlier. Once again, by using the modernist trope of 

mist or haze, Pamuk establishes a thematic continuity not only with modernists but also 

between Tanpınar and his work. I 

i 

                                                
102 In the memoir, Pamuk refers to Tanpınar as the greatest Turkish novelist of the twentieth century 
(225), and the one to whom he feel closest (99). See also Oya Mentese's article on Bes Sehir as a 
subtext of Pamuk’s memoir in “An Analysis of Orhan Pamuk’s Istanbul: Memories and the City, 
from the view point of its sub-texts.” See Taciser Belge “Rüyadan Kabusa Fantastik Şehir Istanbul” 
(“From Dream to Nightmare, Istanbul as a Fantastic City”) in Kara Kitap'ı Anlamak (“Understanding 
The Black Book”) (205-27).  
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Conclusion 

From the mists that envelop Istanbul in early mornings to its cherished views and alienated 

past, Pamuk’s memoir mist-ifies the city. It spreads hüzün over the city through images of 

steam, smoke and mist, from the early morning haze on the Bosphorus, to a steamed-up 

window, the smoke of motorboats used for public transportation, and to the mysticism 

evoked by the minareted silhouette of the city. The recurrence of mist in the memoir places 

Istanbul within the modernist tradition, while ironically obscuring the history of the city 

itself. Positioning Pamuk’s preoccupation with mist in relation to London’s literary cityscape 

and literary modernism, on the other hand, suggests that his depictions work not only with the 

tradition of literary cityscapes, but also with notions of seeing, knowing, and understanding. 
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Chapter 6: Framing My Name Is Red: Reading a Masterpiece 
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A great painter does not content himself by affecting us with his masterpieces; 
ultimately he succeeds in changing the landscape of our minds.  
My Name Is Red, 195 

 

With the 2006 Nobel Prize in Literature, Orhan Pamuk was internationally acknowledged as 

a master-writer. Subsequent to the award, My Name Is Red (1998, 2001), Pamuk’s most 

acclaimed work and winner of the IMPAC Dublin Literary Award in 2003, is framed as a 

masterpiece by the accolades of both the writer and the text.103 The notion of masterpiece is 

not an external fact about, nor simply a value associated with My Name is Red, but literally a 

constitutive aspect of the work itself. Set in the Istanbul of the 1590s, the novel tells a story 

of murder and love that revolves around an unfinished masterpiece. The Sultan secretly 

commissions an illuminated book that will be sent to the Venetian Doge in the Islamic 

millennium. Meant to depict his dominion over both worlds and to testify to the Ottoman 

supremacy in the East as well as in the West, the Sultan requests that the miniatures be 

painted in the European manner. This leads to an unprecedented commotion both among the 

miniaturists, and the Islamic zealots who regard painting as heresy. Recounted through 

twenty-one distinct voices, ranging from corpses to Satan, interwoven with romance, Islamic 

legends and Koranic parables as well as with discussions on style, time and perspective, My 

Name Is Red is a treatise on art, a historical novel that reflects sixteenth century Istanbul, and 

a text that aims to represent the now forgotten art of miniature painting.  

The concept of masterpiece as such holds twofold significance in relation to the 

novel. On the one hand, it defines the highly favorable transnational reception of the novel 

and its writer. On the other hand, a close reading of the novel suggests it to be negotiating 

both thematically and aesthetically with the concept. Masterpiece is a frame, both inside and 

outside the novel, linking the within and without, and shaping our responses to the work. I 

                                                
103 The International IMPAC Literary Award is the world’s most lucrative literary prize of 100,000 
Euros.  



 

 132 

use framing as a conceptual alternative to “context” when situating a work in time and space: 

unlike context, framing emphasizes the highly selective and subjective nature of defining a 

work.104 In this paper, I will argue that framing Pamuk’s most acclaimed novel as a 

masterpiece helps situate both the writer and the book within the dynamics of contemporary 

culture. My discussion of the novel as a masterpiece is based on a dictionary definition of the 

word. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, masterpiece refers to “a work of 

outstanding artistry, skill, or workmanship.” As an exceptional work, a masterpiece is 

expected to become both a part of the tradition it stems from, and to modify it with its 

extraordinariness. Here I will explore a series of frames that constitute the novel as a 

masterpiece, ranging from the launching and the reception of the novel, to the master-writer, 

the masterpiece as a key to frame a murder, anachrony, pluralism, Islam and finally, writing 

miniatures. Through a kaleidoscopic perspective that follows suit with the book, I attempt to 

draw out the many facets of the masterpiece status of this novel and to show how plurality—

itself one of the frames I delineate—is intrinsic to framing this work as a masterpiece, and in 

turn reflects on an understanding of the concept and the work. By employing these frames I 

also hope to show how My Name is Red frames, and ultimately reconfigures, the definitions 

of masterpiece. 

 

Frame 1: Publicity 

My Name Is Red was published in Turkey in 1999 and was immediately the center of media 

attention; its record sales (150,000 copies in a year) and rigorous advertisement campaigns, 

such as billboard ads, were unprecedented for a work of literature and became a source of 

                                                
104 In Travelling Concepts in the Humanities (2002), Mieke Bal theorizes framing through discussing 
how she set up a museum exhibition on a lesser-known Dutch painter as a dialogue with the ‘master’ 
pieces of the time, so that it would appeal to the visitors. To emphasize her deliberate choice of 
supplementary background information when showcasing the subject, Bal proposes framing as an 
alternative concept to context (133-73). 
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scepticism and reproach. Pamuk was accused of “inundating” the media with his news and 

thus of robbing his readers of the pleasure of reading it in solitude. Moreover, the novel was 

simply considered a difficult read, with exaggerated sales figures (Yılmaz 50-51). The 

literary reviews of the novel acknowledged it as a masterpiece, but pointed out its historical 

inaccuracy (Ertuğ). The English translation of the novel, by Erdağ Göknar, came out in 2001 

and sold 160,000 copies. The English publication also received great media attention, which, 

unlike in Turkey, was not met with skepticism; the novel was featured on the cover of The 

New York Times Book Review. In the same vein, the novel was swiftly established as a 

masterpiece in the West and nominated for the IMPAC award.105  

 The Turkish and English editions of My Name Is Red further illustrate the differences 

in the novel’s framing. The 1999 paperback edition of the novel in Turkish includes no praise 

on the front cover. The rather long summary of the novel on the back cover starts with a 

comment by Pamuk on the novel, calling it his most cheerful novel. Ironically, however, the 

novel is referred to as “a requiem for the forgotten beauties of the ancient art of painting.”106 

The two commentaries at the bottom display rather broad perspectives. The first one from 

Frankfurter Allgemaine reads as praise of Turkishness: “The young Turkish novelist shows 

Europe how to write a novel” (Steinfeld). The second one, from The New Statesman, is about 

Pamuk’s works in general: it suggests reading his work as a must. There is also a short 

biographical note on Pamuk, mainly on the international acknowledgement of his work, all 

framing the novel as a master’s piece. The 2003 paperback edition of the novel in English, on 

the other hand, emphasizes its artistic value. The reviews on the cover focus on the novel, and 

not the writer. The front cover includes praises from The Guardian, The New Yorker, The 

Observer, and the IMPAC, whereas the excerpts in the back cover praise the author as a 

                                                
105 In 2003 it was nominated by three librariesthe Universitäts-und Landsbibliothek Bonn; Hartford 
Public Library (USA); and Bibliotheques Municipales in Geneva, Switzerland (Yılmaz 51). 
106 This quote and the following ones are from the 1999 İletişim edition of the novel.  
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possible Nobel Prize winner (Freely) and the book for reflecting the tensions between East 

and West (IMPAC). The review included by John Updike includes comparisons of Pamuk 

with Proust and Mann and the review by Kelly compares Pamuk to Umberto Eco. The 

English edition makes explicit use of the masterpiece status of the novel when promoting it. 

In short, the framing of My Name Is Red in the Turkish and English publications highlights 

the discrepancy between the Turkish and the Western media, and between its national and 

international reception. 

 

Frame 2: The Master-Writer 

Orhan Pamuk’s writer persona incorporates that of a master-writer, one relating 

simultaneously to both ‘Eastern’ and ‘Western’ traditions of storytelling:  

 
I learn and pick-up things from other authors. I’ve learned from Thomas Mann […], 
Italo Calvino […], Umberto Eco, [and from] Marguerite Yourcenar. […] What 
inspired me most for My Name Is Red were the Islamic miniatures. Thousands of little 
details from countless miniatures that I’ve looked at took their place in the novel. 
Behind these scenes of love and war lie the classical Islamic texts because the 
miniatures were always drawn to illustrate the best scenes of stories that once upon a 
time everyone knew by heart and today, because of westernization, very few 
remember. (Pamuk 2001) 
 

In the above statement, Pamuk emerges as a writer with an understanding of the tradition in 

the sense T.S. Eliot defined it in “The Tradition and the Individual Talent” (1922), his 

seminal essay on poetry as a meeting ground of tradition and the creative powers of the poet. 

Tradition, from Eliot’s perspective, “involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the 

past, but of its presence” (131; emphasis mine). Tradition, including the past and the present, 

invokes a present of multiple temporalities, where the present is crowded with the echoes of 

the past: 

 
[T]he historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his own generation in 
his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer 
and within it the whole of the literature of his own country has a simultaneous 
existence and composes a simultaneous order. (Eliot) 
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For Eliot, then, historical sense leads the writer to an understanding of individualism, as one 

that reflects local literature but in a sense that complements a highly Eurocentric 

understanding. Pamuk’s sources of inspiration reveal a similar perspective, and his authorship 

of My Name Is Red is also about being framed by past master-writers and masterpieces. Yet, 

Pamuk’s statement dislocates Eliot’s definition, as the tradition it reflects draws not only 

from Europe, but also from the Islamic East. The tradition in the novel, in other words, is a 

twofold one, where not only past and present, but also East and West converge.  

When mentioning his sources, however, Pamuk comes up with specific names from 

the western novelistic tradition, while he refers anonymously to the Islamic tradition of 

miniatures. He fails, in other words, to mention any of the master miniaturists that are 

common knowledge for those familiar with the art form, the names and traditions are 

ironically abundant in the novel. In this sense, the novel is not simply “homage,” as he 

claims, “to these forgotten stories (associated with the miniatures) and the wonderful pictures 

drawn for book lovers of the time”, but more of a requiem (an elegy), the space where the 

past is the present (Pamuk 2001). 

 

Frame 3: IMPAC Citation: a Vantage Point  

Among the mostly favorable international reviews of My Name Is Red, the Judges’ citation 

for the IMPAC has become the most memorable one. The citation, primarily repeating the 

themes generally associated with Pamuk’s works, merits reflection for a number of reasons 

regarding the form, the content, and the politics of the novel: 

 
A work of intense beauty, Orhan Pamuk’s My Name Is Red opens a window into the 
reign of Ottoman Sultan Murat III, inviting us to experience the tension between East 
and West from a breathlessly urgent perspective. (IMPAC) 
 



 

 136 

The window metaphor here evokes the thematic and aesthetic concerns of a novel that is, 

above all, about perspective. The window has been commonplace when discussing painting 

since Leon Battista Alberti’s treatise on perspective in painting, De Pictura (55).107 It was 

also used by Jean Paul Sartre when referring to the redemptive value of art in “Why Write?” 

Windows that art constitute offer unlimited perspective: “paintings are windows that open 

onto the whole world” (42). The window analogy in the IMPAC Citation relates the novel’s 

masterpiece status to how it functions; the novel is a “window into the reign of Murat III.” 

This of course leads one to question the ontological and epistemological implications of the 

metaphor. The window trope assumes that a work of art is transparent (Fırat). The reader, 

therefore, is posited in a privileged situation to see through both. My Name Is Red is not 

simply an outlet into the past; it is a frame, a subjective re-presentation of a historical period. 

The window metaphor, focusing on the truth-value of the novel, is therefore problematic as it 

forecloses a reading motivated by the aesthetic concerns that frame the novel.  

The citation, therefore, emphasizes the perspective of the window not as a subjective 

point of view, but as a vantage point from which to view the past and the present. From the 

“breathlessly urgent perspective” that the window furnishes to the reign of Murat III, what 

the readers may view is “the tension between East and West” in its quasi-atemporality. The 

masterpiece status of My Name Is Red is therefore linked to its framing of east-west conflicts. 

Similarly, its political significance is often linked to the present day power struggles and 

conflicts between Islam and West, especially after September 2001. In the US, for example, 

the launching of the novel coincided with the September 11 attacks in New York and 

Washington, and the novel was received as a source of insight into current conflicts, as the 

review below attests to: 

                                                
107 Alberti’s use of the window metaphor is ambiguous; Alberti’s original work was in Latin, but he 
later translated it to Italian, pluralizing its meaning. There is still dispute whether he intended the 
window metaphor as an outlet to the story or to the world (55). 
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My Name Is Red, like the best historical novels, is a super-parable, a novel of our 
time. As the Taliban destroys statues of Buddha thousands of years old and Bible 
thumpers burn art books and ban John Lennon, we realize that still for some, it is not 
McDonald’s but Michelangelo who is the great Satan. (Levi 1)  
 

Within its presentational context, then, My Name Is Red appears as a retrospective story, 

which is more about the present and the future than about the past. Literature, however, is a 

medium of storytelling in which form is equally important as content. In the words of a 

‘voice’ in the novel, “it’s not the content, but the form of thought that counts” (My Name 

353-54). In this novel, which is narrated through multiple voices, perspective is neither 

transparent nor does it offer direct access to its object. On the contrary, the use of multiple 

perspectives draws attention to perspective itself, encouraging us to look ‘at’ it rather than 

‘through’ it. As such, perspective reveals itself in the novel as what Hanneke Grootenboer 

posits as its essential role: “rhetoric,” and “a mode of thinking” (10).108 The novel invites its 

readers to adopt an unsteady vantage point that requires constant reconfiguration and 

readjustment.  

 

Frame 4: Framing a Murder with Masterpieces 

Set in the winter of 1591 in Istanbul, at a time when the glory of the Ottoman Empire was 

beginning to wane, My Name Is Red recounts the nine days following the murder of Elegant, 

a master miniaturist. Along with three other miniaturists, Elegant has secretly been 

commissioned by Enishte,109 whom the Ottoman Sultan has asked to compile a 

                                                
108 In her close reading of Dutch still life painting in the seventeenth century, Grootenboer posits 
perspective as a mode of thinking that claims transparency: “We are unable to observe perspective 
directly because our position is always already implicated in its configuration. […] therefore, we need 
to find an alternative position from which we ‘see’ the ways in which perspective operates as a system 
that manipulates our vision” (100).  
109 Names in translation lose some of their connotations, and Enishte’s name is one such example. In 
Turkish, Enishte designates one’s uncle from the maternal side, and as such seems to be a name 
created by Black, whose mother was Enishte’s sister. 
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“masterpiece,” an illuminated book that will be sent to the Venetian Doge in the Islamic 

millennium. Meant to depict the Sultan’s dominion over both worlds and to testify to the 

Ottoman supremacy in the East as well as in the West, the Sultan has asked for miniatures 

painted in the European manner. The book itself is thus supposed to become an encounter 

between the two ways of seeing. This encounter, however, is one marked with conflict and 

strife. Within the iconoclastic tradition of Islam, painting is a controversial topic (Çiçekoglu, 

“Pedagogy”). Realistic painting is considered the painter’s claim to be as creative as God and 

hence a means of competing with Allah, the master-creator, which is the greatest of sins. 

Within this framework, painting in Western style, including the use of human perspective, 

connotes arrogance before God, as it prioritizes human point of view over the godly one.110 

The only admissible painting style within this worldview is the art of miniature paintings, a 

search for divine vision, “the act of seeking out Allah’s memories and seeing the world as He 

sees the world” (My Name 96).  

Miniatures primarily serve as a means of complementing the story and repose for the 

eye; they “are the story’s blossomings in colour” (My Name 30). The miniatures in the secret 

book, on the other hand, include a portrait of the Sultan, a practice regarded as doubly 

transgressive as it not only elevates a human point of view, but also idolizes it by putting a 

life-like image at the centre of a painting. The Sultan’s miniatures pose a threat to all who are 

even peripherally involved. For Enishte, whose own encounter with Venetian portraiture is 

also the reason why the Sultan commissioned him; the secret book is to be a pinnacle of both 

Ottoman miniature and his career. Yet he feels it is also a threat on his life. The miniaturists 

who contribute to the book, on the other hand, feel they are betraying their art and their 

‘master,’ Master Osman, who has taught them illumination. The religious bigots under 

Erzurumi Effendi, who relates the present weakening of the state to the abandonment of 

                                                
110 See My Name Is Red at 193 for a discussion on the status of the painters in Islam. The accusation, 
as Enishte points out, is not from the Koran, but from a Hadith, a saying attributed to the Prophet.  
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‘true’ Islam, seek to destroy the book, its promoters, and eventually the art of miniature. 

Ultimately, the miniatures in the secret book are a threat to the very art itself, both by the 

antagonism they generate, and by advocating values that are diametrically opposed to the 

very precepts of the art itself, which is to erase all traces of the illuminator’s style in order to 

achieve a representation of the world as God would see it. The killing of Elegant, apparently 

for all of the above reasons, unleashes a series of events prompted by these fears.   

Miniatures in the secret book, as well as the art of miniature, also frame the love 

story. Black, Enishte’s nephew, returns to Istanbul from a twelve-year exile to help Enishte 

complete the secret book. Black’s misfortune has also been brought about by way of 

portraiture: enamored of Shekure, Enishte’s daughter, Black declares his love through a scene 

from Khusrev and Shirin (My Name 46-47), a popular Persian epic love story, and a 

cherished subject for miniaturists, following Bihzad, the Persian master miniaturist.111 The 

love affair between Black and Shekure is a contemporary take on the romance, yet it takes 

quite a different course. In the romance, Shirin, an Armenian princess, falls in love with 

Khusrev, the crown prince of Persia, upon seeing his picture. For Black, however, a miniature 

portrait is an insufficient means of generating love. In his miniature, the nondescript faces of 

the two lovers are replaced by his own with Shekure.112 Revealing his identity and his 

feelings in a miniature, Black violates both the very precept of anonymity in miniature, and 

of familial bonds. He is subsequently banished not only from Enishte’s household, but also 

from Istanbul. Black relates his desolation in exile to not having a portrait of his beloved 

                                                
111 The romance of Khusrev and Shirin, a classic text of Persian literature, was written by Genceli 
Nizami in the twelfth century and became a popular subject for miniaturists, notably Bihzad and a 
masterpiece in circulation. It was translated by many poets living in Anatolia and Azerbaijan. 
112 Black’s attempt at realistic portraiture echoes what for Pamuk is a major problem with the epic 
itself: the (im)possibility of falling in love by seeing one in a miniature painting. Following is Pamuk 
on the romance and My Name Is Red: “If Shirin fell in love with Khusrev after seeing his portrait, 
then this portrait should have been painted in Western style, not as a miniature. In the epic, Shirin 
falls in love after she sees the portrait the third time. Is it because she has loaded the picture itself with 
meanings and significance of her own? Inspired by these questions, the initial title was Love at first 
painting” (Pamuk 1999: 156). 
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Shekure: “if a lover’s face survives emblazoned on your heart, the world is still your home” 

(2001 37). His romantic yearning for a portrait reveals his inclination for Western aesthetics 

as it contradicts the precepts of miniature, where the aim is to depict the meaning, not the 

object as it appears. Ironically, twelve years later, helping Enishte’s secret book of portraiture 

becomes a means to finally have Shekure’s hand. Shekure, now a widow, has just returned to 

her father’s house with her two sons, Orhan and Shevket, to avoid Hasan, her brother-in-law 

and pursuer. So when Black steals a furtive glance of Shekure in a way that reminds him of 

the romance, his love for her is rekindled: “When I recognized [a] similarity, oh how I burned 

with a love such as they describe in those books we so cherish and adore” (42). Black, 

yearning to revive the romance, indeed recognizes the depth of his feelings only when his 

experiences remind him of a scene from the story. Life then imitates art, and the utmost 

aspiration is to imitate a masterpiece. 

Black’s investigations concerning the murder are like a treatise on art and serve as an 

introduction to Islamic aesthetics: he has tête-à-tête conversations with Butterfly, Olive, and 

Stork, the three artists who help with Enishte’s book, on issues that define a miniaturist: style, 

time, and illumination. This treatise on art entails a worldview in which Europe, to borrow 

Dipesh Chakrabarty’s title, is “provincialized.” The discussions between Black and the 

miniaturists refer to parables and stories from the mosaic that constitutes the Islamic world: 

Turkish, Turkmen, Mongol, Arab, Indian, Chinese, and Persian thought, philosophy, and art. 

In each conversation concerning the aesthetics of miniature, characters recount stories from 

Islamic lore, legends, even fables, to illustrate their point. Butterfly interprets the concept of 

personal style as a means of disguising the painter’s ineffectuality. He recounts love stories 

set in Afghan and Persian courts “to demonstrate that ‘signature’ and ‘style’ are but a means 

of being brazenly and stupidly self-congratulatory about flawed work” (My Name 80). In the 

same manner, Stork explains timelessness in miniature: he tells the story of how Ibn Shakir, 
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witnessing the Mongol invasion of Baghdad from the top of a minaret, realized that “the 

depiction of the world from an elevated Godlike position” is a means to achieve timelessness 

(My Name 85). Olive, on the other hand, proposes blindness as the ultimate in a miniaturist’s 

career. He describes a master miniaturist who, blinded by his patron, went to the rival court 

with the claim to paint even more magnificent books, thanks to blindness:  

 
Gözleri bu dünyanın pisliğine artık hiç takılıp oyalanmadığı için, Allah'ın bütün 
güzelliklerini hafıza [sın] dan en saf şekliyle nakşedebilir. (1998 93) 
 
Since [his] eyes will no longer be distracted by the filth of this world, [he] will be able 
to depict all the glories of Allah from memory, in their purest form. (2001 94) 
 

 In short, through these dialogues, we are introduced to a different way of seeing, to a world 

of masterpieces where meaning precedes form, word precedes image, and where style is 

considered a flaw.  

Black’s investigations initiate the reader into Islamic aesthetics, but withhold the 

identity of the Murderer. Incited by the discussions on perspective and style, the Murderer 

visits Enishte to appease his guilty conscience and to convince himself of the righteousness 

of painting in the Western style. The Murderer voices miniaturists’ concern that the use of 

perspective will debase the purity of their art and enslave them to Western style of seeing. 

Enishte’s comments, however, reveal a different side of the discussion between tradition and 

innovation. For Enishte, a meeting of seemingly inappropriate techniques is what ensures the 

creation of a masterpiece. He comments:  

 
Nakışta, resimde ne zaman harikalar yaratılsa, ne zaman bir nakkaşhanede gözlerimi 
sulandıracak, tüylerimi ürpertecek bir güzellik ortaya çıksa, bilirim ki orada daha 
önceden yan yana gelmemiş iki ayrı şey birleşip bir yeni harikayı ortaya çıkarmıştır. 
[...] Doğu da Allah'ındır, Batı da. Allah bizi saf ve karışmamış olanın isteklerinden 
korusun. (1998 186)  
 
In the realm of book arts, whenever a masterpiece is made, whenever a splendid 
picture makes my eyes water out of joy and causes a chill to run down my spine, I can 
be certain of the following: two styles heretofore never brought together have come 
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together to create something new and wondrous. [...] May [God] protect us from the 
will of the pure and the unadulterated. (2001 194) 
 

In a tone that evokes the reviews of My Name Is Red, Enishte considers a masterpiece as an 

unprecedented encounter, a synthesis of two different approaches, of which an east-west 

encounter in art is only one instance. Yet, for the Murderer, the very encounter for which he 

killed Elegant, now entails self-alienation. His ruthless response is to kill Enishte with an 

inkpot.  

 Traditional stories and meditations on art become crucial in solving the mystery and 

literally framing the murderer. To disclose the identity of the Murderer, Black takes recourse, 

by the Sultan’s decree this time, to masterpieces and to the master miniaturist, Master 

Osman; they spend two nights at the Imperial Treasury studying the masterpieces in order to 

identify the style in the miniatures found on Elegant’s corpse. Master Osman identifies the 

Murderer as Olive, but also blinds himself, with the same needle Bihzad had, to attain the 

ultimate darkness from which “colour and sight arose” (My Name 92). Blindness then is to 

reach the dark, or “God’s pureness,” and to protect one’s honor, which is here equated with 

vision, from unwanted influences (My Name 396). Black, enamored of Shekure rather than of 

miniatures, captures Olive, who is about to flee to India to devote himself, under the Shah of 

India, to the purity of his art. Olive’s yearning for purity of vision finds an ironic answer as 

Black blinds him with Bihzad’s needle. 

 The novel ends with a bleak denouement, foreboding the greater disintegration that 

awaits the art of miniature painting. Black becomes “crippled” after his struggle with Olive. 

Olive manages to escape Black, but is killed by Hasan, Shekure’s brother-in-law. Black and 

Shekure’s marriage is shadowed by Black’s failure to kill Olive, as well as his inability to 

complete Enishte’s deadly book. The remains of the book are confiscated and placed in the 

Imperial Treasury. Shekure, as the last ‘voice’ in the novel, tells “how withered the red rose 

of the joy of painting and illumination that had bloomed for a century in Istanbul, nurtured by 



 

 143 

inspiration from the lands of Persia” (2001 501).113 The workshop is eventually closed and 

the art of miniature evanesces as the Ottoman Empire is increasingly under the influence of 

religious bigotry and anything representing Western ideas is eradicated. One of the final 

images of the novel is how Sultan Ahmed, upon a dream in which he sees the Prophet 

denouncing the heretical creations of the ‘infidel,’ personally demolishes the monumental 

clockwork organ, itself a masterpiece, which was a present from Queen Elizabeth I.114  

Beneath the unresolved conflicts between East and West, Islam and Europe, word and 

image, writing replaces image as the means to attain delight, to voice distanced tales, and 

ultimately to create masterpieces. After recounting the havoc that befell on the art of 

miniature, Shekure tells about the two paintings she has longed for: her portrait, and a picture 

of bliss; a picture of nursing her children. The picture of bliss, in fact paraphrasing an 

eponymous poem by the celebrated Turkish poet Nazim Hikmet to another celebrated figure, 

the Turkish artist Abidin Dino, renders the wish itself a masterpiece.115 The novel self-

admittedly aims to become a masterpiece, by writing the un-paintable and replacing the lost 

masterpiece. Like Pamuk’s other novels, My Name Is Red is in dialogue with both the 

concept of ‘masterpiece,’ and with ‘masterpieces’ themselves.116 Thus, in terms of form, 

letters and giving voice to inanimate objects in My Name Is Red echo the classic epic 

                                                
113 The very first work written on Turkish miniatures by Richard Ettinghausen is reminiscent of the 
finale of My Name: “Many people chancing upon this book will be surprised that there is such a 
subject as Turkish miniature painting. It should be in no way embarrassing to have held such an 
opinion, because until about 1950 there was hardly any general awareness of the existence of this art” 
(5).  
114 The “clockwork musical organ” was a gift for the then new Sultan, Mehmed III, as a token of 
friendship and newly established trade partnership, in February 1599. The ‘clock’ “was destroyed” by 
Mehmed’s son, Ahmed I, who considered keeping it a heresy (MacLean 4).  
115 “Can you paint happiness, Abidin? Not in a conventional, easy way, though. Not the picture of a 
mother feeding her rosy cheeked infant” (Ran 1963; trans. mine). 
116 Note the thematic recurrence, in Pamuk’s work, of the desire to write a masterpiece. White Castle 
(1985) is a manuscript discovered by a historian, one of the voices of an earlier novel, Silent House 
(1983), which features a grandfather who devoted his life to writing an encyclopedia that would cure 
East of its backwardness. In The Black Book (1990), the protagonist ultimately becomes a master-
writer; New Life (1994) is centered around a book that changes the lives of its readers, Snow itself is 
triggered by Pamuk the author/character’s search for his friend’s masterpieces in Kars. Pamuk’s work 
is also distinctive with its use of Islamic heritage and mysticism. See Moran, Ecevit, and Almond. 
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narrative style ‘mesnevis,’ which characterizes the poetics of Khusrev and Shirin (Çulhaoğlu 

16). The novel ends in a bittersweet tone, as Shekure’s voice, although recounting loss and 

melancholy, also voices hope. Telling her un-paintable story to Orhan, Shekure’s sole 

consolation now is writing, the space where all conflicts and identities blend within Orhan’s 

“delightful and convincing stories” (My Name  503).  

 

Frame 5: Anachrony 

Reminiscent of the IMPAC citation, the novel’s masterpiece status has also been related to its 

depiction of the predicaments surrounding present day Turkish identity.117 A historical novel, 

My Name Is Red is set in the sixteenth-century Istanbul. The conflicts it portrays, however, 

relate more to the present than to the past. Concerns over westernization as loss of personal 

style, identity, and individuality characterize the novel, but not the period it portrays (Kuyaş). 

Whereas portraiture is repeatedly represented in the novel as a great affront to Islam and to 

Ottoman society in general, in that period it was already a branch in its own right. Portraiture 

in fact goes back to 1460s, when Mehmed II invited painters from Italy to the Porte. In the 

same vein, Master Osman, the traditionalist painter in the novel, for whom portraiture is a 

“dishonorable” practice, a “disgraceful affront to his dignity” (408), was actually the leading 

portraitist of the period, famous for his portraits of the Sultans. Osman was also renowned as 

a great innovator and a promoter of realism.118  

                                                
117 One example regarding the contemporaneity of My Name Is Red is “Gained in Translation,” an 
article by Glenn D. Lowry, the director of the Museum of Modern Art in New York on a recent art 
exhibition by “a new generation of artists from the Islamic world” who mix Islamic and western 
painting. Lowry starts the article by describing My Name Is Red, and then refers to the artwork as an 
echo of the “epic battle” in My Name Is Red (Art News).  
118 “There are three manuscripts illustrated by Osman between 1550 and 1590 at the Serai—the 
history Hünername, the Surname which deals with the festivals on the occasion of the circumcision of 
Prince Mehmed, son of Murad III, and the Şemail-I Al-I Osman containing portraits of twelve 
Ottoman Sultans” (Meredith-Owens 19).   
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 Another master miniaturist of the period was Velican, Olive in the novel, who was 

renowned for his highly individual charcoal illustrations of animals, with most of his 

surviving works containing his signature (Meredith-Owens 20; 53).119 In the novel, however, 

Olive is a painter whose passion for Western painting leads him to utter disillusionment and 

ultimately to rejection of Western methods, including signature. Stealing the Sultan’s 

unfinished miniature from Enishte after killing him, Olive tries to make a self-portrait in the 

space assigned for the Sultan. The result, however, is a realization of his inadequacy related 

not to his individual talent, but to lack of tradition: painting in the European style requires a 

proficiency that will take years to attain (My Name 487). Without the proficiency, innovation 

becomes mere imitation, and individuality is reduced to nothing but a signature:  

 
Sizler ise bir şahsiyetiniz olmadığını gizlemek için imza atacaksınız. (1998 455)  
 
You [...] are condemned to signing your names to conceal your lack of individuality. 
(2001 487)  
 

In contrast to Enishte, who suggests, in a tone reminiscent of Eliot and of reviews of My 

Name Is Red, that masterpieces arise out of unprecedented encounters between two styles, 

Olive emphasizes that encounters without mastery and knowledge risk resulting in mere 

imitation. In the same vein, Olive responds to Black’s scorn of his desire to “practice genuine 

artistry,” with a warning against all attempts at Westernization:  

 
“Bütün ömürlerince şahsi bir üslubum olsun diye Frenkleri taklit edecekler,” dedim. 
“Frenkleri taklit ettikleri için de şahsi bir üslupları olmayacak hiç.” (1998 457) 
 
“For the rest of your lives you’ll do nothing but emulate the Franks for the sake of an 
individual style,” [...] “But precisely because you emulate the Franks you’ll never 
attain individual style.” (2001  489)  

 

The paradox in Olive’s words points at the complexities of the novel and its discussions on 

aesthetics. Art is inescapably linked to imitation. Imitation for its own sake and without the 

intention to move beyond it however can only result in loss of authenticity. Olive’s argument, 

                                                
119 Ironically, most of Velican’s surviving works contain his signature, or “inscriptions bearing his 
name” (Meredith-Owens 20). A representative of Olive’s charcoal miniatures, “miniature with hunter 
and lion,” was in an exhibition held in the Nieuwe Kerk in Amsterdam (“Istanbul”). Velican was 
introduced as a “Safavid,” Persian, painter, active in the Ottoman Palace workshop around 1580s.  
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as the novel in general, is a dialogue with the present. As the story of a struggle between the 

pro-westerners and the traditionalists, the past in the novel is one that echoes the present, the 

space “where the subconscious of our contemporary neurosis is captivated by an 

anachronistically established “east-west” confrontation” (Çiçekoglu 3). Olive’s words as such 

resonate with the present-day criticism of pro-western self-modeling that has characterized 

the policies of Republican Turkey.  

The novel blurs the lines not only between the past and the present, but also between 

author and character, fact and fiction. Pamuk’s author persona is also present within the novel 

through carrying details of his childhood and family life into the novel: the mother and her 

two sons are nominally and anecdotally the same as their real life counterparts (Pamuk 2001). 

In the same vein, Shekure, the last voice in the novel announces the writer of her story as 

Orhan, and his preoccupation with the symmetry rather than with the truthfulness of his story.  

 
Çünkü [Orhan'ın] hikayesi güzel olsun da inanalım diye kıvırmayacağı yalan yoktur. 
(1998 470) 
 
For the sake of a delightful and convincing story, there isn’t a lie Orhan wouldn’t 
deign to tell. (2001 503) 
 

Shekure’s announcement is both a warning against ‘literal’ reading of the novel, and an 

emphasis on its aesthetics. Pamuk’s readers are familiar with his prioritization of aesthetic 

symmetry over “objective truth” in his narratives. In Istanbul: The City and the Memories, 

for example, Pamuk warns the reader of alternative versions of ‘truth’ and promises instead a 

symmetrical structure (2003 265). Pamuk uses his subject as a playground, where his aim is 

“not to render a perfect imitation of the past, but to relate history with something new, enrich 

and change it with imagination and sensuousness of personal experience” (3). For Pamuk 

then, form and not content, aesthetics and not truthfulness is the key to construing the 

perspective that the novel offers. Author’s intentions are obviously inadequate to explicate 

what his work ‘does.’ However, in the case of My Name Is Red, the master-writer’s 
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perspective of his piece, highlighting its aesthetics, encourages alternative vantage points to 

view the novel and to maintain the dialogue with its masterpiece status. Accordingly, the 

style of the novel will be the next focus of this study.  

 

Frame 6: Multiple Voices and Literary Style 

This novel, whose theme is the conflict between “two ways of seeing,” stylistically recounts 

how perspective determines perception (Çicekoğlu). The story, set in nine days, is recounted 

through twenty-one distinct voices that range from corpses, to the color red, and to Satan. 

The multiplicity of voices that characterizes the novel’s style indubitably enhances its 

pluralism, which has thematic connotations within the novel as well; its indeterminacy relates 

to postmodern sensibility with its evasion, postponement and unreliability of meaning. 

Pluralism is essential for putting the reader on stage and for transforming the reading practice 

from that of passive reception to active production. Reading in this sense becomes a play, 

linking literary, musical and recreational practices.120 Pamuk himself voices his concerns for 

polyphony when writing the novel, yet with the intention to “entertain his readers with kites 

and yo-yos” (Pamuk 1999). In the same vein, the storyteller, the voice of the inanimate 

objects, refers to the east-west dichotomy as a means of achieving more amusement:  

 
Hem önümle, hem arkamla, hem Doğu'yla hem Batı'yla keyif almak istiyorum. (1998 
403) 
 
I only want to amuse myself frontside and backside, to be Eastern and Western both. 
(2001 431) 
 

                                                
120 In his article “From Work to Text,” Barthes proclaims his concept of a text, as opposed to that of a 
work. The text is a play, an activity, a production, practiced not by the author, but by the reader. It is 
without closure and without any definitive meaning, and is thus inconsumable. His perception of 
reading of a text as a hedonistic act resulting in jouissance is itself a play with language. 
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The reader then, is encouraged to play (with) the text as both a musical and an entertaining 

activity.121  

 Multiple viewpoints within this framework appeal to postmodern aesthetics, but they 

also perform as the mirrors in a kaleidoscope, which reflect changing patterns with each 

rotation of the tube. In the fifty-nine chapters that make up the novel, no two consecutive 

ones are in the same voice. Re-presenting the same events through rotating perspectives, 

writing is indeed kaleidoscopic: almost each episode starts with re-telling the events in the 

previous one, but from a different vantage point.122 In Chapter 28, for example, the Murderer 

visits Enishte, and the Chapter ends with his confession. Chapter 29 starts at the same point 

again, rendered through Enishte, with the point of view reversed to present the perspective of 

the seen. As such, despite the repetitions and overlaps of the events in the consequent 

episodes, the overall picture refracts with each voice. The reading process is then about 

constantly reviewing and questioning the text. Even within the same “voice,” we detect 

alternative ones, voices and ideas vying for recognition, as in the murderer’s split 

subjecthood that we read as two distinct voices, and in the gap between what the narrators 

share with the reader and what they articulate to the other characters in the novel. Unitary and 

objective meaning, as well as identity, is challenged, as there is no fixed ground, nor an 

authoritative voice on which to base a definitive reading. 

 

                                                
121 Yildiz Ecevit’s comments along the same lines: “The main fictional principle of this text is 
pluralism; it is a structure most of the time composed of paradoxesand at times paralellisms. Love 
and sexuality, the concrete and abstract, drawing and writing, art and life, the East and West, the blind 
and the clear-sighted, humanism and theocratism, life and death, the murderer and the murdered, art 
and murder, God and the devil, soul and matter, dog/horse/tree and human being, Black and Shekure, 
Husrev and Shirin, yesterday and today, the autobiographical and the fictional, pornographical idiom 
and verses from the Koran. Despite the bloody events it entails, My Name Is Red is a multilayered text 
where all such paradoxes/paralellisms are experienced with the joy of a carnival” (130). 
122 In Chapter 2, Black goes to the coffee house where he listens to the storyteller impersonating a 
dog, which happens to be Chapter 3. In Chapter 5, while Enishte is talking to Black, Orhan interrupts 
the conversation, only to narrate it from his perspective in Chapter 6 and introducing Shekure as an 
active character into the story. In Chapter 7, Black’s story moves with respect to both narrators. 
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Frame 7: Islam 

My Name Is Red involves multiple perspectives not only with its narrative, but also with its 

representation of Islam. The novel includes numerous discussions on The Koran and the 

Islamic canon that form the basis of the interdict against portraiture, refracted through its 

kaleidoscope. Elegant Effendi, whose voice from the bottom of a well starts the novel, ushers 

in a set of morbid themes that the novel is associated with. His call for vengeance, his 

hesitation to speak of his current existence in a purgatory-like space and the mention of his 

pain because of the murder, however, is rather reminiscent of the most renowned ghost in 

literature: the Ghost of Hamlet’s Father. Yet, in this contemporary novel, Elegant’s hopes as 

a ghost reside not in his offspring, but in the reader. He thus beckons the reader to avenge his 

foul murder, and to beware of the text he has just started to read. In Enishte’s death, on the 

other hand, giving voice to a corpse becomes an outlet to recount Koranic images of the 

afterlife and purgatory. Enishte’s experiences after death validate all the Islamic literature he 

has read about the matter. He asks God about the meaning of earthly existence, and he cannot 

clearly hear the answer; it is either “Mercy or mystery” (2001 279). The response he receives, 

however, is nevertheless in line with the humanist tradition of Islam that he represents.  

With Satan, voiced by the storyteller in Chapter 47, the kaleidoscopic narrative is at 

its most unusual. Satan refuses to be associated with portraiture as it contradicts what he 

stands for. Boasting that he “never bowed down before man,” at the cost of banishment from 

heaven, Satan is now resentful that painting, portraiture and perspective are attributed to the 

only angel that refused to acknowledge man’s superiority (My Name 352).123 Satan attributes 

human vanity, therefore, to God’s ways:  

 

                                                
123 Satan’s argument and free will evokes its Miltonian interpretation with emphasis on his 
individuality and perseverance at the expense of infinite torture. In the Turkish edition his refusal to 
bow to human, as the equivalent of “non serviam,” is in capitalized letters (2001 332). 
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Meleklerini insana secde ettirerek onlara mağrur olmayı sen öğretmedin mi? Şimdi de 
senin meleklerinden öğrendikleri şeyleri kendileri yapıyor, kendi kendilerine secde 
edip kendilerini alemin merkezine yerleştiriyorlar. (1998 333-34) 
 
Was it not You who instilled man with pride by making the angels bow before him? 
Now they regard themselves as Your angels were made to regard them; men are 
worshipping themselves, placing themselves at the centre of the world. (2001 353) 
 

Satan’s voice thus transforms the understanding of right and wrong, virtue and sin. Is this a 

paradox, or a critique of Islamic precepts? From Satan’s perspective, banishment of painting 

seems contrary to Islam as a religion where human beings are considered superior to angels. 

Satan’s words ends with another twist on the matter of style and form:  

 
Düşüncelerin içeriği değil biçimi önemlidir. Nakkaşın ne resmettiği değil, üslubu. 
(1998 334) 
 
It’s not the content, but the form of thought that counts. It’s not what a miniaturist 
paints, but his style. (2001 353-54)  
 

The kaleidoscope moves once more to shift the pattern: the highly charged argument on 

religion turns into a question of aesthetics as a means of meaning making.  

Diametrically opposed to Enishte’s humanism and Satan’s inquisitiveness stand 

Islamic fundamentalism, portrayed through the adherents of Erzurumi Effendi. As shifting 

perspectives and fleeting identities are considered heresy, an affront to ‘true’ Islam, 

Erzurumis seek ways to destroy the pluralism that they associate with the art of miniature. 

Throughout the novel, the Erzurumis symbolize the threat that Islamic fundamentalism poses 

to any encounter between the East and the West. Indeed, religious bigotry is the underlying 

reason for the murders and the ensuing tribulation: Olive kills Elegant because he fears 

Elegant will report the heretical miniatures to Erzurumi Hodja, the leader of an extremist 

Muslim sect, and ensue trouble. The Erzurumis kill the storyteller, who acts out, by giving 

voice to the drawings of the miniaturists, inanimate characters in coffeehouses to entertain his 

audience through responding to the course of events and criticizing fundamentalism. The 

ensuing mayhem ultimately leads to the waning of the art of miniature (Chapter 55). What 
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sets the stage for the apparent encounter between Islamic and Western art is thus the bigoted 

adherents to the Islamic canon. 

The primary hue that the novel adopts in its representation of Islam is the 

destructiveness of religious fundamentalism. The encounter between Islamic and Western 

aesthetics wreaks havoc on those involved: two miniaturists and Enishte are killed; the 

remains of the book are confiscated and placed in the Imperial Treasury; Master Osman 

blinds himself; his workshop is closed and the art of miniature evanesces as the Ottoman 

Empire is increasingly under the influence of religious extremism. One of the final images of 

the novel, Sultan Ahmed demolishing the monumental clockwork, eerily evokes another 

enemy of clocks and time, the Imam in Rushdie’s The Satanic Verses (1988), who destroys 

all the clocks in his city (214). 

The ultimate dialogue is the one with the masterpiece, The Koran. As unusual 

intertextual elements, the verses from The Koran quoted in the epigraph and within the novel 

serve a double purpose. According to Yıldız Ecevit, Koranic verses are “an aesthetic element, 

ripped from its sacredness by Pamuk as an innovation in Turkish literature” (155). Koranic 

verses are not completely stripped from their sacredness, however, since the Koran maintains 

its ethical and religious power within the story. The verses are rather pluralized, as they are 

included into the dialogue on masterpieces. The most striking reference to is an anachronistic 

one. In this novel on Islamic precepts, The Koran is the divine Masterpiece, the Book that 

characters refer to for rhetorical purposes, when in need of self-justification. In the final 

dialogue between Olive and Black, however, a quote from Kipling’s “The Ballad of East and 

West” (1895)124 seems to make more sense than the Koran when discussing East West 

relations: 

                                                
124 Black’s words quote part of the first line of the poem: “Oh East is East, and West is West, and 
never the twain shall meet.” 
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“Doğu da Batı da Allah'ındır,” dedim rahmetli Enişte gibi Arapça olarak. “Ama Doğu 
doğuda, Batı da batıdadır,” dedi Kara. (1998 456) 
 
“To God belongs the East and the West,” I said in Arabic, like the late Enishte. “But 
East is east and West is west,” said Black. (2001 488) 
 

In this novel on Islamic precepts, the inclusion of the Koran as the ultimate masterpiece to 

the characters multiplies the discussions on masterpiece, introducing the divine as a mere 

perspective. Unlike Kipling, Black does believe in the meeting of East and West as a means 

of creating a new space. The conflicts that the novel depicts suggest that the encounters 

between the two are wrought with distress and destruction. Nevertheless, the aesthetics of the 

novel does not adhere to a strict opposition, framing the East, unlike Kipling, not simply as 

East, but also as West.  

 

Frame 8: Writing Miniatures 

Based on the opposition between word and image, the novel in fact brings them together in 

ekphrasis, verbal representation of visual art. In that sense, the aesthetics of the novel is 

reminiscent of word-image dualism, which also defines the novel and ekphrasis as a genre. 

Yet, in My Name Is Red, these opposites converge within the plural aesthetics of the novel. 

An even more surprising encounter between opposites is the one between the art of the 

miniature and the postmodern stylistics of the novel. One technique that relates both to 

postmodernism and to the art of miniature is the encounter between the reader and the text. 

Direct address to the reader serves as another means for problematizing boundaries. The 

characters in My Name Is Red are conscious of the reader watching them; they address the 

reader and talk about the gap between their thoughts and their words, as well as between their 

words and their deeds. Accordingly, the murderer challenges the reader to discover his 

identity through his style (Chapter 2), while Shekure threatens not to tell her story unless the 

reader takes her word on her beauty (Chapter 9). Direct address to the reader is also a textual 
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means of returning the viewer’s gaze and thus emphasizing the reader’s involvement in the 

meaning making process. In the same vein, when Shekure voices her interest in the reader, 

she not only reminds the reader of the fictionality of the work, but steps outside her frame in 

an attempt to include the reader within the story:  

 
Sizinle konuşmamı yadırgamayın. (...) Ben de, tıpkı bir gözü kitabın içindeki hayata, 
bir gözü de kitabın dışına bakan o güzel kadınlar gibi, beni kimbilir ta angi yerden ve 
zamandan seyretmekte olan sizlerle de konuşmak isterim. (1998 54-55) 
 
Don’t be surprised that I’m talking to you. (...) just like those beautiful women with 
one eye on the life within the book and one eye on the life outside, I, too, long to 
speak with you who are observing me from who knows which distant time and place. 
(2001 51)  
 

Direct address of the reader is not simply a means of ironizing referentiality and of connoting 

postmodern stylistics; it is a deliberate attempt on Pamuk’s part at writing ‘miniature,’ the 

very art the novel revolves around:  

 
If some attention is paid, it will be seen that the people in the miniatures look within 
and also to the eye looking at them, in other words to the audience. My characters 
speak both to each other and to the reader while they tell their stories. They say both 
“I am a picture and represent something,” and “Hey reader! I am speaking to you.” 
The miniatures remind us that they themselves are pictures. While reading my novel, 
my readers are aware that they are reading a novel. (Pamuk 1999: 159) 
 

Pamuk similarly voices the aesthetic concern of the novel as blending the more distilled and 

poetic style derived from works in the style of Persian miniatures with the speed, power, and 

character-driven realism of the novel as we understand it today’’ (265). I would add to 

Pamuk’s statement that the stylistics of the novel presents a much more elaborate and 

specialized poetics of miniature.125 This act of blurring the boundaries between in and out, 

fact and fiction, character and reader, is also a tool that questions our preconceived notions 

                                                
125 Pamuk’s use of miniatures is closer to the Ottoman style. Persian miniatures are renowned for 
their romanticism. Realism and detailed depictions of daily life, on the other hand, are trademarks of 
Ottoman miniatures (Ettinghausen; Meredith-Owens). 
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about Islamic and Western aesthetics, as it pertains both to postmodern pluralism and to the 

art of miniature painting.  

This story from already multiple points of view acquires unusual reverse angles, in a 

style evocative of both postmodern pluralism and the multidimensional character of 

miniatures. Art, in Islamic context, is “a way of implying the impossibility of knowing reality 

as it is (and) of knowing the Absolute because the Absolute manifests itself in infinite ways” 

(Erzen 72). As aesthetic objects where the reader and the writer meet in a common quest for 

the unattainable, Islamic art and hence miniatures serve primarily to signify mutability, 

multidimensionality, and the illusory nature of knowledge and earthly existence, and hence 

appear closer to post-modern or present day ‘western’ sensibilities than portraiture or 

classical painting. In My Name Is Red, multiplicity is not something that belongs to 

postmodernism but to aesthetic vantage points that shape the frames we are taught to employ. 

By writing miniature and giving voice(s) to the mute art of Islamic painting, the novel 

liberates the art from its traditional role of confinement within the peripheries of books. 

Indeed, the pluralism attributed to and ‘appropriated by’ the art of miniature affiliates it to 

(post)modernist notions of art, and not to its traditionally supplementary role as demarcated 

by Islamic precepts. Such opposites the novel negotiates with redefine the notion of 

masterpiece as one that links not only the tradition with the individual, but also the past with 

the present, the East with the West, miniature with portraiture, and postmodern aesthetics 

with Islam.  

111 

Conclusion 

Viewing My Name is Red as ultimately the space for an encounter between the reader and the 

text, I hope to expose how the masterpiece frame contributes to our encounter with both the 

book and with the cultural debates it is a part of. My Name is Red displays, in a tropismic 
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way, the commensurability between Islamic art and postmodern stylistics. By writing 

miniature and giving voice(s) to the mute art of Islamic painting, the novel liberates the art 

from its traditional role of confinement within the peripheries of books. Indeed, the 

multiplicity of voices attributed to and ‘appropriated by’ the art of miniature affiliates it to 

(post)modernist notions of art, and not to its traditionally supplementary role as demarcated 

by Islamic precepts. The opposites My Name is Red negotiates with redefine the notion of 

masterpiece as one that establishes the link not only between the tradition and the individual, 

but also between the past and the present, East and West, miniature and portraiture.  

With its unusual perspective of the past, the novel reconfigures the present in its 

representation of the past. In terms of meeting the past and the present, in My Name is Red 

we see not only the presence of the past, but also the ‘pastness’ of the present. As such, the 

novel considerably modifies Eliot’s historical sense. First, it simultaneously adheres to the 

novelistic and to the artistic traditions. Perhaps more importantly, the novel also dislocates 

Eliot’s definition as the tradition it reflects draws not only from Europe, but also from Islamic 

East, showing not only the presence of the past and the timelessness of the temporal, but also 

the ‘westness’ of the East as well as the ‘eastness’ of the West. My Name is Red opens up a 

dialogue with the past that modifies the narratives with which we regard the past, the art of 

miniature, and the notion of masterpiece, generating imaginative approaches as well as 

spaces. 
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Conclusion 
 

This refracted journey to and through Orhan Pamuk’s Istanbul is a record of the process of 

discovery and transformation that writing on it entails. At this point, looking backward 

provides me a different map of the journey, from the one I began with. Given the sharp focus 

on one writer and his cityscape, I could have expected my own analysis to be sharp and in 

focus. The opposite happened: there are many Istanbuls in this thesis, as well as a 

multifaceted portrait of the writer. The city, introduced through its mists, bridges and 

labyrinths, its past and present, history and melancholy, escapes the mind and resists 

narrativization. Istanbul and Pamuk are to some extent indistinguishable. Pamuk’s cultural, 

literary, and political relevance, analyzed through the figures of the bridge and master-writer, 

and refracted in his own self-portraits, subsist from this blur; Pamuk’s cityscape therefore 

does not privilege sharpness or focus.  

 My kaleidoscopic approach finds a counterpart in the numerous changes both Istanbul 

and Orhan Pamuk underwent during the period I carried out this research. The major 

transmutation was in the internationalization of Orhan Pamuk and Istanbul. Pamuk’s career 

peaked during my research with the Nobel Prize and the accolades that followed. His creative 

output also shifted. He published a novel, Masumiyet Müzesi [The Museum of Innocence] 

(2008), two collections of essays, Manzaradan Parçalar [Pieces from the View] (2010), and 

The Naive and Sentimental Novelist (2010), his Harvard lectures. Following the publication 

of Masumiyet Müzesi, Pamuk’s intervention in Istanbul’s urbanscape took a spatial turn. The 

novel gave way to an actual museum, due for completion in late 2011, with objects Pamuk 

commissioned and gathered during the composition of the novel.  

 In writing this thesis, I also witnessed the unfolding of Istanbul’s official status as a 

European City. I started this project in early 2006, when Istanbul was a candidate for the 

2010 European Cultural Capital; its completion in early 2011 meant that the discussions of 
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the city’s image and identity seeped into my arguments. Pamuk’s work was increasingly 

associated with the city; the Museum, first launched as part of the 2010 events and then 

withdrawn from the campaign, was one instance that refracted the troubled association 

between the writer and the city.  

 Istanbul, as this thesis shows, is a product and a site of production. One of the most 

revealing examples is the most recent. While I wrote this conclusion, the Turkish Prime 

Minister announced his “crazy” project for Istanbul as part of his election campaign (Jones 

“Istanbul’s New”). The project includes opening a canal parallel to the Bosphorus to ease the 

marine traffic and thus to protect its heritage. The most cited part of the announcement was 

Erdoğan’s resolution to turn Istanbul, the only city with a sea passing through it, into one 

with two seas passing through it. The project, part of the election campaign, is controversial 

and only speculative at the moment. Yet, it shows that the symbolism of the city and its 

heritage are a part of the actuality and politics of the state and nation. My research, from a 

very different angle, addressed a similar overlap between the politics and aesthetics of the 

city, and its image as a bridge between various binaries its two shores have come to 

represent.  

Allow me to inject a personal note here, a brief sketch of Amsterdam, the city where I 

conducted my research. There is a direct link between Istanbul and Amsterdam to be found in 

the many Turkish immigrants who began arriving to the Netherlands in the 1960s, usually as 

guest workers. Thus, Istanbul occupies a distinct geographical point, one side of a bridge 

between East and West. But Amsterdam, with more than one hundred kilometers of canals 

and 1,500 bridges within the city itself, does not support the image of the city as a unique 

bridge. The sheer numerical weight of Amsterdam’s many bridges overwhelms the concept 

and strips it of its symbolic force. In other words, the image of Istanbul as a bridge is 

complicated when one walks across Amsterdam’s innumerable bridges. Inspired by the locale 
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of its composition, I sought to multiply its bridges by linking the themes associated with 

Pamuk’s Istanbul to various literary cityscapes and themes. This study located the literary 

cityscape at the juncture of multiple binaries: past-present, core-periphery, universal-

particular, global-local, and east-west. None of these binaries are neutral. The oppositions 

they embody shape the matrices of our thinking. I contend, however, that the same 

framework provides room for maneuver, a way to oppose the power matrices it enforces.  

Pamuk’s work steers through these binaries; the tension between the various opposites 

becomes a productive force to articulate the spaces in between. What starts out as a 

straightforward contrast between the past glory of a bygone empire and the present sprawl of 

a teeming city changes with each perspective, drawing from histories unique to Istanbul’s 

distinctive history and topography, comprising all, and yet reducible to none. In other words, 

his work intervenes in the image of the city and the binaries associated with both. Rather than 

discrete, these binaries implicate each other. In turn, my intervention in these binaries and 

tensions is contrapuntal and kaleidoscopic, aimed at nuancing the details that turn the 

tensions into lived spaces and inhabited conversations. Seen through the themes that mark 

this study, these binaries function as pieces in a kaleidoscope, forming a different pattern 

with each turn of the lens.  

The polymorphous, palimpsestic city defies unitary and unified subjectivity. Despite 

its surplus of images, and the abundance of projects to reshape the city and to reclaim its 

heritage, Istanbul emerges as a void, a locus of exile and homelessness for reasons that relate 

both to Turkish and to the city’s cultural history. The void, characterizing the self, Istanbul, 

and, by extension, Turkish identity, no longer appears as an unfathomable emptiness, but as a 

space of multiple possibilities. Pamuk’s own sense of “homelessness at home” becomes a 

transnational marker of identity. Otherness is constitutive of the self, although a specific 

relation to Istanbul persists. The ‘un-homely’ cityscape challenges viewing, writing, and 
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reading as acts of cognition, reminding us that narrative is a means of expression in which 

clarity or consistency may not always be the primary concern.  

A question I repeatedly received during my research, especially in Amsterdam was on 

Pamuk’s European identity, or whether he considers himself ‘European.’ Pamuk himself 

receives the question regularly, and his creative response is to locate himself in the history of 

the novel, a tradition he traces from England and France that spread worldwide. Pamuk’s 

response points toward the constellations that make up Europe and the impossibility to 

engineer a univocal European identity.  

This research opened up a dialogue between Pamuk’s Istanbul and a body of writing 

on urban experience that especially connects Istanbul with the nineteenth- and early 

twentieth-century literary cityscapes of English and French capitals. The aim was to unpack 

the complex yet accessible imagery of the city. The literary cityscapes of the three capitals 

are curiously bridged by the imagery of mist and melancholy. The use of these popular tropes 

of literary modernism further suggests Pamuk’s cityscape works not only with the tradition of 

literary cityscapes, but also with notions of seeing, knowing, and understanding as markers of 

an international, rather than a European, literary space. This global turn, with an emphasis on 

the present network of teeming metropolitan cities, also impacts understandings of 

Orientalism, raising questions about the tactical uses of binaries. The division between 

Eastern heritage and Western influence is productive; here, it becomes a resource, rather than 

a liability. Pamuk uses stereotypical imagery tactically to make it a marker of his work and 

his international renown, as well as a tool to position both. The city and its writer are 

positioned on the imaginary divide between East and West, feeding from the tensions 

between the two. 

Pamuk’s work capitalizes Istanbul by multiplying its shores and straddling multiple 

binaries. These arguments are spread throughout the entire study. Each chapter conveys an 
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aspect of this imagery before the final chapter defines how his cityscape creates its literary, 

cultural, and political capital. Pamuk’s Istanbul sets out to be a masterpiece in the sense the 

character Enishte defines it, as one that “succeeds in changing the landscape of our minds” 

(My Name 195). The multiple viewpoints Pamuk’s urban imagery offers demonstrate that the 

landscapes of our minds are also framed by the vantage points from which we define them. 

His Istanbul condenses the paradox of the mist, collected on a bridge that deconstructs the 

shores it straddles, but indistinct and blurred when in focus. 

Since this thesis can be considered an account of my cityscape through Pamuk’s, I 

will conclude by quoting him as he explains the role of his cityscape:  

 
Şehrin hikayesini bir bozulma hikayesinden çok bir zenginleşme, güçlenme, 
darmadağın olma ve şaşırtıcı bir şeye dönüşme hikayesi olarak anlatabilmek isterdim. 
(1999, “Istanbul Romancısıyım”) 
 
I would like to recount the story of the city not as one of deterioration but as one of 
enrichment, strengthening, disintegration and as metamorphosis into something 
astonishing. (1999, “I am a Novelist of Istanbul”) 
 
 

Istanbul is a phoenix as well as a fictional city; its histories consist of conquest and 

destruction which lay claim to the site for competing meanings and lifestyles. This city of 

ruptures and continuities possesses the ability to transform itself in time and survive as part of 

different traditions. Having traced an extended period of Pamuk’s narration of the city, this 

thesis ends at the instance where Pamuk’s literary cityscape has become a marker of various 

forms of capital, embodying different patterns, as well as maneuvers that will emerge from 

Istanbul’s constant change. 
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Summary  
 
This study examines the link between Istanbul's cityscape and literary capital through the 

work of the Turkish novelist Orhan Pamuk. Contemporary Istanbul is a dynamic city, its long 

history including two empires and a republic. Extending over the European and Asian sides 

of the Bosphorus, the 2010 European cultural capital boasts of a culture that also bridges the 

two sides. Turkey’s largest city is also one of the largest in the world, representing the 

country’s global aspirations as well as its heritage. Something of Istanbul's global image 

resonates in the work and career of Orhan Pamuk. An established international writer, Pamuk 

has been in the limelight with his political and politicized views, especially on Turkish 

cultural identity and politics. The pinnacle of his career was the Nobel Prize in Literature in 

2006, one of the first to pay specific attention to Pamuk's literary cityscape, and to posit a 

twofold relationship between Pamuk and Istanbul, where the city and the writer feed each 

other. That the city is a compelling narrative resource for Pamuk is also the main theme of 

this thesis: Istanbul is Pamuk's literary capital.  

 With Pamuk’s literary cityscape as its focus, this thesis deals with Istanbul’s location 

on the imaginary east-west divide. “The east is a career”: Edward Said uses this line from 

Disraeli’s Tancred, as an epigraph to his Orientalism. The statement is also relevant to 

Pamuk’s international standing. With Pamuk, if not the East, then the east-west divide and 

Istanbul’s position in it have become part of his career. Such a position evokes Said’s 

dilemma: speaking for the other—in this case the Orient—means also to silence, and to build 

a work, if not a career, on it. I contend that in Pamuk’s work the tension between the seo-

called opposites becomes a productive force to intervene in the image of the city and the 

binaries associated with it, and to articulate the spaces in between. 

In recent discussions of urbanization and literary studies, the city has emerged as a 

site for new cultural claims and struggles, and a new geography of the centre and the 

periphery. A relevant concern, based on the emergence of different networks and binaries, 

involves the struggle for identity and identification in a world conceived through metropoles. 

Through close readings of the encounters between city-space and literary-space, I explore 

how Pamuk's narrative establishes Istanbul as a global city within the network of literary 

cities, and why it is relevant for cultural debates around urbanization and literary studies. 

 The first chapter focuses on the parallels between global views of Istanbul and Pamuk 

through the image and the practice of bridges. I propose to critique the stereotypical image of 

the bridge associated with Istanbul, and with Pamuk as its foremost writer. This juncture 
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between Pamuk’s and Istanbul’s imagery accentuates different markers of change and points 

of contact. Accordingly, I examine the bridge as a monument, a cultural site, and an 

epistemological tool. Just as bridges come in many forms, so do my uses of the term in this 

chapter. It alternates between a symbol of a city, a metaphor to define a writer, a vantage 

point and hence an epistemological tool, and the ‘real’ bridges that straddle the stretches of 

water that define Istanbul.  

Chapter two sets out to delineate Pamuk’s transcription of Istanbul into writing in his 

encyclopaedic novel, The Black Book. This comprehensive and labyrinthine account of the 

city's subterranean as well as submarine past, its conflicting pasts and presents, explores the 

tension between viewing, walking, and writing as various forms of experiencing the city. 

Taking a critical stance towards the association of visibility with cognition, I argue that the 

literary cityscape that emerges from the novel reminds us that narrative is not simply a mode 

of cognition, but a means of expression in which clarity or consistency may not always be the 

primary concern.  

 Chapter three captures the cityscape in Pamuk’s memoir Istanbul: Memories and the 

City: the city emerges as an entity that moulds the self that inhabits it, whereas the self, in 

turn, shapes the city by writing it. The chapter traces the sense of space that Pamuk’s memoir 

conveys. It begins with the visible space of writing, the language, then moves on to Istanbul's 

literary cityscape on an East-West axis, and concludes in the identification of the self with the 

city. Despite its surplus of images, the city emerges as a void and a locus of exile for reasons 

that relate to Istanbul’s cultural history. The void, characterizing the self, Istanbul, and by 

extension, Turkish identity, no longer appears as an unfathomable emptiness. A space of 

multiple possibilities,  the void that the memoir describes is not only a place of residence, but 

a locus of both individual and cultural identity. In a similar vein, Pamuk’s own sense of 

“homelessness at home” becomes a transnational marker of identity, situating his work within 

the disciplines of comparative and world literature. 

 Pamuk’s memoir is also a recent addition to the literature on melancholy, which I 

address in Chapter four. In the memoir, Pamuk identifies with the city, only to diagnose the 

predominant mood of the city as the melancholy of a city in a state of decrepitude. His 

Istanbul is a humanized city suffering from chronic, even pathological sadness, which 

transmits its mood to its inhabitants. This chapter pursues this personalized understanding to 

explore how melancholy makes sense when relating to Istanbul, and, reciprocally, what 

makes the city’s melancholy, as it arises from Pamuk’s work, stand out from the large body 

of literature on the term. I contend that the response lies in what starts out as a 
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straightforward contrast between the past glory of a bygone empire and the present sprawl of 

a teeming city drawing from histories unique to Istanbul’s distinctive history and topography, 

comprising all, and yet reducible to none.  

 Chapter five traces the ‘meteorology’ of Istanbul’s melancholy in the early morning 

mists and crepuscular haze of the city, as well as in the images of haze, steam, and smoke, all 

giving substance to the melancholy of the city. The hazy melancholy points to the popular 

image of the city as a locus of the east-west divide, while linking it to modernist literary 

cityscapes. Pamuk’s literary cityscape curiously bridges this imagery of the city and the 

foggy literary cityscapes of the modernist London, the literary and artistic capital of fog. 

Positioning Pamuk's preoccupation with mist in relation to London's literary cityscape and 

literary modernism suggests that his depictions work not only with the tradition of literary 

cityscapes, but also with notions of seeing, knowing, and understanding. 

 The final chapter situates Pamuk as a master-writer, with a discussion of his most 

acclaimed work, My Name is Red. With the IMPAC Dublin Literary Award in 2003, the 

literary value of this novel was internationally acknowledged. The notion of ‘the masterpiece’ 

is not only an external fact or added value but a constitutive part of this historical novel that 

represents the now forgotten art of the miniature in sixteenth-century Istanbul. This chapter 

interrogates the role of the masterpiece inside and outside the novel in order to explore how 

notions of ‘masterpiece’ and master-writer frame our reading and how Pamuk's cityscape 

creates its literary, cultural, and political capital. 

I conclude by repositioning Istanbul and Pamuk on the imaginary divide between East 

and West. The division between Eastern heritage and Western influence becomes a resource, 

rather than a liability.  Pamuk's work uses this stereotypical imagery tactically, to capitalize 

(on) Istanbul by multiplying its shores and straddling multiple binaries. Istanbul is a phoenix 

as well as a fictional city; its histories consist of conquest and destruction which lay claim to 

the site for competing meanings and lifestyles. This city of ruptures, continuities, and 

oppositions possesses the ability to metamorphose itself in time and survive as part of 

different traditions. So does Pamuk’s literary cityscape: encapsulating various forms of 

capital, it embodies different patterns, as well as maneuvers, that emerge from Istanbul’s 

constant change.  
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Nederlandstalige samenvatting 
Dit onderzoek behelst de band tussen het stadschap van Istanbul en literair kapitaal middels 

het werk van de Turkse schrijver Orhan Pamuk. Hedendaags Istanbul is een dynamische stad, 

met een historie die twee keizerrijken en een republiek overspant. Uitgespreid over de 

Europese en de Aziatische zijden van de Bosporus, heeft de Europese Culturele Hoofdstad 

van 2010 een culturele traditie die ook de twee zijden verbindt. De grootste stad van Turkije 

is tevens één van de grootste steden ter wereld, en representeert zowel de globalistische 

aspiraties als het erfgoed van Turkije. Het globale beeld van Istanbul resoneert inzekere mate 

in het werk en de carrière van Orhan Pamuk. 

 Orhan Pamuk, als gevestigde internationale schrijver, is voor het voetlicht getreden 

met zijn politieke en verpoliticeerde overtuigingen, specifiek met betrekking tot de Turkse 

Culturele identiteit en de Turkse politiek. Het hoogtepunt van zijn carrière was zijn 

Nobelprijs voor de Literatuur in 2006. Dit was één van de eerste prijzen die specifiek 

aandacht schonk aan Pamuks literaire stadschap, en die een wederzijds voedende relatie 

tussen Pamuk en Istanbul veronderstelde. Dat de stad een dwingende narratieve bron is voor 

Pamuk is ook het hoofdthema van dit proefschrift: Istanbul is Pamuk's literaire kapitaal. 

 Met Pamuk's literaire stadschap als brandpunt wordt in dit onderzoek ingegaan op de 

positie van Istanbul op de imaginaire oost-weest scheiding. “The east is a career”: Deze zin 

uit Tancred van Disraeli wordt door Edward Said gebruikt als naschrift bij zijn Orientalism. 

Deze uitspraak is ook relevant voor de internationale status van Pamuk. Van Pamuk kan 

gezegd worden, als het niet het oosten is, dan is het wel de oost-west scheiding en de 

positionering van Istanbul daar, die onderdeel is geworden van zijn carrière. Een dergelijke 

positie maakt het dilemma van Said indachtig: Spreken voor de ander, in dit geval de Oriënt, 

betekent ook het zwijgen opleggen en daar een werk, zo niet een hele carrière op te bouwen. 

Ik stel dat in de werken van Pamuk het spanningsveld tussen de zogenaamde tegengestelden 

een productieve kracht wordt om te interveniëren in het beeld van de stad, de binairen die 

ermee geasssocieerd zijn, alsmede om de te tussenruimten te articuleren. 

 In recente discussies over urbanisatie en literaire studies is de stad opgekomen als 

grond voor zowel nieuwe culturele claims en strubbelingen, als een nieuwe geografie van 

centrum en periferie. Een relevante zorg, gebaseerd op de opkomst van verschillende 

netwerken en nieuwe binairen, betreft de strijd voor identiteit en identificatie in een wereld 

begrepen middels metropolen. Door close reading toe te passen op de ontmoetingen tussen 

stadsruimte en literaire ruimte verken ik de manier waarop het verhaal van Pamuk Istanbul 
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bevestigd als wereldstad binnen het netwerk van literaire studies, alsmede waarom zijn 

narratief relevant is voor culturele discussies over urbanisatie en literaire wetenschappen. 

 Het eerste hoofdstuk richt zich op de parallellen tussen internationale ideeën over 

Istanbul en Pamuk, door het beeld en de praktijk van bruggen. Ik stel een kritiek voor van het 

stereotiepe beeld van de brug zoals die geassocieerd wordt met Istanbul en Pamuk als haar 

voornaamste schrijver. Deze splitsing tussen de beeldtaal van Pamuk en Istanbul accentueert 

verschillende contactpunten en kenmerken van verandering. Dienovereenkomstig bestudeer 

ik de brug in de hoedanigheid van monument, culturele locatie en epistemologisch handvat. 

Net zoals bruggen pluriform zijn, is ook mijn gebruik van de term brug in dit hoofdstuk 

pluriform. Het alterneert tussen een stadssymbool, een schrijverbeschrijvende metafoor, een 

uitkijkpunt en daarmee een epistemologisch handvat, en de daadwerkelijke bruggen die de 

definiërende wateren van Istanbul overbruggen. 

 Hoofdstuk twee omschrijft de transcriptie van Istanbul door Pamuk in zijn 

encyclopedische roman, The Black Book. Dit omvattende en labyrinthische verslag van zowel 

het ondergrondse als onderzeese verleden van de stad, haar conflicterende heden en verleden, 

verkent het spanningsveld tussen bezien, belopen en beschrijven als verschillende vormen 

van het ervaren van de stad. Met een kritische blik richting de associatie van zichtbaarheid 

met cognitie, beargumenteer ik dat het literaire stadschap dat voortkomt uit de roman, ons 

eraan herinnert dat narratief niet simpelweg een middel is tot cognitie, maar een uitingsvorm 

waarin helderheid en consistentie niet per se het primaire doel is. 

 Hoofdstuk drie bevangt het stadschap in de verhandeling van Pamuk Istanbul: 

Memories and the City: de stad wordt geportretteerd als een entiteit die het inwonende zelf 

vormt, alsmede gevormd wordt door datzelfde zelf door de daad van het (be)schrijven. Het 

hoofdstuk volgt het besef van ruimte dat de verhandeling van Pamuk overbrengt. Jet begint 

met de visuele ruimte van schrijven; de taal, met als vervolgstap het literaire stadschap van 

Istanbul op een oost-west as, om te concluderen in de identificatie van het zelf met de stad. 

Ondanks de overdaad aan beelden, komt de stad over als een lacune en locus voor 

verbanning, door redenen die gerelateerd zijn aan de culturele geschiedenis van Istanbul. De 

lacune, karakteriserend voor het zelf, Istanbul en in de verlenging daarvan de Turkse 

identiteit komt niet langer over als een onbegrijpelijke leegte. Een ruimte met meerdere 

mogelijkheden; de lacune omschreven in de verhandeling is niet alleen een woonplaats, maar 

ook een locus van zowel individuele als culturele identiteit. Op een vergelijkbare manier 

wordt het besef van Pamuk van “homelessness at home” een transnationaal kenmerk van 
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identiteit, daarmee zijn werk positionerend binnen de disciplines van de vergelijkende- en 

wereldliteratuur. 

 De verhandeling van Pamuk is ook een recente toevoeging aan de literatuur van de 

melancholie, wat ik aankaart in hoofdstuk vier. In de verhandeling identificeert Pamuk zich 

met de stad, om uiteindelijk de overheersende stemming van de stad als de melancholie van 

een stad in verval te diagnosticeren. Zijn Istanbul is een gepersonificeerde stad die lijdt aan 

chronisch, zelfs pathologisch, verdriet, die stemming overbrengt op haar inwoners. Dit 

hoofdstuk volgt dit verpersoonlijkte begrip om te verkennen hoe melancholie betekenisvol is 

in het relateren tot Istanbul, en, wederkerig, wat de melancholie van de stad zoals deze blijkt 

uit het werk van Pamuk, doet uitsteken buiten het omvangrijke literaire corpus met 

betrekking tot deze term. Ik beargumenteer dat het antwoord in eerste instantie voortkomt uit 

een rechttoe rechtaan contrast tussen vergane glorie van een voormalig keizerrijk en de 

hedendaagse wildgroei van een drukke stad, geïnspireerd door de kenmerkende geschiedenis 

en topografie van Istanbul, alomvattend en niet reduceerbaar. 

 Hoofdstuk vijf volgt zowel de meteorologie van de melancholie van Istanbul in de 

vroege ochtendmist en het schemerwaas van de stad, als de beelden van nevel, stoom en rook 

die allen substantie geven aan de melancholie van de stad. De gevoileerde melancholie wijst 

op het populaire beeld van de stad als een locus van de oost-west scheiding en koppelt het 

aan modernistische literaire stadschappen. Het literaire stadschap van Pamuk verbindt dit 

beeld van de stad op curieuze wijze met de nevelige stadschappen van modernistisch Londen, 

de literaire en artistieke hoofdstad van de mist. Het positioneren van de preoccupatie van 

Pamuk met mist, suggereert dat zijn beschrijvingen niet alleen werken met de traditie van 

literaire stadschappen, maar ook met noties van zien, kennen en begrijpen. 

Het laatste hoofdstuk situeert Pamuk als meester-schrijver, middels behandeling van 

zijn meest geprezen werk, My Name is Red. Met de toekenning van de IMPAC Dublin 

Literary Award in 2003 is de literaire waarde van deze roman internationaal erkend. De notie 

van 'het meesterwerk' is niet slechts extern feit of toegevoegde waarde met betrekking tot 

deze roman, maar een essentieel onderdeel van deze historische roman, die de thans vergeten 

kunst van het miniatuur in zestiende-eeuws Istanbul herpresenteert. Dit hoofdstuk 

ondervraagt de rol van het meesterwerk zowel binnen, als buiten de roman, teneinde te 

verkennen hoe noties van de concepten 'meesterwerk' en 'meester-schrijver' onze manier van 

lezen bepaalt, en hoe het stadschap van Pamuk haar literair, cultureel en politiek kapitaal 

creëert. 
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Ik concludeer met een herpositionering van Istanbul en Pamuk op de imaginaire 

scheidslijn tussen Oost en West. De scheiding tussen Oosters erfgoed en Westerse invloed 

verwordt grondstof, in plaats van beperking. Het werk van Pamuk gaat tactisch om met deze 

stereotiepe beeldtaal, door het kapitaliseren van Istanbul middels het vermenigvuldigen van 

haar oevers en het overbruggen van meervoudige binairen. Istanbul is zowel een feniks, als 

een fictieve stad; haar geschiedenissen omsluiten verovering en vernietiging die het gebied 

claimen in naam van concurrerende betekenissen en levenswijzen. Deze stad van breuken, 

continuïteiten en tegenstellingen heeft de potentie om te metamorfoseren in de tijd en te 

overleven als onderdeel van diverse tradities. Zo ook het stadschap van Pamuk; pluriform 

kapitaal inkapselend, belichaamt dit stadschap verscheidene patronen en manoeuvres, 

voortkomend uit de constante verandering van Istanbul. 

 

translated by Jago Philippens 

 




